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Life and Struggle of Lata Singh: Making of a Trade Union Leader of ‘Discharged’
Workers'

The Background:

The landscape of the city of Delhi, in the closing decades of the twentieth century, are marked
with militant working-class struggle and trade union movements. Early in this phase the
impoverishment of the textile industries in Delhi put the first rank of industrial workers at par
with the vast numbers of ever-increasing informal labour force living in deplorable conditions in
the unauthorised Jhuggi Jhopri Clusters in different pockets of the city. The newly emerging
industrial towns at the border of Delhi could not provide any better working and living
conditions for the increasing and diversified labour force that kept on flooding the cityscape in
early eighties. Therefore, the trajectory of the building of trade union movement within Delhi
and the National Capital Region (NCR), especially in Noida and Ghaziabad, in the post
emergency era, was not very different from the developments taking place in the main city.
Building trade union units on the demands of minimum wages, health insurance and other
benefits, leave, maternity rights and better living conditions was a common factor for working
class movement at both the places. The of textile workers of the city, already organized under the
banner of various trade unions provided leadership to the emerging informal sector of Delhi. In
Noida and Ghaziabad, organizing workers through the formation of unions in factory units and
fighting for their rights went hand in hand. An entire generation of working-class trade union

leaders emerged out of these struggles in the NCR region of Noida and Ghaziabad.

Noida, 12 kilometres away from Delhi, part of Ghaziabad district of the state of Uttar Pradesh,
came into existence in 1976. Initially, the township comprising 495 hectares was meant for small
and medium industries gradually expanding up to 985 hectares. Later, the industrial town was
converted into an Export Processing Zone comprising mainly garment and hosiery, shoes,
electronic, and rubber production industries. Most of the workers working in this township came
from a common social background. Majority of them came from the adjacent states of Uttar
Pradesh and Bihar and few from the southern states of Kerala and Tamil Nadu. Overwhelming
numbers of these migratory workers were from rural background. Local men were part of this
common pool of labour and its reserve but women of Noida were conspicuous by their absence.

Women coming from other states comprised significant numbers of the workforce. They
1



primarily worked in the labour-intensive industries of footwear, garments and electronics. Their
numbers kept on increasing throughout the eighties. The usual numbers of workers in the
individual factory units in Noida was at least 50 and often more than 100, yet the working
conditions from the perspective of labour bore similarities with the informal sector. Casual and
contractual nature of employment along with the absence of minimum wages and other rights

and benefits was predominant.”

Although, Noida was portrayed as an “Ideal Industrial Area” in the official narrative of the state
and a set of tax relief and concession was offered to the industrial class operating in the industrial
town, in reality massive closure was taking place parallel to this so-called development.
Different surveys conducted by government agencies showed that almost half of the industrial
units were getting closed over a decade under the pretext of industrial sickness. Under the
Industrial Dispute Act of 1947, industrialists were needed to take prior permission from the
government before closing down the factory. This provision was seen by the capitalist class of
the country as a structural hindrance for the industrial growth that needed reform. But the real
situation of the sector was different whereby industries were already getting closed and therefore
creating a huge force of ‘discharged labour.” Contrary to popular belief, the army of labour once
discharged from work, could not find alternative employment and kept on getting reduced to
condition of further pauperization. With this background, the trade union movement marked its

root in the industrial town of Noida.

The small industries of Noida which marked both the flight of labour and the capital from the
national capital was the basis for the declaration of Noida as a National Export Processing Zone
(EPZ) in the year 1986. The formation of EPZ did not automatically result in the expansion of
the industrial town, rather it was the expanding urban market in and around the national capital
and the location of Noida that acted strategically as a collection and distribution centre,
stimulated the expansion of the town as an export processing zone. Garment industry saw the

maximum boom. Production and export of shoes was also significant.

The majority of workforce in this EPZ was comprised of 83% migrant workers, mostly coming

from rural backgrounds and some commuting from adjacent Ghaziabad. Women workers



comprised a significant portion of this migrant population. The previous industrial town and the

EPZ spanned out on the either side of the residential area of the workers.

According to survey conducted by the CWDS “that 68% of the women workers were denied
minimum wages, 42% were casual or contract workers. At the time of the survey, it was
estimated that there were at least 30,000 women workers in Noida, whose numbers have
continued to steadily increase. But according to the Factories™ Inspectorate, in 2001, only 11,000

women workers are recorded of whom 2,400 are in NEPZ.”
The Story of Phoenix

The shoe called called the Phoenix International Limited was incorporated as a private limited
company in Noida in 1987 in this backdrop. The company had an agreement with JSC
Rusfintorg of Russia for supplying manufactured shoes by 1993 and in the year 1995 it
manufactured over 10,80,000 pairs of shoes. Around 1996, a huge fortress like unit (a three-tier
unit, basement, ground and first floor) for shoe production was built up in the phase Il of sector
60. Later it also signed a memorandum with the shoe company called the Reebok and soon its
production reached around 7 million per annum. The company had four units in Noida with
3000-4000 workers working in these units. The company was promoted by Mr D.N. Kalsi and
Ajay Kalsi.

Around 2000 all the units of the company were closed with a call centre replacing one unit. As
per the version of the management, the units were amalgamated into one due to various factors

ranging from the rise of China to ‘labour strike.’
The Trade Union and Struggle of Industrial Workers:

The trade unions, especially the Centre of Indian Trade Unions (CITU) had its beginning in
Noida by 1978-79. Most of the intervention of the union was at the level of the small industries
spanning from sector 1-8 of the industrial town which was part of Ghaziabad district of Uttar
Pradesh. K M Tiwari, the current state secretary of the Communist Party of India Marxist
(CPIM) who starred his life as a trade unionist from Noida-Ghaziabad region, recalls that the
industrialists simply used to consider the workers as their slaves and private property.™ Their
mindset was that of feudal lord (samanti soch). Women workers were especially oppressed and



harassed by the owners and management of the factory, for example, if a woman was inside the
toilet, a male employee from the management would go and bang the door and shout ‘kab tak
andar rahegi? Bahar nikal jaldi.” They were made to stand in under the scorching sun in the
afternoon for hours. The unit A-99 where Lata and Gangeshwar worked had issues like putting
the names of the workers on the master roll, demands for wages etc. On these issues union was
formed there. But exploitation (daman-pidan) of the workers, especially of the female workers,
who comprised half of the labour strength, was maximum in the sector 60 factory of the
company. Oppression of the workers took the most violent turn there.

In the vocabulary of the trade union movement, this area was identified as criminal belt where
massive use of crime against the workers and the trade union by the industrialist class was the
rule of the day. The brother duo, Mahinder Bhati and Rajbeer Bhati were infamous muscle men
from the adjacent Dadri area who used to mobilise goons against the trade union leaders and
intimidated the workers at the behest of the owners of the companies. Often thugs would be

brought in buses to break any ongoing strike or agitation of the workers.

Lata Singh, a militant trade union leader of the CITU and a worker in the Phoenix factory

emerges from this context.
Always on the Move and Merger with the Working Class :

The early life of Lata Singh is similar to that of majority of workers that migrated to the
industrial town of Noida in search of livelihood after they could not sustain themselves back in

the villages.

Lata Singh is the youngest of four sisters and two brothers. She was born in Maharashtra. Her
joint family got scattered (parivar ttirbitir ho gaya) early in her childhood. Getting school
education was difficult for them. The sisters stayed back at home. Her nana was a kotwal there
and he could make some amount of property. Some of her relatives still live there. Her father
was a master in some inter-college in Maharashtra. One could give away his job in favour of any
family members. So, her father decided to give up the job for his brother and started working as a
manager in a mill called Sanichari Mill in Bombay. After the mill closed down, her family
shifted to Jaunpur (Kerakat kshetra) in Uttar Pradesh. The rest of the family members, i.e., Lata

Singh’s paternal side of the family, were living there already and had some amount of land.
4



Being the oldest of all the brothers, Lata’s father was not allowed to do any physical work in
their farm. His brothers mostly took care of their livelihood. Lata went to school in Jaunpur but
could not finish her education beyond class 1. But back in village, the family did not face any
financial crisis. The uncles (chacha log) extended help in matters of marriage etc. The joint

family remained together till her mother died.

Lata Singh got married before she reached her puberty. After marriage she came to a joint family
living in another part of the Janunpur district. Her husband’s family had considerable amount of
land (20 acres as she can recall) and was in kheti ka business. At her in-law’s house she never
stepped out of the household. Women mainly performed domestic workers (culha-bartan). Due
to some family dispute her father-in-law gave away the entire property to his elder brother and
his sons. This sudden turn of events forced Lata and her husband to migrate to Noida in search of

work. The couple brought their two children along with them, but did not carry other belongings.

Lata’s jeth (a family relative) was working in sector 12 in Noida as JE in the Telephone
Exchange. At his suggestion Lata’s husband started working in a chemical factory in sector 2
(Finial manufacturing company). Lata remained at the house of the relative but soon she joined a
shoe factory called the Phoenix. A woman who never stepped out of house even to work in her
own family farm, quickly got drawn into the vibrant trade union movement of the city and she

describes her life as one that is spent in the service of working class (majdoor ka seba).

Lata’s relative was acquittanced with the owner of the shoe company and with his
recommendation she joined in one of the manufacturing units of the company in 1989.
Gangeshwar Datt Sharma, a co-worker of Lata Singh and a local boy was already working in the
same unit of the factory. A 16-17 years old boy back then, Gangeshwar along with few other
workers were thrown out from the company. These workers asked for proper Diwali bonus
instead of some token sweets distributed by the management. On that pretext, the administration
and the owners of the company forced them to resign. Lata Singh joined the company at this time
when the possibility of the formation of trade union and waging protracted class struggle was

brewing in Noida.

The decade long struggle in Phoenix and other factories of Noida gave birth to the generation of

militant trade unionists like Gangeshwar, Lata Singh. The memory of comradery between the
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two also remains strong when Lata Singh recalls the history of their struggle in the factory and
building working class movement in Noida. Lata recalls the hardship that Gangeshwar went
through from a very young age. Starting the life of a trade unionist at the age of 16/17, he stuck
to his lifelong political commitment which acted as a source of inspiration for Lata to continue
her life of activism as a CITU leader (main CITU ka jhanda kabhi bhi nehi chodungi).

The Struggle at Phoenix: Building Union Against the Odds ---- A Trade Union Memory

The shoe factory had considerable numbers of female workers mainly involved in stitching and
pasting the sole of the shoes. Often, they used to run machines. Only Lata’s unit had 400 female

workers. No separate trainings were given to the workers for these jobs.

Altogether there were around 4000 workers in four units of Phoenix. Starting from 300 to
maximum 500 used to be the minimum wage back then in Noida. Female workers used to
receive less than the male workers. Other rights like ESI, PF nothing was available for them.
When Gangeshwar and some other workers raised those demands, they were targeted. Noida
used to fall under Ghaziabad district at that time. Ghaziabad already had trade union in many
factories under the banner of the CITU. Gangeshwar Datt Sharma approached the CITU
leadership there and formed the first union in their unit of Phoenix in Noida. The union got into a
legal battle with the administration of the company and own it. All the workers who were forced
to sign their resignation letters were reinstated again. Both Lata and Gangeshwar were in the

same unit of the company A-99.

Being a shoe factory, workers of the Phoenix had to deal with leather. Processed skin used to
come to the come to the factory for further works. This factor resulted in the recruitment of the
Dalit labourers in the factory. Apart from the Dalits and caste Hindu migratory labourers,
Muslims also worked there. But in terms of the job division, the factory floor was not divided.
On the top of everything, the shared experience of exploitation as workers and the presence of

the trade union to organize the workers further cemented the unity.

According to Lata, workers were aware of their caste: someone was thakur, someone was a
pandit, someone a Muslim. But the identity of workers and role of the union in shaping and
cementing that was crucial. Often, they discussed that the owners might make four gates of the

factory to segregate them. But as long as they ate together, fought together, they were one.



Till this time Lata Singh had no clue about CITU or trade union in general (laal jhanda keye hota
hain hum jante hi nehi the). So, when she was approached to fill the form of CITU membership,
Lata was reluctant initially. With slight persuasion from Gangeshwar she soon became a member

of the union.

It was this exploitation of the workers that turned that reluctant onlooker Lata into a fierce trade
union leader. Although the transition was sudden. She recalls that the owners of the company
were so notorious (malik itne haramkhor the....) that they had a token system in place for
workers to access toilet. Even pregnant women were not spared. The extent of exploitation used
to make Lata extremely agitated. Once a cleaning staff of the company was smoking a bidi near
the toilet. Perhaps somebody informed the owner. He thrashed the worker and asked him to nil
down (moorga bana diya). She could not tolerate the humiliation of the worker and protested.
Similarly, another member of the union was beaten up by the owner. The workers protested
again. In her own word both the owner brothers, Atul and Ajay Kalsi were ‘badtameez.” Once
nineteen workers were suspended. She fiercely confronted the management of the company
saying that if someone’s name should be put in the list, she should be the one, because she was
the first amongst the workers to protest against the atrocious behaviour of the owners. Often

supervisors of the factory units used to sexually harass female workers.

Gangeshwar Datt Sharma, the secretary of the CITU unit, was transferred to another unit. Under
her leadership, workers blocked the gate of the factory unit and stopped the owners from entering
inside. Under pressure from the organized protest, Gangeshwar’s transfer order was cancelled.

The token system was also withdrawn.

The workers’ struggle in Phoenix was long-drawn. Labour laws were not implemented in the
company. They even tried to close down the factory on the excuse of manufacturing and export
sickness. But formation of union was one reason. The struggle was so militant that many of the
union members had to remain underground for 6 months. The situation in another unit in sector
2, D-18 was also same. Union formed two committees of workers in that unit. They were all
locked up inside and goondas were called from Rajendar Place. They were all brutally beaten up
for forming union. Many of them carried injuries. Gangeshwar was never given gate pass to

enter another unit of the same factory.



Lata Singh took along another female co-worker and got out with the excuse of going to bank.
They reached the gate of the factory at sector 2 and confronted the management there. The union
used to fight cases for the workers’ right at Ghaziabad Labour Court. They were able to get
favourable judgements. Soon the struggle spread in all four units of the Phoenix. Lata reached
everywhere. In other units she was not even known so much. Similar incident was repeated in
other units of the company where workers were assaulted by the goondas called from outside.
The administration did not like the fact that the workers getting organized. Once the fight was so
severe that not only the workers of Phoenix stopped working and assembled at the gate but the
workers from other factories also came out in support. Media also reached there. Next day
administration shut the four units of the company. They just wanted to throw the union leaders
out and keep the rest of the workers. But the unions’ presence and effect were so strong that
administration did not succeed in this. The company was shut for one whole year. It was
absolutely difficult for the workers to stick to struggle for such a long time with dire economic
bearings. The owners exhausted all means to break them, yet most of them remained in the fight.
According to Lata this was only possible because of the leadership of the union. The union
fought the cases for workers’ rights in the labour courts of Ghaziabad, Meerut and finally won.
But the owners were hellbent that Lata and Gangeshwar will not be retained in the company. For
fifteen-sixteenth months they were outside but the influence (daheshad) of the CITU was such
that they were very much an insider (hum bahar rahain kar bhi andar hi the). After we were
reinstated, the company functioned for twelve years before it closed down finally in 2001. One
unit was still open in sector 60. Union was formed there as well and similar situation prevailed.

The owners set up a call centre there later.

The task of organizing the workers spilled beyond the working hours of the factory. Lata used to
go to the sites even at night. Mostly accompanied either by her husband or brother-in-law. Often
young members from neighbourhood also went along with her. It was the night of 23" March of
either 1990 or 91, the administration was removing products from the factory in most hideous
manner (chori se maal nikal rahe the) with the help of the local administration. She used to live
in sector 22 which was 2-3 kms away from the factory. Sensing that something was wrong, Lata

reached there. The owners were sitting inside the fire brigade vehicle. The entire staff of the



management was involved in the process and even goondas were present. Even they fired rounds

of bullets. Local administration was hand-in-gloves with the factory owners.

Lata called people from the neighbourhood. The workers also reached the spot at night and
blocked the gate of the factory till the District Magistrate and police did not reach the site. Lata

asserted herself by saying ‘ye chori kar rahe the....chori ka saza keya ho ta hain?’

In the formative stage of trade union movement organizing the labourers was also difficult. They
did not have their own office. Union meetings were held in different parts of the industrial town:
When CITU just started working a tea shop, Sharma Tea Stall, belonging to an elderly couple at
pashe used to be the gathering place of the trade union leaders. Later, Park of sector 1, Shimla
Park, in front of another company called the Super Catches etc. If a worker was sacked, there
used to be immediate meetings at the gate. Otherwise, gate meetings used to happen either before
the beginning of work or at the time of closing of the factory units. Communication was not easy
either. Often at night, union leaders had to go on cycle to the houses of the workers to inform

them about something important.

Once units came into existence in all four factories of Phoenix, a combined unit was also formed
for coordination amongst the different units. Lata, Gangeshwar along with few other union
representatives from each of these committees were there. Lata rose to the rank of joint secretary,

vice president and president of the CITU unit of Phoenix.

During the All India industrial bandh of 1997, the owners (malik aur malkin) of the factories
blocked the road of the sector 20. This had happened mainly under the banner of the Noida
Entrepreneurs’ Association that was long active in the industrial town and exerted considerable
influence on the policy makers and could ensure a host of tax special tax benefits in their favour.
It was this association which also exerted pressure on the respective state governments and
industry captions for doing away with labour department’s inspection in the factories. It was the
government of Congress party then. They had local MLAs with them. They gheraoed the police
station. The SSP also joined hands with them. In other words, the entire local administration
came in support of the factory owners and opposed the workers’ strike. But the trade union could
mobilize huge numbers of workers. In fact, the factories that did not have union also witnessed

large number of workers coming out in support of the national strike ---- ‘Noida ekdam

9



thap....koisi company se dhua nehi.....” Relative of Indra Kumar Gujral’s company was also
affected during this strike. The workers of the Phoenix played a leading role in mobilizing or

organizing the strike.

the entire Noida was shut for eight hours. The workers took control of the area. Before the strike
police was looking for Lata and other union leaders. Some policemen reached her home at night.
Her husband tried to dodge them for a while. But she was arrested at night. Many CPIM leaders
from Delhi like Brinda Karat, Pushpinder Singh Grewal, Mohanlal Bharadwaj, and K M Tiwari
from Ghaziabad reached the police station for the bail of the union leaders. They managed
kachchi bail for them. Next day after the strike, while coming out of the factory, she was
surrounded by policemen and arrested. Union later secured bail for her and others. Leaders of
trade union and CPIM always came to meet and help the workers whenever any big agitation
took place. Vimal Randive of All India Kaamgar Mabhila Union, Pramila Pandhe came on several

occasions.

During this phase, Lata had to remain underground for several days. Once she came back home
to spend the night with her children. Police reached her house. It was not easy as neighbours
always did not understand the situation. Police coming home in search of a married women was
seen with suspicion and stigma. One stool was kept on the terrace. She climbed and jumped off

on the terrace of the adjacent house.
Intimidation of the Trade union Leaders: A Direct Confrontation

As leaders of CITU, Lata Singh and Gangeshwar were always targeted by the company owners
and management. Gangeshwar Datt Sharma was the secretary of the CITU unit of the factory.
The owners of the company always used to mobilize locally powerful musclemen to intimidate
the leaders. They had a free run. There was one local goonda from Dadri called Mahinder Bhati,
who also happened to the MLA of the constituency, his brother Rajbeer Bhati started looking for
Gangeshwar. They entered our unit and were waiting in the guard room. Both Ajay and Atul
Kalsi were present there. Lata confronted Rajbeer saying ‘if you want to meet, why only
Gangeshwar, I will call the entire union leadership. But talk to me first.” There were many

attempts of intimidation like this. The workers used to have their gate meetings (assembly at the
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factory gate whenever required); the management tried to stop that by using force. But nothing

could stop the iron will of the workers.

Lata was followed by the henchmen of the local BJP leader once during the agitation of 1997-98.
She was going to Ghaziabad in a bus for some union work. Soon she could realise that the bus is
being followed by some goondas. Somehow, she managed to get down in front of the police
station and sought shelter inside. But harming a trade union leader of Lata’s stature in the zenith
of trade union movement in Noida was not easy. In Lata’s own word ‘woha ka administration

bhi janta tha ki hum sachchai ki ladai lad rahe the.’

Once Lata and Gangeshwar were called to the house of the owners ---- Ajay and Atul Kalsi -----
at Rajinder Place. They both informed the union leaders of the state and reached there. The
experience was one of awe, intimidation and bribery. Escorted by guards, walking through the
large and lengthy corridors of the multi-storeyed mansion, they reached a room where the father
of the owners was sitting with his vault open. Apart from money, the offer of government job for
Gangeshwar, car and house for Lata at Noida was on the table. In Lata’s own words ‘woha se

nikal na bhari tha.....’

During one agitation, cars and computers of the company were set on fire by the management
and the blame was put on the workers. Lata and Gangeshwar were made main accused. In
another protest, when the workers blocked the gate, goondas were called from Trilokpuri and

Lata was openly threatened that her kids will be kidnapped.

Getting bail was not easy for the workers and especially union leaders. The industrialist lobby
always pressed for slapping charges as per National Security Act (Rshtriya Suraksha Kanoon or
RSUKA in the language of the workers) against the workers. Often owners of 2-3 factories used
to come together and lodge FIR against the workers and trade union leaders. The police and local
administration used to act on their behalf. According to K M Tiwari, this is a long-standing
practice of the state and ruling classes used against labour. Mostly false charges will be imposed
on the leaders, especially those whose names appear on the pamphlets. Multiple cases would be
put against each of them. No matter how trivial the charge is, as per the law against one charge,

the accused needed two bailers.
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When Noida was under Ghaziabad district, even trade union leaders from Ghaziabad got cases
against them. Against person, there used to be 10-11 cases. Workers of Phoenix and trade union
members from Noida has 12-13 cases against each of them. During one national level agitation,
different owners of different companies lodged FIRs in 2-3 police stations. All of them got
converted into cases which means 24-26 bailers were required for each of the workers. We were
fighting for laws in favour of the working class (hum to kanoon ke liye lad rahe the). This was
going against us. People did not have ESI and PF. Trade union in Noida was relatively new.
Getting so many bailers for one person was next to impossible. This was just a ploy to keep the
workers and trade union leaders behind the bar for months. The CITU used to get workers from
Ghaziabad whose names were on the master roll and got ESI and PF as bailers for workers of
Noida (to management ka hamla isi liye hota tha ke majdoor o ko mahine tak jail me rakkha jain

ke wo zamanti hi dhunte rahe).

The administration always stood with the industrialists. When Noida used to be under Ghaziabad
district, before Gautam Budh Nagar came into existence in 1997, it was under Dadri tehsil. The
SDM was in-charge of this. When Narayan Datt Tiwari was the chief minister, the administration
had a free run and stood beside the industrialist lobby. Used all repressive tactics including use

of crime against the trade union movement.

If there was intimidation on one hand, solidarity of the workers inside the factory and in the
neighbourhood was strong. Lata’s children were looked after by another young couple who were
fellow workers in another factory. Due to similar dispute in Vijar Overseas company they lost
their jobs and took shelter at Lata’s house. The CITU was fighting their case as well. Chalera,
Barola ---- all these neighbourhood were populated by the workers of various industries. Lata’s

house owners, an old couple, were also cooperative. She lived at sector 22.
Lata’s Own journey as a Woman Trade Union Leader:

Being a woman Lata faced additional pressure and humiliation. Lata’s male relative (jeth) was
influenced by the owners of Phoenix. One day he suddenly called her at home at sector 12. She
used to cover her face in front of her jeth (parda karti thi). He directly told Lata to withdraw
from her trade union life. She, from her ghoonghat, replied that he had helped her get this job,

but the decision to fight for the cause of the workers was hers’. She would not quit at any cost.
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She said ‘hum ghar chod denge lekin union nehi chodenge.....aap apni bhai ko le jaiye....baccho

ko le jaiye....’

If the male members of the family were exerting pressure on her to quit the life of a trade union
leader, Lata got full support and care from her own partner. She describes one small incident that
brings out the existence of democratic feelings within one’s own family and community which is
deeply patriarchal otherwise. Once Lata was walking on the street accompanied by her husband.
The entire staff of the management of the Phoenix were standing on the main road of sector 12.
One of them tried to character assassinate her by saying that ‘Noida ke sare malik jante hain ke
Lata Singh raat ko soti hain worker ke beech me...’Lata was worried thinking that this allegation
was such a stigma (itna bada kalangk) for a woman. But she also assured herself thinking that if
she was out at night, her husband always accompanied her. In this case too she got his support.
Lata describes this incident as something that made her realized what love is (payar keya hota
hain?). Does this democratization of feelings part and parcel of the processes through which

working class movements develop?

Often her caste identity was used for manipulation.... are tum to thakurait ki beti ho....” Once
there was another protest in front of another shoe factory called the Shoe Technique. When the
workers were protesting, the superintendent of police of Ghaziabad was present there. Someone
from the management, a brahmin (with Pandey surname) started saying that Lata, a respected
woman of thakur (Rajput caste) household should not be seen with these chamars. Lata
confronted him by saying that the owner of the factory is a Muslim. But just because he is
wealthy his identity can be overlooked. She added by saying that ‘chamar, chura, pasi, muslim
main kuch nehi janti.....main janti hu ki main aurat hu; aur is bakht road pe hu, aur majdoor ke

sath hu....

The possibility of family getting to know about these slanders was a continuous worry for Lata,
especially that fact that she was jailed and had to go underground. But once police reached her
home back in the village of Jaunpur. Usually in villages of UP, married women were not known
by their names. So, no one could recognize when police asked the house of Lata Singh. Only a
male relative (jeth) knew that her original name is Lata. He tried to persuade Lata to give up her

union activities as this incident appeared as bezaati for the family.
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Expanding Horizon of Working-Class Consciousness: The Experience of Agra Jail

Around 2000-2001, during the ongoing struggle in Phoenix, the workers gave a call for Jail
Bharo Andolan. They were taken to Agra jail. A new unit was formed in the sector 60 unit of
Phoenix. This development angered the owners and they wanted to closed down the unit and
throw the union leaders out. Buses used to get loaded with workers at the dawn and reach the
Agra jail at night. Mostly they remained hungry. Many workers spent 3-4 months in jail. Around
3000 workers participated. Almost 58 women workers were jailed. We had to fight inside the jail
as well. One pregnant lady worker delivered her baby boy inside the jail in the midnight. The
jailor had to open the gate of the prison and doctor was called. It was a day of Hindu festival
Janmashtami, so many thought that the boy should be names after Hindu deity
Krishna-Kanhaiya. But Lata said that they were revolutionaries (hum to sangharshi log hain), a

deity had no business there. So, the child was named Jailor.

Confrontation was reaping from the beginning. The workers were taken to the jail in turns and
they were hungry. They demanded food; Lata Sigh once again became their voice. Their
confrontation with the jail authority started with the demand of ration. After some argument they
were given tea and samosa. The women workers put in one cell of the prison. One of them found
out that the food given by the jail authorities contained insects. Immediately they started
protesting inside jail. The junior jailor was chased by the women prisoners of Phoenix who asked
him to mend his way. They threw that rotten food away. The junior jailor screamed at the them
saying how dare you waste the food? Lata was called separately. This angered the women
workers even more. The women of the trade union were so fierce that the junior jailor did not
dare to enter their cell and finally the senior officer arrived at the spot. When the officer agreed
to the demand of fresh food for the women workers of Phoenix, Lata once again protested by
saying that there were other female prisoners as well (koi apne damad ko marke ayaa tha, koi
kisiko mar ke...matlab buri halath thi). They could be criminals but altogether there were 250
female inmates. Everyone expects the guarantee of basic rights in jail. So, if fresh food from
outside is being arranged, everyone would get it. Those other inmates also joined the protest and
refused to eat the food that was given earlier. All the women workers of Phoenix assembled in
the open yard (chaupal) of the jail but other female inmates were stopped from joining them. But
Lata insisted that they should be allowed to come there. The jail authority tried to intimidate Lata
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by calling her separately (Lata Singh ko bulao....aapki himmat kaisi hui khana phikwane ka?),
but all other women workers resisted together ‘ladieso ka uss samay thoda tez....ek to CITU ka
union banne ke baad kitna tej aajata hai worker o me.....malum raheta hain ki hum hi hum

hain...

Lata spent one month and couple of days in the jail. Her family went to meet her once there but
she refused to meet them as she thought that union is looking after all the workers and arranging
for their bails, so there was no need of family intervention separately. M K Pandhe came to jail

to meet the workers.
Women of Trade Union

According to Lata trade union inculcated a sense of independence, agency and dignity in the
women workers. They were up in front in all protest-agitations, facing police brutality, jumping
in the dry nalas to hide themselves when bullets were shot. Women used to go for all campaigns.
This is true for all the four units of Phoenix. If needed women joined protests or campaign even

in mid-night.

One female CITU member and another leader of the Phoenix shoe company called Rajkumari
was arrested at mid-night without any female police around during the industrial strike of 1997.
It was a violation of the order of the Supreme court. The demands that were put forward by the
CITU was based on the directions given by the Supreme court, i.e., for shifting and closure of
industries from Delhi should be reviewed, the workers should be paid a minimum wage
of Rs.3100/- and some facilities should be provided to jhuggi dwellers who had in fact
encroached upon public land . The FIR was lodged by Mr. Chheda Lal Shukla, the director of the
M. Plast India Pvt Ltd. Police was clearly at fault. Along with the charge of arson, it was alleged
that under the leadership of Rajkumari, a group of workers destroyed property at the factory site
of the said company and also caused injury to the employer. The members of the union reached
the house of the SHO and threatened him by saying that he would land in trouble for such
violation. The SHO Devinder Singh did not have any memo for the arrest. Union fought the case
in court. The union argued that the arrest of Rajkumari was illegal and there was no need of
doing this in the middle of the night. Many union leaders had cases against them but in the

manner in which female leaders were arrested was illegal. The police in its affidavit said that
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Rajkumari was arrested in the early hours of 05:30 am in the presence of a female constable,
since she used to reach home late at night and again leave at early hours. Against this argument,
Kirti Singh, the lawyer of the CITU had to say in court that Rajkumari had no previous record of
crime and she belonged to a respectable family. So, this ploy of character assassination of

women leaders was used by the management as well as the state.

Women workers of the industrial town had additional difficulties. Their wages were low, they
were harassed by the staff of management often which had sexual overtone, lack of cheap and
secured conveyance was also problem. All these issues were part of the demands raised by the
trade union. There was no provision of maternity leave. The union also demanded that the
mothers of infants should get time to breastfeed their children. Struggle of these issues were not
only limited to the units of Phoenix alone, rather wherever, CITU had units in Noida, these
demands comprised the common agenda. The number of women workers in the industries were

also increasing. Keeping these in mind, a women’s subcommittee of the CITU was formed.

Lata Singh was the convenor of the Kaamgar Mahila Union of the Delhi state unit of the CITU.
She was in the All India Co-ordination Committee for the same for 10-15 years till one year
before the death of Bharadwaj. Once the trade union in Noida was initiated with the help of
union leaders from Ghaziabad. But Lata emerged as one of the significant women trade unionists
whose area of work was equally divided between both the places. When she was underground,

she used to stay back at Ghaziabad till late night and someone would drop her back at home.

In all other protests as well, police use to look for the house of Lata and another Janwadi Mahila
Samiti (JMS) leader of the region Asha Yadav as there used to be joint struggles. Police has

always been merciless in thrashing female workers.
Life After Phoenix: Continuation in Later Struggles

Once the shoe factory was closed, Lata and Gangeshwar were both devoted their lives for
building trade union in the industrial town. Noida was no longer part of Ghaziabad district.
Rather it came into existence as a sperate district called Gautam Budh Nagar. Joining any other
factory was not possible for them. In all the factories and police stations in Noida, their

photographs, video clippings/recording of their roles in different protests were widely circulated.
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Lata became a member of the Communist Party of India (Marxist) in 1992. Gangeshwar started

acting as a whole-time worker of the CITU.

Lata could not. When her husband remained the sole bread-winner of the house. She had to look
after children who were mostly living on bread and tea offered by the neighbours in the absence
of their mother. This poses a question in front of the trade unions, i.e., how to retain female
leadership for long time. Was the economic burden on a discharged or disinherited worker
worked in same manner for woman and man? How to accommodate a woman in the trade union
along with her domestic responsibilities and role as a care giver? Ultimately, they joined the

movement and remained with it fighting against these odds.

Declining the pressure of bribes offered by the owners, administration and local muscle men,
Lata continued her life as a trade union leader and organizer which is the repository of dignity
and strength of her life. She thinks that if she is known today in Noida, it is only because what

she had earned from commitment to the cause of the working class.

Lata is the vice-president of the CITU unit of Gautam Budh Nagar and president of the Gharelu
Kaamgar Mahila Union (union of the domestic workers). She had declined to be either the
president or secretary in the conference election as she thinks that she envisages her role as an
organizer who can devote time for building units and future generations of cadres. Leadership
should be entrusted to someone with education. Lata still works amongst the female workers of

different factories of Noida.

Looking back at her life as a trade union leader, Lata Singh describes the lives of the working
class of the industrial town as one of misery and exploitative. No government of independent
India has ever thought about the poverty, working and living condition of the workers. Violation
of labour laws and formation of anti-labour laws has always been rampant in all regimes, be it
Congress or BJP. During the time of Mayawati, the physical attack on labourers was somewhat
checked but all the anti-labour policies had its beginning during her tenure. Now the Yogi
government is doing away with all labour laws in UP, but the attempt to do away with labour
inspector was first introduced during the tenure of Mayawati. The industrialists could certify

about the condition of workers in the factory. There was hardly any commission for wage
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revision for all the trades. With the Yogi government in power now and BJP’s attempt to bring in

labour courts is going to be one deadliest blow for the survival of the working class.

Even today, the workers in Noida receives less minimum wage than the workers of Delhi. While
the prices of everyday commodities are going high every day (mahengai ka maar). There are
many challenges in front of the working-class movement today but Lata says this sheer
experience of collective poverty, casualization, and contractual nature (thekedaari) of the jobs

are making the workers more vulnerable. The trade union movement has to fight against it.
Conclusion:

First of all, the story of Lata Singh challenges the overwhelming propaganda of industrialist class
that neo-liberalism ushers in development and modernization for all. It also questions the
division between formal and informal sector where in one kind of historiography, workers of the
big factories are seen as privileged over the workers of ‘informal’ sector. The trade unions in
Noida had to fight for the basic minimum rights and protection of the labour laws in every
factory. The story of their everyday survival inside and outside the factory was no different than
the workers working in the set-ups described as informal. Women workers had their won

struggles within this larger categorization.

Lata Singh’s life and struggle tells us how working-class leaders emerge and grow organically
from below along with the movement. As a woman she had to face additional challenges. But
when she recalls the past events of her life as trade unionist, it is a collective memory of the trade

union. One cannot be dissociated from the other.
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" | have borrowed this concept of ‘discharged’ or ‘disinherited’ workers from an essay written by Indrani
Mazumdar and Indu Agnihotri where they argue that the phenomenon of closure of industries allowed a kind of
parasitic profit for the industrialist class. The workers, on the other hand, out of job are reduced to a vulnerable
position, not being able to compete with already existing reserve army of labour. See, Indrani Mazumdar & Indu
Agnihotri, ‘Labour in Times of Closure’ in U. Kalpagam, Nisha Srivastava & D.M. Diwakar (eds.), Labour and Poverty
(Studies on Uttar Pradesh), Segment Books, New Delhi, 2004, pp. 361-389.

i For the reconstruction of the industrial history of Noida see Indrani Mazumdar, ‘Export Processing Zones and
their Workers in India: Conditions and Framework for Promotion of Social Dialogue’.

i _For the reconstruction of the CITU history in Noida and Ghaziabad, one round of interview was done with K M
Tiwari and Gangeshwar Datt Sharma.
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