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Editorial Perspective

ASSAULT AT THE WORKPLACE

ost kinds of work can produce stress and

prove to be hazardous. !n their efforts to
survive and thrive, early humans had to struggle
with the vagaries of nature, which, on many occasi-
ons, must have proved fatally hazardous to some of
hem. These hazards, however, would probably not
ave been perceived as ‘work hazards’ but as a
part of living. Obviously at this stage, there was a
difference between ‘work’ and ‘life’. With technolo-
gical progress, however, survival gradually became
less of a constant risk, and human beings settied
down to the business of production, the basic
means by which they existed and propagated
themselves. But the technological progress associated
with production had its own built-in problems,
which became more apparent after the Industrial
Revolution began.

Sickness and absenteeism are two words which
highlight the bourgeois perceptions of health. A
worker is considered to be ‘healthy’ when heis
‘fit enough to work’ and ‘sick” when he is unable to
‘work’. Under capitalism, therefore, health becomes
equated to the ability to produce goods, a concept
which dehumanises the worker and reduces him to
being just a form of energy for the production
process. Contrast this perception of health to that
of the World Health Organisation which defines
health as a state of complete physical, mental and
social well-being and not merely an absence of
disease and infirmity.

Wherever a new technology has been introduced
the effects of the impact of this technology on
ecology and human health have been recognised
only many years later. The interval between introduc-
tion of this technology and recognition of its
effects has, in many cases been highly detrimental
to both man and his environment. This situation is
likely to continue as long as vested interests exist to
promote dangerous technologies in place where
awareness about the dangers of these
technologies is limited.

With the increasing complexity of industrial
processes, more and more hazards have begun to
be recognised. The brunt of these hazards fall
primarily on the working- class, the actual producers
of goods. When this class is looked upon merely as
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a tool in the production process, it is easy to
understand why neglect of safety precautions
occurs, parpicularly in countries where surplus
work-force exists. It is revealing to examine in this
context, two examples of safety standards set by
different countries. In the industrially advanced
capitalist countries, safety standards are higher and
better implemented than in the less advanced
capitalist countries. However it is in the socialist
countries, whether industrially advanced or other-
wise, that safety standards are highest. This is
presumably due to the latter's commitment to
preventive health care. It must be noted that a
physically safe working environment is one of
several factors which contribute to achieving work-
satisfaction. Other factors include a harmonious
‘organisation of work’, control over the production
process and channels of communication for workers
to express their feelings about various aspects of
their lives.

Let us take a look at the economics of workplace
neglect. For the industrialist, ignoring the provision
of a safe working environment means less economic
inputs into his industry for the same production
output. This saving therefore becomes, another
addition to the net profit. A similar situation holds
true for environmental neglect. Good housekeeping
and a clean environment means more investments
something which an industrialist would rather avoid
if he can get away with it.

An important issue currently being debated is
the duestion of why two different safety standards
should exist for worker and public exposure to
hazardous materials. Proponents of the double
standards {(which exists today) have used four types
of arguments as justification for the status quo.
These arguments have been questioned by a group
from the Center for Technology, Environment and
Development at Clark University, U.S.A. [ Science
Today, April 1982). | am briefly presenting the
debate as it examines a number of relevant topics
in work and health.

1. Proponents of the double standard argue that
workers must be involved in production even if it is
hazardous because it is for the larger benefit of
society. Any attempt to reduce the workers’ risk will
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