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The First Priority
B. K. Nehru

T has been estimated that there were a little over
3 million unemployed in 1950 and around 14
million in 1970. During the next decade the gross
additions to the labour force of India will be approxi-
mately 90 million people. The children who will pro-
vide this addition have already been born. As a result
of better health and improved longevity a larger num-
ber of people of the age of 60 and over are likely to
remain in the labour force in the seventies than used
to be the case in earlier years. No more than 27 million
workers are expected to die and retire in the next
ten years. The net addition to the labour force in the
seventies will thus be of the order of 63 million. The
best estimate of additional employment created during
the sixties is around 30 million. Taking an optimistic
view, if present policies continue the maximum num-
ber of jobs that can be created in the seventies can-
not possibly exceed 40 million. This would mean
adding 23 million to the present 14 million unem-
ployed ending up the decade with a total of 37 million
—or no less than almost 14 per cent of the labour
force of 1980. This means that for the next ten years
the number of unemployed will increase on the
average by the truly hair-raising figure of 6,000 per
day. ’

The person who is unemployed and therefore by
definition without means of livelihood, or the person
who is technically employed but living a life below
the level of subsistence has quite naturally no attach-
ment and no loyalty to the preservation of a social,
political and economic system which appears to him
to be monstrously unjust, corrupt and hypocritical.

It is in the certainty that unemployment and under-
employment or the low returns for employment—all
of which really amount to the same thing—are driving
us to the disintegration of our country and the break-
down of our society that I do believe that the first
priority, over-riding all other priorities, should be to
increase employment. Organised society in peace-time
always has various objectives in view all of which it
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tries simultaneously to achieve. Many of these objec-
tives are conflicting in character and it is the function
of the political balance that may be achieved from
time to time to decide in what proportion what objec-
tives will be pursued through the formulation of policy.
My submission is that today we should subject any
policy or action that comes to us for approval or deci-
sion to only one single test—namely whether or not it
will create employment. If it does we should accept;
if not it should be rejected.

‘Gainful’ Employment

It is necessary, however, to be very clear about what
exactly is meant by the term employment. The Planning
Commission always refers to “gainful” employment. To
the experts in the Planning Commission the meaning
of this phrase is clear—gainful employment is synony-
mous with productive employment. But to the vast
mass of people who are not experts, and who are
the sovereigns of this country, gainful employment
means simply the holding of a job which enables the
holder to draw a wage or salary at the end of every
month. To them “gainful employment™ means, in short,
employment gainful to the individual without regard
to the effect it may or may not have on the nation as a
whole. Consequently employing 27,000 people in a

(Continued on page 14)
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