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I’d like to ask you more specifi-
cally about the immigrant
workers. But I first have to
stop at a point you made car-
licr. You said you can find out
about a country through its
prisons, mental institutions and
the harsh working conditions. I
have not seen hard working
conditions compared to prisons
~ and mental hospitals.

I am talking about inhuman work-
_ ing conditions where people are

counted not as humans but as
beasts of burden; they are treated
as disposable humans. They are
captive to conditions where there
is no future. You could say that
the ancient slave societies were
more humane since at least they
wanted to keep, their slaves alive
for a longer time for their labour
power. But this is not the case
today. Human beings are so ex-
pendible as to lack any worth.
Their value is measured by their
daily wage, or is equal to the work
they are ‘doing:- in construction
workshops or in cleaning, which
are- among the most :hazardous.
And once the work is done and
the  workers’ health has been
damaged, and in some cases can-
cer diseases have developed, the
workers are dumped. I mean, our
modern society reduces the human
being even below the level of
former slaves. That’s why I put
them all in the same category. For
people who are driven' to these
conditions, the consequences are
sometimes the same as those in
prisons and mental institutions. -

‘And it is getting worse. When'T
was toiling for two years as. a
Turkish worker I got paid 6 or 7
marks an hour. Today there are
Rumanians working in-construc-
tion for 3 marks an hour.

I’d like to turn to more specific
questions. First of all, I am
glad that you decided to make
this film starting from the
other end, ie. from the view-
point that you wanted .to do
somcthing about the situation
of immigrants workers in

Japan.

Yes. And the Iranian immigrants
were chosen because they are the
latest group to have arrived there
and who are under greatest pres-
sure. They had to do the harshest
and unhealthiest jobs; the industry
found- them attractive, as they
knew them to be prepared for the
hardest jobs without consideration
for themselves. They were very.
productive and resilient. They all
knew that they are useful for cef-
tain types of work and are prepar-
ed to do jobs others would say no
to.

You mean, the other im-
migrants would refuse to do
these jobs?

No, they were also prepared.
There are around 500,000 so-call-
ed ilegal immigrants, this being
the result of the fact that Japan-
has completely sealed itself off
and, since the Geneva Conven-
tion, only admitted 200 refugees.
The Iranians were the last group
to arrive, and today they are the
first ones to go. I have seen people
who had to put their health on the

line - and this is also in the film.
That’s why I took on the role of
an Iranian. Because of my
appearance, I could not easily
appear as a Malaysian or a
Korean, but I might just as well
have been able to do the work as a
Pakistani, a Bangladeshi or- an
Indian.

We don’t see the actual work-
ing conditions in the film. Did
you sce thesc workers also at
work?

Unfortunately I learnt about the

working conditions through the
workers’ own accounts. In one
case I was able to work with them.
But here too filming was very
dangerous and therefore impos--
sible. As they are not hiring new
workers now it was not possible
this time - though I tried to convey
a picture from within the con-
ditions themselves.

Even the Japanese are not being
hired. The recession is such that
the Japanese economy, which we
used to call ‘spongy’ - since for big
business this is a pseudo-economy
- is now plunging so low that there
is unemployment in certain areas,
and among the workers there is a
growing fear of job losses. And
jobs are, being destroyed. Until
now the Japanese system was a
feudal system in which the worker
was under the absolute control of
the employer; they identified
themselves - even the details of
their lives - with the [system] - as
far as doing overtime without pay,
skipping holidays, etc. On the
other hand, there was in this sys-
tem the feudal duty of looking
after and supervision, such that
even during bad times [the
employer]- would: hold .on to its
workers. Now we are seeing here a
complete reversal, so that in some
cases even their own workers are
being laid off.

You said the Iranian workers
were the latest wave of im-
migrants who are prepared to
do the toughest jobs under the
severe conditions. In the film
there was an Iranian worker
who said he was prepared to
work twicc as hard as a Japa-
ncse worker. To what extent
can this be observed? If you
noticed this as an observer -
albeit a perceptive observer - so
must the other immigrant
workers and the Japancse
workers. Don’t these create
tension between the immigrant

. workers, on the onc hand, and

among workers as a whole?

Yes. There was one case in which
an Iranian worker was beaten up
by his Japanese colleagues because
he had been working much more
than they not voluntarily,
though; he had been made to do
the work. But he was not prepared
to say these things in front of ca-
mera. He was afraid.

There are divisions too, with one
group -of workers being pitted
against another. The immigrant
Iranian workers are seen as piece-

work robots, because they are

younger and not yet worn out,
and are willingly prepared to do
whatever jobs are at hand. And so
they are put to-work to the last bit
of their encrgy. I [myself] ¢ame
across that case of beating up of
the Iranian worker, but I'm sure
such incidents are more common.
I couldn’t show them on film as

there is a lot of fear.
s .

WORKER TODAY

What is the situation of immig-
rant workers in terms of social
security - for cxample un-
employment insurance, in-
surancc against sickmess and
accidents, etc?

They lack all social rights. They
have to perform their acrobatics
on high ropes .without a safety net
below. And when there is an ac-
cident, even the accident itself is
not registered in police files; as if
nothing had happened. The police
and the employers are so tied
together that they ignore all such
things. I met Iranian labour im-
migrants in hospitals who had
been in very serious accidents in
which the employer was to blame
since there were no safety facilities
- crash helmets and work shoes,
for example. Or trucks were over-
loaded and had dropped- their
loads on the workers. These work-
ers had either become nearly para-
lysed through spinal-cord injury
or lost their hands or feet. And
nobody would accept respon-
sibility. The workers were glad just
by the fact that they were getting
treatment in the hospital.

After this nightmare was over
and they could stand on their feet,
these workers would be deported,
or, fearing deportation, ' they
would go into hiding among their
work mates.

Such crimes, which are created
because of lack of safety facilities
and dpe to the profit greed, are
not taken up by the legal authori-
ties. Such conditions have existed
and still exist. There are no unem-
ployment insurance, sickness
benefit or any other social in-
surance schemes. In. some cases
they work for half the wages of a
Japanese worker. And even here
part of the pay is taken by the
middlemen; or these middlemen
send them to work, get the money
and pay them half of it. These are
the conditions there.

How secrious is the danger of
deportation?

If your passport has run out they
can deport you at any moment
and during any inspection. There
are constant patrol operations and
raids at night. Once they set a
trap: in the Yogi park where [the
Iranian workers] gather at the
weekends, the police went there
with loud-hailers and leaflets and
said, come and contact the police,
and we will help you. Many did so
and they were deported. For this
reason the workers are very
distrustful of the police. In
response to the nationalist sen-
timent- in Japan, which is very
strong - not racist as in, for exam-
ple, Germany, but which, at any
rate, wants to keep Japan sealed
off - there are constantly waves of
such raids during which scores,
and even hundreds, of people are
arrested and deported.

What is the cstimate for the
number of Iranian lmmlgrants
in Japan?

The *official figures speak of
40,000, but it may be many more
than that.

Let me turn to another ques-
tion. How have thc immigrant
workers reacted to their situa-.
tion? Have they been or-
ganising? Are there any signs of
it?

I noticed that there is a high readi-
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ness for co-operation among
themselves. They hide each other,
and those with- residence permits
help the others. They have or-
ganised schools where they meet
after work and Japanese is taught.
I saw splendid ' initiatives being
taken.

There is also a citizens’ group
called /no Ken which means
"Aiding promotion of right and
truth". They are mainly young
Japanese; some lawyers, some
students and a few workers, who
help their colleagues from Iran
and from other nationalities. They
help them defend themselves; and
in some cases they have made the

employers pay damages. But this
is a very small group. It is so small
that I must say that, in proportion
to this mass misery, the work
being done is hopelessly little.
Although, to my mind, the exis-
tence of such groups all over the
world means that there is a future
- i:., beyond fractions, parties and
world outlooks,. from the stand-
point of humanitarian solidarity. I
saw several times how at weckends
they kept their offices open for
visits late into the night. But it is
usually by chance that people get
to know about the existence of
such groups. E

(Part two in our next issue)

Kurdish government e o

From page 16

The meeting was to discuss the
unemployed workers’ grave-
situation and press the govern-
ment to provide the workers’
monthly share of the foodstuffs
arriving in aid packages to
Kurdistan - something which the
government had refused to do.

The Kurdistan government
reacted to the union’s demonstra-
tion call by using force to
intimidate the workers. Announ-
cing a military manoeuvre for the
same day, the government,
through its press and radio and
TV, launched a vicious propagan-
da campaign against the union,
calling its activists ‘subversives’
and ‘fifth columnists’ for the
enemy. A number of union work-
ers were also arrested.

Following protests by the work-
ers at the arrests, and after the
restart of negotiations with the
officials, the government was
forced to release the arrested ac-
tivists. Eight tons of rice were also
handed over to the union for dis-

tribution among the unemployed.
The union’s representatives will
also take part as observers in the
board which supervises the food
distribution.

The Kurdistan Unemployed
Workers Union is believed to have
at present a membership of nearly
30,000 workers.

Worker Today strongly con-
demns acts of repression and vio-
lence perpetrated by the Kurdistan
government against the unemploy-
ed workers. Had these attacks not
been resisted by the working
people, the new rulers of Kurdis-
tan would not hesitate to try and
restrict the activities of the op-
position parties. The government,
which has not recognised the right
to organise and freedom of strike,
demonstration. and labour ac-
tivity, will no doubt try its hands
again with further such acts of
repression. Only the working
people’s preparedness and mobili-
sation can harness them. B
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People’s worth today is
equal to their daily wage

Giinter Wallraff talks to Worker
Today about his latest film on
immigrant workers in Japan

Giinter Wallraff, famous critic, author, film maker and journalist
from Germany, has recently made a film about Iranian immig-
rant workers in Japan, where it has already been shown on the
national TV, and seen by over 10 million viewers.

This is, of course, not Wallraff’s first work in depicting the
inhuman conditions under which the immigrant workers are
living, and certainly not his most comprehensive. Wallraff’s fame
is most due to the startling report that he published in 1986 on
the condition of Turkish workers in Germany. The Lowest of the
Low, as the book is called, is an account of two ycaré of his life
as a Turkish worker (Ali) in Germany. The book has been trans-
lated into more than 30 languages and published in millions of
copies. The film version is based on films taken in secret over this
two-year period. Lowest of the Low is Wallraff’s indictment
against the inhuman conditions in German society.

Some years earlier, in the role of a journalist for the daily Bild,
Wallraff had published a shocking account of the methods of
falsifications and deception used by the Bi/d. The publication of
the book had serious consequences for the paper and led to a
substantial reduction in its circulation.

Wallraff has not stopped at the criticism of German society.
In the days of the military coup in Greece he was involved in a
protest action in front of the Greek Parliament against the rep-
ression. That cost him 14 months in prison.

Giinter WallrafT’s efforts of social criticism have earned him
many friends; but also many enemies. He has been the target of
numerous threats by fascists in Germany. At the same time he
has enjoyed the friendship and affection of countless working
men and women. - Bahman Shafigh

I've never belonged to parties
which listened to regimes. I always
considered the (West) German
Communist Party (DKP) an
outgrowth of the ruling party in
East Germany - the United
Socialist Party (SED), although in
factories sometimes they used to
do'good things. I don’t think I can
be classified in a specific category,
since I always redefine myself with
the whole society and the social
injustices which appear in new
forms; I do this without giving up
my belief in myself. This is an
ongoing movement with me. Per-
haps 1 am a particular answer to
our society’s injustices. If we were
living in a really democratic
society, perhaps I would be

Worker Today: How would
you describe yourself: as a
critical journalist, a left jour-
nalist?

Giinter Wallraff: I have never
been a member of left organi-
sations. I have always considered
myself close to people who are
resolved to make society more
human and more tolerable. In my
work I was first inspired by
Christian motives - though I have
left the Church because, in my
view, at its top it has become, or
has always been, too inhuman and
fundamentalist. But I consider
myself  in the enlightenment
tradition; humanist, as well as an
un-dogmatic left.

WORKER T0DAY
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writing lyrics - something I started
with.

Your journalism is not of the
most usual type.

No. And everyone now knows
this. My work is a necessary basic
behaviour; a kind of addiction. It
is not just an attempt to find injus-

tices, not only a hunt for abuse of

power. It is a search for myself
too; a romantic dream also. When
I become somebody else, this is
like a rebirth for me. Then I come
to experience society in a
completely different light - some-

times in a shocking way. Since a

writer, and one who is quite well-
known to people, senses the world
in a filtered manner. I mean,
people treat you in a different

way; in a conciliatory way. By,

changing identity I return to my

origin. This on the one hand is a.

shock, and, on the other, a sort of
release. I find out what really is
going on, and what the problem of
most people really is. The world of
the intellectuals in our country -
without wanting to generalize - is
very privileged. That’s why many

[of them] have conformed. to the.

situation, and have become sterile.
Only exceptions remain.

Your film on the condition of

'immigrant Iranian workers in
Japan is also called Lowest of

the Low(Ganz unten). It sccms
that in these change of roles
you always go to thc lower
social layers.

I think it is there that should be
stressed. Because the other issues
are generally known. And I don’t
expose myself to other roles for a

longer period of time. My role asa

Bildjournalist hurt me. This was a
voluntary "brainwash; a dirt I
could not wash myself “off at
nights.

In contrast, the roles among
workers are physically very de-
manding and have in some cases
damaged my health. But they have
built me up psychologically.
There, there is a solidarity between
the various nationalities. Where
people suffer, they also give

expression to human qualities
which have disappeared in other
milieus. Here you have a coldness
over life, there is competition on
the basis of self-interest, there is
this separating yourself from the
others. In the working-class com-
munity there is still a climate of
solidarity and having a common
cause. And this is something I
always want to get close to; I get
new strength and new fantasy
from it. That’s why I am drawn
there. If I were one day to stop,
they might just as well bury me.

_Turning to the issuc of immig-

rants in Japan, what made you
think of the ideca? What were
your motives?

I’d been following this issue, until
I accidentally, through an
acquaintance, became aware of
the total lack of rights of Japan’s
latest labour immigrants and of
their hopeless situation. (It doesn’t
mean much to say ‘accidental’, as
there is always some nadmess,
some alertness, and a sensitivity in
the issue.) It was also by chance

that I was very popular in Japan.
The book Lowest of the Low had -

gone through a number of prin-
tings, and the film had been shown
on the national TV three times.
At first, Japan's trade ministry
wanted to talk to me about how to
counter illegal workers, and I did
not agree to meet them. But I
wanted to take advantage of my
popularity and set to work right
then and there. For me to be
placed in a most unfamiliar situa-
tion is a big motive. The more
unfamiliar the situation, the more
Ican learn, and the less will be the
prejudgements. This wasespecially
true of Japan as I had never been
there - or Asia for that matter.
That is how for the first time I got
to know a country from this posi-
tion and angle. Even as a tourist I
may have found the place un-
familiar, but I would never have
reached to the roots of the society.
This can oaly be achieved through
the prisons, mental institutions
and the wretched working con-
ditions. As a tourist, you walk
past these roots. That is how I

really got to know this country
with all its contrasts. You can’t
compare it to Germany. This is
important to know. Each has to
be studied on its own.

As far as I could tell, there is no
open racism in Japan; anti-foreig-
ner slogans are not prominent;
you don’t have physical violence
[against foreigners]. On the whole,
I was very surprised at the extent
to which there is apparently a lack
of aggressive mentality, and that
indifference prevails. But inside
things are different. Rejection,
looking through you without noti-
cing you. I'd never come across a
situation where as a foreigner you
are so completely ignored in
public places - in the subway, for
example. They look through you
to the other side as if there was no
one there. Sometimes this can be
more disturbing than when there is
for example a fight on, when you
can at least defend yourself. There
was nothing of the sort, and that’s
why it was so difficult to assess
[the racism] there.

I arrived in Japan when the
Japanese: themselves had no
chance of finding jobs. They too
were being laid off. The problem
was left to itself to resolve, or to
Yakuza which makes people sub-
servient and uses them in different

.occupations, like buying and sel-

ling forged telephone cards, etc.
You mcan the Japanese mafia.

Yakuza is the largest organisation
of organised crime in the world. It
operates much more efficiently
than the Mafia and has expanded
into the political circles. That’s
why it has not been combatted
until now; like the situation that
has happened with the Mafia in
Italy. It is an established form of
organised crime, controlling entire
occupations, such as prostitution,
drugs trafficking, bars and caba-
rets. They are involved in the con-
struction business and in foreign
exchange markets too. They also
trade in people, including im-
migrant workers, and interfere in
politics.
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IN BRIEF

Spain

409 workers were killed in-work-
place accidents in Spain during
the first quarter of this year.
This was an increase of 1.3 per
cent compared to the same
period last year. During the past
ten years 13 million industrial
accidents have been recorded in
Spain in which 16,278 people
lost their lives and 135,000 were
maimed. .

USA |
US coal miners stepped up their
selective strike against US coal
operators, stopping work at
Peabody Coal mines in Illinois,
Indiana, West Virginia and
Ohio. Workers at four other
mines are also to join the strike.

after the coal operators® associa-
tion, BCOA, refused to guaran-
tee that its companies would

at their new mines. 1,000 coal
miners in Australia went on a
sympathy strike.

Germany

A new wave of job cuts has
begun in west Germany, par-
ticularly in the auto industry.
Volkswagen said that more jobs
were to. go in addition to the
12,500 planned for this year and
1994. The steel division of Thys-
sen announced that 9,000 work-
ers would be laid off by the end
of next year, instead of the 6,000
previously announced. A num-
ber of other major companies
have announced further cuts.

The strike began on May 10

only employ unionised workers’

Support
Worker Today

YOU CAN subscribe to
Worker Today and urge your
union branches to take up
subscriptions.
YOU CAN support us
Jfinancially and ask your
unions to make donations to
Worker Today out of their
assistance funds.
YOU CAN help distribute
Worker Today in your area.
YOU CAN -give us technical
assistance, e.g. computer
hardware and software to
speed up and improve our
work.
YOU CAN send books and
Jjournals to Worker Today
Book Club.
YOU CAN send us your
articles and reports.
YOU CAN introduce Worker
Today to colleagues and -
comrades.
YOU CAN tell us your views
and suggestions about the

paper.

Iran one of the most
dangerous places for
labour activists

Mchdi Ardi

THE annual report of the Inter-
national Confederation of Free
Trade Unions, pointing out some
of the facts of repression against
labour activists around the world,
specifically names eleven countries
as the most dangerous places for
labour activists. Iran is oné of the
countries included in the list.
According to the report, torture,
imprisonment and execution of
workers for defending their rights
continues around the world.
Workers are put out of work,
humiliated and - their integrity
crushed by states using the latest
torture techniques, just. because
they strive for better employment
conditions.

In the past year 260 unionists
were killed and 2,500 were ar-
rested by various states and their
secret police - the report says. In
most cases the perpetrators have
not even been prosecuted. Ob-
viously the ICFTU report only
mentions cases which could be

registered. The exact figures of the
workers massacred should be
looked for in the classified files of
the secret police. The report also
fails to mention the number of
workers beaten up, burnt, assas-
sinated and made to disappear.
The number of workers persecuted
and tortured, and those who are
executed, is rising all the time. The
report says 40,000 workers were
fired because of their fight for a
human life. -

So far, 87 countries have vio-
lated workers’ internationally
recognised rights. Eleven of these
are singled out as th¢ most dange-
rous places, and ‘include South
Africa, Burma, China, Colombia,
El Salvador, Guatemala, Malawi,
Peru, Sudan and Iran.

These facts about the conditions
for labour activists show that the
process of democratisation in
some of these countries has not
only not led to improvements in
the workers® conditions but that
far worse problems are burdening
the workers. o

Wave of job cuts in
Iranian industries

WT News Service:

-The wave of job cuts, which

has been ' rising particularly
since the start of the new year
(20 March ’93) with the adop-
tion of a uniform exchange rate
and the practical implemen-
tation of Rafsanmjani’s ecomo-
mic programmes, continues to
grow. According to statcments
by the government officials -
who describe the cuts as
"modecration in workforce" -
cven more lay-offs arc on the
way. The following arc some of
the most recent job cuts and
related statements reported in
the official press.

®12 large companies and the tex-
tile industries in the town of Vara-
min, south of Tehran, are on the
verge of closure. A motor oil com-
pany has laid off 90 of its 100
workers.

8500 workers of Parchin defence
industry plant near the town of
Varamin have been laid off. Ac-
cording to official figures, so far
2,705 workers in the region have
lost their jobs, of whom 590 were
transferred to other units. Another
company in the area, Kiasa, has
laid off more than half its 260-
strong workforce.

®Workers at Parsilon factory in
the southern city of Khorram-
abad, the largest producer of syn-

thetic fibres in Iran, are threatened
with lay-off. The company is on
the verge of complete shut down
due to shortage of raw material.
®390 workers of Kerman vege-
table oil factory are to be laid off.
The company has remained shut
for the past two months because
of lack of raw material.

®The governor of the north-
western province of Azarbaidjan
said " large-scale unemployment
was threatening the region.
®Gharibani, head of the labour
and social affairs committee of the
parliament, said: "The rising trend
of lay-offs in the factories
throughout the country is wor-
rying". He said a proposal was in
preparation which would make
employers, who intended to fire
their workers, to pay the
equivalent of six months’ of the
employee’s pay into a special job
creation fund.

®The president Rafsanjani said in
a press conference in late May:
"This scheme [‘moderation in
workforce’] was also discussed in
the cabinet, and the labour minis-
ter was completely in favour of it.
So far, no definite lay-offs have
taken place. In the [plan], onc of
the steps that owners of industries
will naturally take is to bring their
capacity into line with the size of
their workforce, so as to turn eco-
nomical". @

People’s worth today is
equal to their daily wage

Giinter Wallraff, author of the celebrated
Lowest of the Low, talked to Worker Toda )y
about his latest film on the condition of
immigrant Iranian workers in Japan - page 15

Kurdish government retreats

after first major showdown
with unemployed workers

WT Necws Service:
During its first major confron-
tation - with the unemployed
workers in  Kurdistan, the
Kurdistan government backed
down despite use of violence to
intimidate the workers. A huge
demonstration called for June 19
by the Unemployed Workers
Union was called off at the last
minute to avert a serious clash.
The government retreated as
officials. conceded to part of the
Union’s demands and released the
arrested activists.

Earlier in June, the Unemployed
Workers Union’s Suleymanich
branch in a statement had called

on its members and the working

people - both employed and
unemployed - to take part in a
demonstration on June 19 to force
the Kurdistan * government to

provide either jobs or unemploy-
ment insurance for the thousands
of workers out of work, and to set
aside necessary funds for the
immediate distribution of
foodstuffs and fuel to the people.

The call for demonstration came
after months of efforts by the
union and rounds of fruitless
negotiations with government
officials. over the workers’
demands, the statement said.
Throughout this time the officials
used all kinds of excuses to evade
the calls and even went back on
their own commitments and
promises agreed earlier with the
union.

The union’s Arbil branch also
issued asimilar call for the holding
of an assembly in front of the
union’s buildings on the same day.

Continued on page 14

Colombia brewery workers
win after a 38-day strike

WT News Service: ‘

A strike. by 7,200 Colombian
brewery workers over terms of
contract won after 38 days. The
workers had been calling for a
general  collective agreement
covering all the workers in the
industry, and for equalisation of

terms and conditions  in the
companies concerned - writes
Norrskensflamman, printed in
Sweden.

The brewery owners, belonging
to Santodomingo group, one of
the strongest industrial groups in
the world, had refused central
bargaining with the union. The
three unions in the industry have

now merged to form the new
Sinaltrabavaria union.

According to the deal, wages in
the different companies are to rise
by up to 200% to bring them into
line with those at Bavaria brewery.
The same applies to bonuses and
benefits. - The most important
victory was the abolition of Article
50 which allowed the employers to
fire workers at any time, after
payment of only a small sum: The
union thus succeeded in including
job security in the new contract.

Union leaders said that around
30,000 people in various ways
participated _in support. of the
strike. . =




