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The realities of work, workers and working conditions – 

as found by those who rough it out in the field – are 

mostly opposite to the mysterious universal rhetoric 

about high road world-class human resource 

management practices, corresponding to world-class 

manufacturing methodologies used for gaining 

competitiveness in the global automobile industry, as 

propounded, mostly out of thin air, by some industrial 

elites and evangelical academics. Based on worker 

interviews, this two-part article throws light on labour 

relations in an auto production chain of lead and 

subcontracting companies in the Delhi National Capital 

Region. It also points out why the dominant reality can 

be captured as industrial terrorism and low road 

employment conditions by examining some important 

events of labour unrest that took place, during and after 

our fieldwork, in Delhi NCR.
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1 Introduction

In the late 1990s, an exemplary fi eldworker in southern 
India, commented, and rightly so, thus: “Too many work-
ers see the low road stretching before them, and do not like 

what they see” (Holmstrom 1997). The “low road” here simply 
means the exploitation of labour as just another consumable or 
manufacturing input, and not as an asset, and entails the cut-
ting of unit labour cost, which is the easiest thing to do under 
competitive pressures. Also in the late 1990s, another exem-
plary fi eldworker in western India profusely lamented about 
inadequate research on Indian industrial labour in the fi eld-
work tradition (Breman 1999a, b). 

In light of this, we made a kind of sociological or anthropo-
logical fi eldwork-based investigation about “what’s happening 
to Indian automobile labour” in the Delhi National Capital 
Region (NCR) industrial belt of northern India, and our fi nd-
ings as reported here apply, by and large, to the 1999-2004 
period. The reporting of our fi ndings has been long pending 
due to fear of reprisal from the employers who have indeed 
established their “industrial republics of fear and super-
exploitation” in the Delhi NCR. Our purpose in this paper is 
not to blindly glorify or edit the viewpoints of workers or even 
managers in tune with our own biases but to convey the na-
ture and character of labour relations as much as possible 
through their own voices.

By production chain, we mean real world industrial organi-
sation such as in the motor vehicle industry where there are 
automotive assemblers (i e, the lead fi rms) at the top of the 
production pyramid, and they have industrial subcontracting 
relations with numerous auto-component producers which in 
turn have such subcontracting relations with component pro-
ducers below them, with a chain like this going down to the 
bottom of the supply chain where the value addition originates 
(Posthuma 1997). The production chain we had discovered 
was predominantly national, i e, domestic market-oriented. By 
industrial subcontracting we mean the work the subcontrac-
tors, as separate businesses, do according to the specifi cations 
of their clients (the lead or parent companies), which enters as 
intermediate products or processes within the parent unit’s 
broader production process (JCB 1988, 1989).

The reader should note that a lot of our time, running into 
years, was wasted in discovering an auto production chain in 
Delhi NCR and seeking managerial concerns and perspectives 
in vain due to non-cooperation, secrecy and hostility of employers, 
and that what we report here, sometimes in the present tense, 
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Table 1: Enterprises in the Production Chain, Delhi NCR
Main Units Daewoo, Escorts, Honda-Siel, Maruti Suzuki, 

Hero Puch

Tier 1 Subcontracting Units Automax, Bharat Seats, Birla Corporation, BTR Wadco/
Metzeler Automotive, Bundee India, Caparo Maruti, 
Chang Yun India, Clutch Auto, Delphi (Packard 
Electric System), Dynamic Industries, Echlin India, 
Engineers Combine, Gabriel India, Jai Bharat Maruti 
Plant 1, Jamna-NHK-Allevaard, Jay Pee Autoplast, 
Kalyani Brakes, Krishna Maruti, Lumax GHSP, Lumax 
India, Machino Plastics, Mark Auto Plant 1, Mark 
Exhaust, Mayur Industries, Motherson Sumi, Munjal 
Showa, Precision Tech, PRICOL, Purolator India 
(New), Purolator India (Old), QH Talbros, Rico Auto, 
Roop Rubber Mills, Sona Koyo, STI Sanoh, Subros, 
Sunbeam Auto, Trim India

Tier 2 Subcontracting Units Bhushan Rubber, Deepak Auto (Daulatabad), 
Deepak Auto (Udyog Vihar), Ekta Industrial 
Products, Johnson Mathey, M&M Machine Craft, 
Mark Auto Plant 2, Mod Serap, Onnassis Auto, 
Rambal Ltd, Rohit Enterprises, S K Springs, Sona 
Okegawa, Vital Castings, Amtek Forge, Anand 
Industries, D P Auto, Hema Engineering, Imperial 
Auto, Jai Bharat Maruti Plant 2, Jay Yushin, Logwell 
Forge, Rubber Spares India, Shanti Ispat, Shri Ram 
Pistons, Sona Somic, Toshi Auto, Ucal-Micuni, 
Vee Gee Industries, Goodwill Engineers

Tier 3 Subcontracting Units Auto Plating (rented workshop without signboard), 
Dibya Auto (household workshop without 
signboard), GS Engineering, JP Tools, LG Enterprises 
(electroplating workshop without signboard), 
Lakshmi Plating (workshop without signboard), 
Nameless household workshop making rubber 
items, Nameless workshop doing spot welding, 
Thomson Engineering

is based on our interviews with workers and their leaders, 
and in some cases with lower management like production or 
quality supervisors or foremen, during the period of our fi eld-
work. Workers were painstakingly contacted in the union 
offi ces, at the tea shops and “dhabas” close to factories, at their 
residential places and in public parks and other odd places and 
at places of their protests and meetings, and many repetitive 
visits were made to get something out of most of our respond-
ents who pestered us with the oft-repeated question thus: “You 
are doing this study for your own benefi t; how will your study 
benefi t us”? While some workers withdrew from us out of 
their apprehensions of losing jobs and some others even mis-
took us as the secret agents of their Orwellian big-brotherly 
managerial bosses, many cooperated hoping that their voices 
would perhaps be heard in a system where, as they perceived, 
there was no one to listen to them, leave alone free them from 
their predicaments. 

We owe much of our fi eldwork possibilities and results to 
the help we received from the union offi ce-bearers in many 
enterprises. While the worker interviews conveyed to us worker 
concerns and perspectives, a problem with them that we faced 
was that most of the workers, even the ones with Industrial 
Training Institute (ITI) and polytechnic diploma qualifi ca-
tions, were not articulate about the labour processes in their 
factories and most of them could not relate to the language of 
Taylorism/Fordism and “lean production” (i e, just-in-time 
(JIT) production plus total quality management (TQM)) that 
we used in interviewing them. The most challenging problem 
we faced concerned searching for lower production chain 
workers in order to identify and interview them. Most often it 
was like “walking in the wilderness” in a spiritual sense and 
mortally risky as well. 

In what follows, the paper fi rst introduces the production 
chain that we had discovered in terms of a profi le of the enter-
prises and workers in it. It then describes the labour relations 
at the lead auto companies and subcontracting companies in 
that production chain. This is fi nally followed by an overall 
assessment of the dominant, benchmarking low road labour 
relations that could be observed from the template of some 
important events of labour unrest in Delhi NCR.

2 The Production Chain

2.1 Enterprises

Table 1 lists out the enterprises we had contacted. The main or 
lead or parent fi rms in the auto industry are also usually known 
as “fi nal assemblers”. However, this does not mean that they do 
only fi nal assembly work. For example, the very huge Maruti 
Suzuki factory in Gurgaon – said to be the world’s third largest 
factory – has got, inter alia, three plants with tool and die shop, 
press shop, weld shop, machine shop, paint shop, engine and 
transmission assembly shop, fi nal assembly, fi nal inspection, 
quality assurance, maintenance (mechanical), maintenance 
(electrical) and non-production departments (vendor develop-
ment, parts inspection, spare parts, and sales and despatch) 
where blue-collar workers or “workmen” by Indian labour law 

are found working. In the Honda Siel factory, there is no press 
shop that makes body parts. It is completely subcontracted out 
to a Tier I subcontractor or systems vendor called Hongo, 
which is close to Honda Siel’s own factory in Noida, where we 
fi nd weld shop, paint shop, engine assembly, fi nal assembly, 
fi nal inspection, quality check, testing, small repairs, and pre-
delivery inspection processes before the completely built-up 
cars come out for shipping to the dealers. At Escorts too, the 
press shop was subcontracted out; inside there were weld 
shop, heat treatment shop, machine shop and fi nal assembly. 
At Daewoo, which we saw as a dead factory in NOIDA, there 
was press shop, body (welding) shop, paint shop and assembly 
shop leading to inspection.

Maruti Udyog Ltd (MUL), which we will refer to as Maruti 
Suzuki, has been the largest Asian car company outside of 
Japan and Korea, and India’s biggest carmaker since long and 
it has all along come to be associated with motoring, and 
modernisation of the automobile industry in India. By the time 
we approached Daewoo Motors India, via our fi eldwork, it 
had already stopped its operations due to the near bankruptcy 
situation of the Daewoo Group, the second largest chaebol in 
Korea after Hyundai. Escorts is popularly known for its motor-
cycle business in technical collaboration with Yamaha (Tyabji 
1999) but we contacted its tractor making factory in Faridabad. 
Hero Puch, which makes mopeds/scooters in Faridabad, 
belongs to the very large Hero Group’s industrial empire in 
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India. Our main focus was on Maruti Suzuki. We had contacted 
the other main units in order to get a comparative labour 
picture in relation to this company. 

Consistent with the three-tiered structure of subcontractors 
found in most of the auto world, we discovered 38 Tier 1 
subcontractors, 30 Tier 2 subcontractors and 12 Tier 3 subcon-
tractors in relation to Maruti Suzuki as the lead auto fi rm 
(Table 1). Among them, Purolator India (Old) refers to this 
company belonging to the Anand Group which was closed down 
at 6 IDC, Gurgaon two or three years prior to the beginning of 
our fi eldwork, and Purolator India (New) refers to the reincar-
nation of this company at the Khandsa village in Gurgaon. 
Companies such as Delphi, Clutch Auto, Gabriel India, Lumax 
India, Motherson Sumi, PRICOL, Ucal-Mikuni, Rico, Sona Koyo, 
and Shri Ram Pistons have not only national but also global 
reputation. Some Tier 1 units like Dynamic and Mayur have 
got “Best Supplier Award” from their clients. Among our 
sample Tier 2 subcontractors, there is the company called 
Rambal located in Chennai. We obtained information about 
this company through a mailed questionnaire. In fact, this is 
the only company which was progressive enough to respond 
to our mailed questionnaire that was sent to all the known 
auto ancillaries in India, from published sources. The Tier 1 
company BTR Wadco changed its name to Metzeler Auto-
motive while we were doing the fi eldwork, due to turbulence 
in its ownership.

As an illustration of the three-tiered structure of subcon-
tracting, we can mention that Maruti Suzuki subcontracts to 
Munjal Showa which subcontracts to Mod Serap which in turn 
subcontracts to Modern High Tech Auto. Or, Maruti Suzuki 
subcontracts to Automax or Mark Exhaust which in turn sub-
contract to Hema Engineering which in turn subcontracts to 
Kiran Auto. All the sample Tier 1 subcontractors have vendors 
and most of the sample Tier 2 subcontractors have their own 
vendors, who in turn may subcontract further to individual 
own-account workers or home workers. 

It should be noted that the picture of subcontracting that 
we discovered and our classifi cation of subcontractors into 
three tiers was actually not at all neat-cut. There are enter-
prises which do different levels of subcontracting combined, 
and this needs to be appreciated in light of the not yet settled 
tiered restructuring of supply chains that was going on at the 
time of our fi eldwork – a restructuring in which it is plausible 
that some fi rst-level subcontractors would have been pushed 
down to second-level subcontracting and some units doing 
fi rst and second levels of subcontracting combined could have 
been pushed up to fi rst-level subcontracting. Similarly, some 
second and third level subcontractors would have been 
pushed down to third level of subcontracting. It is safe to 
say that our Tier 1 units are medium and big; Tier 2 units 
are small and medium; and Tier 3 are small or tiny or the 
home-working type or individual workers possessing some 
means of production. 

Barring a handful of companies, all the subcontracting units 
are located in Gurgaon which, for the elites, represents the 
power and glory of Indian capitalism shining in the presence 

of multinational capital, but for labouring men, it is a lawless, 
savage “special exploitation zone”.

2.2 Modernisation

Are our enterprises truly modern? For, there is the 64,000 dollar 
hypothesis, so to say, that truly modern factories exhibit good 
labour relations or high road world-class human resource 
(HR) practices in terms of high-performance work practices and 
personnel policies (see Cappelli and Rogovsky 1994; IILS 1993: 
14-15; Macduffi e 1995; Kinlaw 1995). These are as follows:
(a) Employee empowerment and participation in decision-
making: Production employees take over some tasks previously 
performed by supervisors, engineers and staff specialists;
(b) Team work: “quality circles” (focusing on quality and pro-
ductivity issues), quality of work life programmes covering 
more issues than quality circles, and autonomous or semi-
autonomous teams (taking over some direct supervision) that 
organise participation through groups (the teams actually sub-
stitute for formal management structure); 
(c) Job rotation/cross-training: Employees swap tasks within 
teams and learn each other’s jobs, and their skills become 
more interchangeable. Employees learn a wider range of skills 
to enable this to happen; 
(d) Supportive personnel practices: Relatively high wages; 
profi t sharing; pay for skill programme; employment security; 
training in basic communications and interpersonal skills and 
specifi c production knowledge and “socialisation” programmes 
which teach the values and implicit rules of the organisation, 
to develop high commitment; and 
(e) Labour-management relations based on consultation, con-
sensus and cooperation.

What is true factory modernisation? We found fascinating 
study material with a production supervisor at the Tier 2 unit, 
M&M Machine Craft. It is a long lecture on factory modernisa-
tion by Nobuo Kanoi, deputy president, Sony Corporation. 
According to Kanoi (undated):

Only a factory which has a consistent management concept, clear 
goals for achievement, happily employed workers with high morale, 
and most important, a production system which always produces 
high quality goods at extremely high effi ciency can be called a true 
modern factory. 

If we give primacy to “happily employed workers with high 
morale”, then on this count none of our enterprises qualify for 
a “true modern factory” since we never came across workers, 
single or in groups, happy and high on morale, in them.

A modern factory is a factory with an “autonomous nerve” 
control system. What does this mean? This is the Toyota System 
different from the Taylor System. Ford’s conveyor system 
provides a paradigmatic example of the kind of control system 
method for mass production that dominated the manufactur-
ing industries from the 1930s until recent times. This kind of 
production system method, later called the Taylor System, in-
volves breaking down the entire production process into its 
most simple composite processes, establishing detailed work 
standards for each of those processes, and then educating and 
training operators to guard those standards as they perform 
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assembly work. The control culture works as follows: defects 
that occur on the line are checked for by trained, specialised 
inspectors. If some sort of problem occurs, the line leader rec-
tifi es it by improving the work standards or retraining the 
operator(s). As a result, even if a defect occurs on the line, the 
worker is not permitted to stop production and, in fact, must 
continue production until the line leader makes a decision.

In the Toyota System, if an automatic press machine produces 
a defective part, production is not allowed to continue. The 
machine stops for making a readjustment or improvement to 
resume production. Thus, Toyota’s method for production control 
handles such situations by combining in one set a “bakayoke” 
(“throw out the bad ones”) automatic checking function with 
the automatic press machine. If a defect occurs, the machine 
detects it and automatically stops production. Toyota distin-
guishes this kind of automation, which includes self-checking 
function and automatic stop devices, from ordinary auto-
mation by calling it “automatisation”. With automatisation, 
everybody knows when a problem occurs, and likewise, can 
take immediate action in their respective places to respond 
to the problem. When this Toyota System is applied to a full 
conveyor line system which encompasses a large number of 
workers, if any problem occurs anywhere in the production 
system, the line can be stopped and immediate action can be 
taken to rectify the situation. This is what is called “autono-
mous nerve” control system. 

On this count, a few of our enterprises at the top end of the 
production chain are said to have this. The Tier 1 unit Sona 
Koyo and the Tier 2 unit Jay Bharat Maruti Plant 2 have this. 
Many seem to have the Taylor System. At Tier 2 and Tier 3 level, 
there are many that do not even have this; they have some kind 
of pre-Taylor system. The problem is that there are strange 
bastardised or hybrid systems put in place in many units which 
are incomprehensible in relation to neat cut dichotomies. It is 
diffi cult to say what is what. For example, in many units, we 
are told that there is online self-inspection as also fi nal inspec-
tion of work – new and old practices combined.

The Modern Factory

A modern factory is a factory with high production effi ciency that 
produces lower cost products so as to prevail in fi erce competi-
tion with other manufacturers and thus remain prosperous. 
For this, the factory has got to be a high yield factory, minimis-
ing defects and loss in the manufacturing process by having a 
production control system that reduces waste (non-value add-
ing work) from work. Factory inventory is kept extremely low. 
Production plans are adjusted to correspond to market fl uc-
tuations. The slogan “better, faster, and cheaper” captures 
this aspect of modernisation. So, on this count there must be 
5S (a workplace organisation method that uses a list of fi ve 
Japanese words beginning with the letter “S”), JIT and TQM/
TPM (the latter, total productivity management) or Six Sigma 
in the workplace alongside International Organisation for 
Standardisation/Quality System (ISO/QS) certifi cations and 
declaration of “quality policies”. How do our enterprises fare 
in this regard? 

Tier 3 units are completely out of picture. Four main units 
(excluding Daewoo), 24 out of 38 Tier 1 units and 10 out of 30 
Tier 2 units have at least ISO certifi cation which is necessary 
now to be in the automobile business, especially in the subcon-
tracting business at Tier 1 and 2 levels. Among these, 18 Tier 1 
units and 2 Tier 2 units have QS certifi cation. There are three 
Tier 1 units which have TS 16949 (an ISO technical specifi ca-
tion for the development of an automotive quality manage-
ment system) certifi cation. It may be noted that ISO 9000 cer-
tifi cation is generic in nature and concerns the compliance of 
the management system of a factory to the requirements of ISO 
standards. QS 9000 is specifi c and applies to all internal and 
external suppliers of raw materials, components, subassemblies 
and service parts to Chrysler, Ford, General Motors, a number 
of heavy truck manufacturers and their subscribing companies. It 
aims to provide a common basis for prevention of defects, 
reduction of variation, elimination of waste and continuous 
improvement of quality. TS 16949 is the new harmonised quality 
standard for the automotive industry (for machining plants) 
since 1999 prepared by the International Automotive Task 
Force on behalf of the auto makers of the US, UK, France, 
Germany and Italy to harmonise QS requirements. 

Maruti Suzuki takes pride in saying that it is the fi rst Asian 
carmaker to have obtained ISO 9002 certifi cate from AV Belgium 
and also India’s fi rst auto company to have got ISO 14001 certi-
fi cation for environment-friendly manufacturing processes. It 
also prides itself for trying to get ISO 9000 certifi cation for 
its vendors so that they have procedures for manufacturing 
standardised products. However, company executives admit 
that this certifi cation does not ensure quality since it is only a 
set of systems and procedures for manufacturing (Monga and 
Saxena 1997). More interestingly, as the production supervisor 
at M&M Machine Craft revealed to us, getting these certifi cations 
is no big deal; one can get them through bribes; Rs 80,000 to 
one lakh can get the certifi cation at the Tier 2 level; and this 
can be obtained by doing the required paper work and taking 
fi ctitious workers’ signatures without there being any differ-
ence in the way the factory runs from the workers’ viewpoint 
in terms of labour process improvements for higher productiv-
ity and quality. Similarly, it is commonplace to fi nd these com-
panies professing their respective quality policies. For example, 
Maruti Suzuki declares its quality policy to be “consumer satisfac-
tion through quality of our products and services, achieved by 
consistent adherence to procedures and systems”. In its 1987-
88 Annual Report, the company’s chairman pontifi cates that 
“Quality is to industry what morality is to society”. Again, 
these policies need not mean any worthwhile thing from the 
workers’ viewpoint in terms of enhancing their satisfaction at 
the workplace or their role in the making of quality. 

If factory modernisation by ISO certifi cation could be bogus, 
then let us consider more substantive modernisation in terms 
of 5S – the most fundamental thing to be done for quality and 
productivity – and lean manufacturing (JIT/TQM). Among the 
main units, 5S is there in Maruti Suzuki, Honda Siel and Daewoo. 
Whereas it is performed by permanent workers at Honda Siel, 
it is subcontracted out in Maruti, where neither the permanents 
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nor the temps on the line do it. A separate set of contract work-
ers come and do it. Some Maruti workers have told us that the 
production pressures are too much for the permanents to do it. 

The union at Hero Puch says that Six Sigma, TPM and 5S are 
“not successful” at their company as they are based on “fraud 
paper work” without real worker/union involvement. At Daewoo, 
managers and supervisors and operators are given reading 
materials in Hindi and training programmes, especially for 
managers and supervisors, too in “DMIL Production System: New 
Automotive Industry Concept”, “Parivartan: One Mind Activity: 
The Improvement Ideas for Eliminating Loss”, “Quality Assurance 
and Quality Control”, “Caring for My Workshop” and “TPM for 
Every Operator”. The TQM/TPM philosophy is conveyed in 
Hindi in the “Associates Handbook” at Honda Siel. A few 
Maruti Suzuki top offi cials that we met say that Maruti follows 
lean manufacturing in terms of JIT production, TQM philosophy 
and Failure Modes and Effects Analysis (FMEA), which is a pro-
cedure in product development, systems engineering and op-
erations management for analysis of potential failure modes 
within a system for classifi cation by the severity and likeli-
hood of the failures). But workers have a different story to tell.

At the subcontractors, a majority of Tier 1 units (26) and a 
minority of Tier 2 units (7) have 5S in place but many workers 
have shared with us that it is not at all taken seriously. Again, 
a plausible reason for this is that production pressures are too 
much for line workers to do it. JIT production is said to be 
there in only 7 Tier 1 units (Automax, Jay Pee Autoplast, Kaly-
ani, Machino Plastics, Mark Auto Plant 1, Rico and Sona 
Koyo), and only 4 Tier 2 units, viz, Ekta, Imperial Auto, Shri 
Ram Pistons and Ucal-Mikuni. By contrast, more units are 
involved in making JIT deliveries to their customers – 25 Tier 
1 units and 16 Tier 2 units. As regards TPM, only 9 Tier 1 and 3 
Tier 2 units have it in place and as regards TQM, only 3 Tier 1 
units and 1 Tier 2 unit have it. 

Sociological modernisation in terms of single status distinc-
tions is also not widespread. The same uniform and same 
canteen are there for the permanents only in Maruti Suzuki 
and Daewoo among the main units. Among the subcontrac-
tors, 12 Tier 1 units and 4 Tier 2 units have the same uniform 
and same canteen; 5 Tier 1 units have only the same canteen 
and one Tier 1 unit has only the same canteen. Among Tier 2 
units, only 3 units have only the same uniform while one unit, 
namely, Logwell Forge has discontinued the same uniform 
policy. One Tier 2 unit, Ucal-Mikuni is the most advanced in 
this regard; it has got the same canteen and same uniform for 
the contract workers too. We were told that at Hero Honda, 
contract workers work alongside permanents wearing the 
same uniform so that a visitor cannot differentiate perma-
nents from temps. Nevertheless, sociological modernisation 
does not necessarily entail respect for workers. On the contrary, 
workers refer to managers’ obsession with one-upmanship. 
Despite single status distinctions, who is who is known by the 
colour of the cap one wears, like in Maruti where workers are 
supposed to put on grey caps, supervisors blue caps and man-
agers white caps. But we have not seen anywhere employees, 
except some Japanese ones as at Maruti Suzuki, putting on caps.

On the whole, our informed guess is that what is there, not 
widespread though, is modernisation in terms of “cosmetic or 
bastardised Japanisation”. Many units are untouched by even this 
at Tier 1 and Tier 2 levels. One can burst into a guffaw looking 
at Japanese slogans written on the walls of the pathetic Mod 
Serap factory (Tier 2) which, according to its supervisor who 
took us inside, does not use any Japanese method in its operation. 

2.3 Workers

Low educational qualifi cations of workers, especially in the 
developing world, are said to be a constraint on technological 
and organisational modernisation of factories. But educational 
qualifi cations of the workers in the production chain are not 
too bad to be a barrier to modernisation. And it is rather diffi -
cult for us to generalise that the educational levels of the non-
permanent workers are lower than that of the permanent work-
ers, or that as we go down the production chain, educational 
levels of the workers deteriorate although this seems to be true 
at the Tier 3 level and below. Workers in some Tier 1 units are 
more qualifi ed than the most qualifi ed workers at the lead fi rms.

At Maruti Suzuki, workmen are variously qualifi ed by edu-
cation. All the workers in the tool and die shop and the engine 
and transmission assembly are ITI qualifi ed. In the press shop, 
weld shop, machine shop, paint shop, fi nal assembly, fi nal in-
spection, quality assurance, and maintenance (mechanical 
and electrical), there are ITI qualifi ed workers as also less than 
or equal to matriculation and/or senior secondary qualifi ed 
workers. In non-production, there are matriculation qualifi ed 
workers; illiterates are found in the materials division, and 
BA/MA qualifi ed workers are there in the sales and despatch 
section. More than 125 workers at Maruti are “land hostee 
workers” and they are not ITI qualifi ed. These are workers who 
have been given jobs as compensation against their families’ 
land taken away by the company for its factory construction. 
At Honda Siel, a majority of workers (90%) are ITI qualifi ed. 
About 10% have higher secondary/intermediate qualifi cations. 
There are three to four workers who are just 8th standard pass but 
they are experienced and fellow workers consider them amazingly 
good at work. At both Daewoo and Hero Puch, 50% of the workers 
are ITI qualifi ed and the rest have passed their matriculation 
exams. At Escorts, ITI qualifi ed workers are a minority (20%); 
40% are less than or equal to matriculation qualifi ed, and the 
remaining are more than matriculation qualifi ed. 

Among the temps (contract/casual workers) at Maruti, there 
are ITI, BA/MA, matriculation and higher secondary qualifi ed 
contract workers. Many temps constitute “circulating labour” 
and as such they are all-rounders having done different jobs in 
different workplaces unlike the specialisations of the permanent 
workers, like fi tter, driller, etc. Interestingly, many of them have 
re-entered the labour market as temps having earlier worked 
as permanents but kicked out on some ground or the other.

In the vertical supply chain, it is very diffi cult to give any 
solid idea about the composition of the workforce by education, in 
general, and, in particular, at each workplace. At the Tier 1 
level, the educational qualifi cations of permanents range from 
a low of illiterates through less than or equal to matriculation or 
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ITI to a high of inter/BA/polytechnic diploma and even BE. 
Some units such as Bundee, Caparo, Engineers Combine, Gabriel, 
Jamna, Jay Bharat Maruti Plant 1, Krishna Maruti, Lumax GHSP, 
Mark Exhaust, Sona Koyo, and Subros have 80% to 100% ITI 
qualifi ed workers. Most interestingly, the really highly qualifi ed 
workplaces, to our mind, are Echlin and Purolator (New) 
where 95% to 100% of the workers are polytechnic diploma hold-
ers with the presence of a few BE and other degree holders as 
well. These “production associates” are given cell phones with 
which they directly communicate with their bosses when they 
are not at the worksite. They do not identify themselves as 
workmen by Indian labour law. Among temps, there is a low of 
illiterates through less than matriculation to a high of ITI/
matriculation. At the Tier 2 level, there is again heterogeneity 
which ranges from illiterates through less than matriculation, 
ITI/matriculation to polytechnic diploma. Among contract work-
ers, there are no polytechnic diploma holders but there is an 
amalgam of workers like in the case of permanents. At Tier 3 
level, defi nitely most workers are less than matriculation quali-
fi ed with some being illiterate and one or two ITI. In the tooling/
die sections anywhere in the supply chain, only ITIs are found.

Among the workers in the entire production chain, the over-
whelming majority constitute migrants from various parts of 
India, especially from Bihar and Uttar Pradesh. There are 
Nepalese workers too. Almost everyone is a migrant from the 
Tier 2 level downwards. Only in a few main units such as Daewoo 
and Honda Siel did we fi nd a maximum of 30% or 40% “locals”.

Living Conditions

What are the living conditions of the workers? Among the 
main units, a majority of permanents at Escorts and Daewoo 
have own houses and they live with their families. At Hero Puch, 
most workers live with families in rented accommodation. At 
Honda Siel, most workers are single and they live in shared 
rented accommodation. What about Maruti workers? Most 
permanents own houses and live with families. There is Maruti 
Vihar where permanent workers have their own houses built 
with loans taken from Maruti. Some of them have very decent 
accommodation a part of which is even rented out. Ten per 
cent of them own cars – mostly Maruti 800 or Zen. And many 
of them have two-wheelers. The Daewoo union leader that we 
had met several times and interviewed owns a Matiz car. 

The temps at Maruti have nationwide representation too 
and almost all of them are single and live in deplorable lodge-
type shared rented houses with shared toilets. Although they 
have been slogging for Maruti since its inception, the annual 
reports have not made any mention of them!

In the vertical supply chain, at the Tier 3 level, almost all are 
single and stay in pathetic shared rented spaces. At Tier 1 and 
Tier 2 levels, most workers are single and live in shared rented 
accommodation. In units such as Sona Somic, Logwell Forge, Jay 
Bharat Maruti Plant 2, Deepak Auto (Udyog Vihar), Subros, Roop 
Rubber, Mark Exhaust, Lumax GHSP, Krishna Maruti, Engineers 
Combine and Bundee, a signifi cant or majority of workers live 
with families in rented accommodation. In units such as Deepak 
Auto (Daulatabad), Sona Koyo, QH Talbros, Jay Bharat Maruti 

Plant 1, Gabriel and Bharat Seats, a signifi cant number or majority 
of workers live with families in owned houses. No wonder that 
migrant workers are a main source of income for the landlords 
who also own shops in the local semi-village or village type areas 
where the workers reside and spend. Workers are disciplined 
and punished by these local communities on receiving informa-
tion from the companies or labour contractors. If the workers go 
on strike and do not go to their factories, and do not pay rent or 
spend at the shops, they pressurise them and even beat them so 
that they go to their factories and work there, come what may.

Most of the supply chain workers use cycles and commute 
very long distances to reach the factories and get back. What a 
scene it is in the early morning with hundreds and thousands 
of workers feverishly cycling to get to their workplaces in 
Noida, Faridabad, and Gurgaon! In doing so and in crossing 
the roads they face the risk of meeting with accidents and a 
number of them die, like street dogs, every year. 

Are there women workers in the production chain? Some 
women workers are there in the engine and transmission shop 
of Maruti Suzuki. They were said to be widows and employed 
on compassionate grounds. We could not meet any of them. In the 
supply chain, many women workers are there at Tier 1 and 2 
levels in units such as Motherson Sumi and Jay Yushin which 
make the electronic subassembly called “wire harness” and the 
like, and in units such as Echlin and Purolator (New) which do 
brake-related subassembly work and make oil fi lters respectively.

Is there child labour? Well, it is certainly there at the Tier 3 
level. At the Tier 2 level, we personally found child labour in 
units such as Bhushan Rubber, Ekta and Rohit Enterprises. The 
incidence is higher at this level too if we take the liberal defi nition 
of the child up to 18 years (ILO 2002). There seem to be many 
workers in the age group 15 to 17 years. The bigger units at Tier 2 
level have the following message put up at their gates, just like 
the garment factories do: “No child labour deployment. No 
recruitment”. We suspect its presence at even Tier 1 level in shady 
units such as Precision Tech which hides workers at the top of its 
building when the factory or labour inspector calls on the factory. 

Are workers undisciplined as they are often made out to be? 
We do not think so. Workers in the production chain defi nitely 
work harder and faster and even longer than anybody else. For 
example, many workers who were dismissed by Maruti Suzuki 
on disciplinary grounds are the workers who were earlier be-
stowed with “Best Worker” awards! We have met many such 
experienced and older workers who were too shocked and 
emotionally disturbed. Some of them were found to be eking 
out a precarious livelihood doing car repairs. They were dis-
missed because of participation in the 2000 agitation against 
arbitrary and unjust management, despite their Herculean 
contribution to the company’s prosperity since the beginning.

Discipline

Discipline is, no doubt, the top-most priority for employers, but 
whether they themselves are disciplined and modern in terms 
of disciplining without punishment (Campbell et al 1985) is a 
moot question. Paramount emphasis on discipline for quality and 
productivity can be seen, for example, in the “Standing Orders 
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for Workmen” from Maruti Suzuki or in the many collective 
agreements, mostly in Hindi, that we gathered. These agree-
ments clearly demonstrate that workers and their unions, 
whether politically affi liated or not, are not at all a hindrance 
to managerial prerogatives on the shop fl oor. For example, the 
thesis that labour cannot be fl exibly used inside factories due 
to restrictive Indian labour law or workers’ resistance is bunkum 
in Delhi NCR. Unions, both political and independent, have fallen 
in line and where there are no unions, managers have all the 
more sway on the shop fl oor. Now, when the workers and their 
organisations are bowing to the managerial requirements, why 
do bad labour relations emerge? We need to fi nd answers by 
examining “labour relations” as “all aspects of people at work” 
(Adams 1993) at the enterprises in terms of their fi ve components, 
viz, (a) labour contracts; (b) work organisation and worker 
participation; (c) skills and training; (d) wages and working 
conditions; and (e) workplace governance, worker organisation 
and labour-management relations. We need to look at the incen-
tives that are integral to these components of labour relations.

3 Labour Relations 

Maruti Suzuki, for example, claims to have “excellent manage-
ment employee relationship” which is characterised by partici-
pative management, single (unaffi liated) union, communication 
and information sharing, team work and kaizen, parity among 
employees and open offi ce culture for easier accessibility. The 
company also says that it has got a well-established Suggestion 
Scheme and Quality Circles through which it has obtained 
substantial cost saving. Similarly, Hero Honda boasts that it 
cares for the employees in terms of long service employment 
stability, team work and participative schemes like quality 
circles and the suggestion scheme. Yamaha Motor declares its 
corporate mission as “Creating Kando: Touching Your Heart”! 
Do companies such as these speak the truth? Most workers see 
such claims as mendacious public relations statements to titil-
late and titivate the consumers about the righteousness or mo-
dernity of the management at the companies.

3.1 Labour Contracts

There is horizontal labour segmentation in terms of permanents 
(i e, workers with open-ended employment contracts) and temps 
(contract workers, company casuals, apprentices) in every 
main unit. However, in Honda Siel, Hero Puch and Daewoo, 
the permanents exceed the temps. It is the other way round in 
Escorts and Maruti Suzuki where the majority are temps. In 
Faridabad, unlike in Gurgaon, “company casuals” is a separate 
temporary labour status category and these workers are either 
directly taken on or recruited through labour contractors.

At Maruti in Gurgaon, the number of contract workers increased 
from 1,500-2,000 in 1984-85 to 3,500-4,000 by 1999-2000. By 
2007, the contract workers numbered 4,000 (70%) as against 
1,800 permanents (30%). The number of permanents decreased 
over time. Most of the permanents are now old and under 
intimidation from the management to avail of the voluntary 
retirement scheme and pack off but they have been steadfast 
in not obliging the management. There are no alternative jobs 

for them to take up, they say. An increase in the proportion of 
contract workers and an absolute decline in the number of per-
manents took place in Escorts and Hero Puch as well while 
there was no permanent recruitment for two to three years at 
Honda Siel at the time we met its workers.

At Maruti’s new plant in Manesar, in 2007, the permanents 
and contract workers constituted 15% and 85% respectively. Two 
lead companies come close to these proportions – Ford India 
with 25% permanents and 75% contract workers, and Hyundai 
India with 18% permanents (1,500) and 82% contract workers 
(7,000). Very soon some lead units may have 100% temps!

Everywhere most of the contract workers work regularly. 
They are in perennial work not only in production but also in 
various non-production activities. For example, 90% of con-
tract workers at Maruti, Gurgaon have been working regularly 
both in production and non-production. Thus, we can call most 
of the contract workers as “permanent temps”. Among our sample 
units, contract workers are involved in only non-production at 
Honda Siel, Daewoo and Hero Puch whereas they are involved 
in both kinds of work at Escorts and Maruti. In production, it is 
not that the contract workers do the role of just relieving the 
permanents; they do the mainline tasks in a full-fl edged manner, 
just like the permanents. For example, at Maruti, in the engine 
assembly and transmission shop, contract workers do the sub-
assembly work which was earlier done by the permanents.

Permanents are recruited through ads/employment exchanges/
personal contacts or apprenticeship with written test and 
interview. At Maruti, a one-year apprenticeship is followed by 
two years on-the-job training with government stipend plus 
some incentive pay before a permanent job is given. From the 
viewpoint of apprentices whom we met, this is really unneces-
sary but it is a way of saving on labour costs for the company.

The permanents in Maruti are called “technicians”. Honda 
Siel calls them “line associates”. Hero Puch and Daewoo call 
them “operators”. At Escorts and Hero Puch, there is no objec-
tive promotion system to motivate the workers. Promotion is 
given to some according to the whims and fancies of the “Lala-
type” top management. At Hero Puch, there are job classifi ca-
tions W1 to W6, with W1 being helper, W2/W3 being semi-
skilled and W4 to W6 being skilled. Permanents are classifi ed 
into L1 to L6 in Honda Siel or L1 to L8 in Daewoo or L-01 to L-10 
in Maruti. At Honda Siel, the permanent begins his career as a 
helper and with two to three years of training moves on to other 
grades through a performance appraisal system. At Maruti, 
initially L-01 and L-02 referred to “attendants” or “helpers”; 
these grades were subsequently disbanded. Technicians are those 
from L-03 to L-07 and although there is no change in skill or 
work among these fi ve classifi cations, the worker is given 
promotion once in three years or so through screening via the 
“annual confi dential reports” prepared by the supervisors. 

As such workers are generally well behaved and prefer to be 
obliging when business is going on as usual. Some of the tech-
nicians are promoted to L-08, L-09 and L-10, which corre-
spond to the positions of assistant supervisor, supervisor and 
junior offi cer, by means of a written test and interview. Before 
1987, supervisors were recruited from outside but afterwards 
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supervisors emerged out of the ranks in this way, but these 
supervisors are hated by the technicians for their high-handed, 
abusive and collusive behaviour. In fact, at the time of our 
fi eldwork, the Maruti Udyog Employees Union offi ce-bearers 
were thinking of throwing them out of the union. A supervisor 
we contacted shared with us that unless one behaves to the lik-
ing of the immediate bosses above, one cannot carry on in the 
supervisory position as the bosses give the stick, and give it 
most threateningly and abusively.

Permanent and Temporary Workers

At the time we interviewed the permanent workers in the 
maintenance department (mechanical and electrical), the 
workers informed us that their days were numbered as main-
tenance work would very soon be outsourced and contract 
workers would come in to take care of it. The only alternative 
for them is to come back to the factory as contract workers.

The permanents distinguish themselves from the temps as 
“quality workers”; the use of temps lowers the quality of pro-
duction, according to them. This is not well taken by the temps 
who say that their work is as good as or even better than that 
of the permanents. It is diffi cult to resolve this issue. But the 
very fact that average or above average quality products are 
coming out of all the lead factories and are well taken by 
the consumers refl ects the truth that the rapidly increasing 
“contractualisation” and “casualisation” of the workforce inside 
the factories has not been detrimental to churning out new 
“quality” products. Our informed understanding is that the 
jobs inside the factories are almost all deskilled and hence it 
does not matter whether one is a permanent or a temp from 
the viewpoint of doing the job per se.

Among Tier 1 subcontracting units, there are two extremes. 
At one end is the unit Jamna-NHK-Allevaard where there are 
only permanent workers, and at the other end is the unit called 
Precision Tech where everyone is a temp – out of 105 workers, 
100 are contract workers and fi ve “permanents” in the sense of 
permanent temps or regulars without written employment 
contracts and pay slips. In between is the unit Purolator (Old) 
with 50-50 permanents and temps. A most enigmatic Tier 1 
unit we came across is Chang Yun which is an airconditioned 
plant and has got six permanents, three casuals and a majority 
of workers designated as “staff”!

Most of the Tier 1 units (20) have a majority of their workers 
as temps. Sixteen units have permanents as majority. Interest-
ingly, in 12 units, permanents declined over time, and in 15 
units, contract workers increased over time whereas perma-
nents increased over time in seven units and contract workers 
increased in two units.

Among Tier 2 units, in a majority of them (17 units), most of 
the workers are temps. Only six units have permanents in a 
majority. In 12 units, contract workers have increased over time 
and in six units, permanents have increased over time and in 
fi ve units permanents have declined over time. At units such as 
Hema Engineering, Mod Serap, Rubber Spares, Shanti Ispat, 
S K Springs, all workers are casual or contract workers. Most 
interestingly, Johnson Mathey, a multinational, started with all 

workers as permanents and very soon converted them all into 
casual workers! A problem with respect to Tier 2 and even many 
Tier 1 units, especially the non-union ones, is that the so-called 
permanents have no open-ended employment contracts (i e, 
written labour contracts of indefi nite duration) and pay slips. 
They are regulars and get consolidated pay according to the 
whims and fancies or “animal spirits” of their employers.

What do the temps do in the subcontracting chain? They do 
the same production work as permanents do and they also do 
non-production work, and most of them have been working since 
long without identity cards. In the Tier 2 unit Rambal, the temps 
do “second operator” production work. In Tier 1 units such as 
Lumax and QH Talbros, some contract workers have been made 
permanent due to union intervention. Among Tier 2 units such 
as Goodwill Engineers, even the foremen are contract work-
ers. At Deepak Auto (Daulatabad), the raw temps are literally 
forced to do the work of permanents. In some Tier 1 units such 
as Purolator (Old), Purolator (New) and Echlin, the temps do only 
non-production work. On the whole, most of the Tier 1 and 
Tier 2 units treat permanents and temps as perfect substitutes.

Among many Tier 1 and Tier 2 units, workers come to know 
about job vacancies through gate ads or paper ads, consultants 
and friends and other contacts. They are taken in through trial 
test and interview. In some Tier 1 units such as Lumax and 
Lumax GHSP, there is a training period plus a probation period 
before getting permanent status. In Udyog Vihar, Gurgaon one 
can walk along with hundreds of workers roaming around fac-
tories, as we did, and see how daily labour markets function 
for them. In some Tier 2 units such as Rambal, the casuals are 
taken in through walk-in-interviews. At Ucal-Mikuni, another 
Tier 2 unit, the antecedents of the workers are investigated as 
to whether the worker concerned was a thief or union member 
in his previous occupation.

Most units do not have any promotion system as a motiva-
tion or incentive for the workers. Workers work in the same 
position for many years. Even in such a reputed unit as Gabriel, 
workers work for 10 years or even more in the same position. 
Where a promotion system is there (in 13 units), it is very sub-
jective, subject to managerial discretion, and this has become a 
battleground between management and workers even in such 
a famous Tier 1 company as PRICOL. The promotion system in 
some of the units is as follows: from senior operator to supervisor 
in Automax; operator to line supervisor to shift-in-charge at 
Caparo; semi-skilled to skilled to supervisor at Engineers Com-
bine; associate to section head to supervisor to executive at 
Motherson Sumi; operator to line monitor to supervisor to 
junior engineer at QH Talbros; and assistant to operator to 
senior operator to foreman at Subros. In some units such as 
Echlin and Purolator (New), there are annual performance 
appraisals governing promotion from trainee to operating en-
gineer to senior operating engineer to assistant manager. As 
already alluded to, workers in these two units consider them-
selves as white collar and say that there is no need for a union.

In the subcontracting chain, in general, job classifi cations 
are fewer – two or three. The typical job classifi cation is in terms 
of helper/assistant operator and operator. In companies such 
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as Lumax, which follows the Maruti Suzuki system, STI Sanoh, 
Gabriel India, and even very modern units such as Echlin, 
Purolator (Old and New), Sona Somic and Automax, there are 
many grades ranging from 4 to even 10. In many units, the 
casuals/contract workers take up the position of helper but they 
also do the operator’s job. In a signifi cant number of enterprises, 
“indirect labour” (i e, the factory bureaucracy) has increased 
instead of decreasing. All this does not go well with the extended 
factory modernisation thesis of the “lean production” type.

3.2 Work Organisation and Worker Participation

Is there “teamwork” at least in the sense of semi-autonomous 
work groups planning and coordinating production tasks? It 
was certainly not there at Hero Puch and Escorts. May be, it 
was there at Honda Siel where production pressures were 
much less. At Maruti, we were told that it was there but only 
on paper and that it was a managerial thing, if at all it existed. 
There is a team of four to fi ve workers at each work station 
without a team leader and for every 18 to 22 workers of fi ve to 
six work stations, there is a supervisor. And if the relationship 
with this supervisor is not good, then the worker is asking for 
hell. There is no relative autonomy and decentralised decision-
making at the worker level. The control of the supervisor is 
said to be overwhelming. No talking between workers is 
allowed and disciplinary action is taken even if workers 
talk business. There are 200 Suzuki Motor Corporation (SMC) 
employees inside the Maruti Gurgaon factory. They are the real 
watchdogs, and as pathological workaholics, they constantly 
poke around production supervisors and DPMs so that they in 
turn push the workers not to have any free time. They treat 
Indian employees badly like the way foreign employees are 
treated in the Suzuki factory in Japan.

It seems that “teamwork” is often confused with participa-
tory functioning by way of kaizen programmes, quality con-
trol circles, suggestion schemes, etc. These schemes were 
there at Hero Puch, Honda Siel, Daewoo and Maruti. At Honda 
Siel, problem-solving groups in the name of “New Honda Cir-
cles” were there. The union at Hero Puch dismissed these ac-
tivities as nothing but a “farce”, though. According to most 
Maruti workers, quality circles are there for the namesake and 
they have failed in practice due to opposition from middle 
managers and supervisors. All participatory activities have 
failed due to corruption and dishonest implementation. Ideas 
of workers are not valued or respected and many a time, the 
offi cers pirated the worker suggestions in order to qualify for 
cash reward. The important point that the workers make is 
that production needs to be stopped for doing these things and 
that is the last thing that the management wants. Similarly, 
line stop is a wonderful concept on paper as the management 
does not want production to stop. We want to emphasise that 
the workers repeatedly drew attention to two kinds of ram-
pant corruption in Maruti Suzuki – fi rst, managers have looted 
the company of crores of rupees through fi ctitious suggestions 
for improvement and some of them were forced to resign; and 
secondly, materials handling workers are pressurised by vendor 
employees inside the factory and the Maruti materials managers 

to convert vendor rejection into Maruti rejection, i e, pass on 
the substandard stuff from the vendors as good stuff at the 
cost of Maruti. The corruption of materials and vendor depart-
ments in Maruti is rampant; indeed, the materials managers 
hate the permanents for their honesty, according to the workers 
in all the departments that we had interviewed.

Flexible labour deployment is there everywhere but only 
inside the departments or within shops. It is not there between 
departments except in Daewoo where it was disbanded after 
1995. In other words, multitasking is common, that too as need-
based and not as a policy issue, and there is certainly no multi-
skilling. Some workers at Maruti have shared with us that even 
though the workers have requested for interdepartmental trans-
fers and multi-skilling through proper training, the manage-
ment rejected their proposal. Apprentices are sent everywhere 
inside the factory but not with a purpose of multi-skilling 
them. Honda Siel is the only exception; the workers here say 
that there is fl exible labour use within and across departments 
leading to multi-skilling.

Daewoo worked two shifts up to 1998 after which it did one 
shift before closing down. Hero Puch does three shifts. Honda 
Siel works only one shift but its power train works three shifts. 
Escorts has two shifts. Maruti works two shifts but some of its 
departments, like the machining shop, do three shifts. The 
duration of each shift is eight-and-a-half hours although we were 
told that by law it should be only eight hours, all inclusive.

Are there any new worker responsibilities? Well, except in 
Hero Puch where there is only fi nal inspection, everywhere 
some quality control is integrated into the line work on the 
shop fl oor. For example, workers do 7 QC Tools in Daewoo and 
Honda Siel. At Escorts, workers do online inspection. In 
Maruti, quality is the workers’ burden; it is also the concern of 
quality department’s inspectors, supervisors, line supervisors 
and shift supervisors. Added to this there is fi nal inspection 
where workers have a fi nal, close look. In the weld shop, 
for example, a worker does quality checks and the quality 
inspector checks one in 50 and if a fault is found, a warning 
letter is issued to the worker apart from the usual juicy verbal 
abuses typically showered in Delhi NCR. At Honda Siel as 
well as Daewoo, routine maintenance is done by the perma-
nents whereas at Maruti, it is done by the workmen of the 
maintenance department.

At the subcontractors, our informed guess is that Taylorism 
or semi-Taylorism rules the workplaces at the Tier 1 and Tier 2 
levels. Tier 3 is pre-Tayloristic. In fact, in terms of labour process 
pressures and stress, many Tier 3 workers are perhaps rela-
tively better off than Tier 2, Tier 1 and even main unit workers. 

At Tier 1 units such as Caparo, Delphi, Jamna-NHK-Allevaard, 
Echlin, PRICOL, and Sona Koyo, team working and multi-skilling 
are said to be there. At Jay Bharat Maruti Plant 1, right at the 
entry point of the factory there is a huge billboard with “Team 
Work” written on it but according to the workers, it serves an 
ideological purpose in conveying the message that “together 
inside we can beat the competition outside”! At Tier 2, Rambal 
and Sona Somic claim to have teamwork but we do not know 
the nature and content of this.
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In most of the units there is no worker participation in terms 
of suggestion schemes with cash reward/gift, quality circles, 
kaizen, problem-solving groups, etc. Among Tier 1 units, workers 
in 14 units talk about the existence of these small group acti-
vities. However, workers at Bharat Seats, Mark Auto Plant 1 
and QH Talbros allege massive corruption in the conduct of 
these activities with the staff stealing the worker ideas in order 
to make money. In units such as Mark Exhaust and Roop 
Rubbers, a suggestion scheme is there without any reward. 
Putting forward suggestions is part of performance appraisal 
at Echlin, another airconditioned plant. Among Tier 2 units, 
only fi ve have these activities; at Ucal-Mikuni and Jay Bharat 
Maruti Plant 2, which are the leading Tier 2 units, a suggestion 
scheme is there but without any reward! Employers in these 
units, thus, do not believe in the principle of economics that 
people respond to incentives.

In most of the Tier 1 and Tier 2 units there is fl exible labour 
use in terms of multitasking within a shop, and among many 
Tier 2 units there is complete free deployment with many 
workers claiming themselves to be “all-rounders”. 

Most workers in the subcontracting chain have 1:1 interface 
with machines. Where there are U-shaped production lines 
such as in Clutch Auto, Gabriel, Echlin, BTR Wadco, and Sona 
Koyo, workers do multi-machining in terms of 1:2 to even 1:10 
interface with machines. Gabriel is famous for various forms 
of cellular manufacturing and visitors come to watch it. Tier 2 
units such as Sona Okegawa, Sona Somic and Vital Castings have 
U-shaped cells with multi-machining in terms of 1:4 interfaces 
with machines. In some units, workers talk about multi-
machining even on straight production lines. Multi-machining 
causes a lot of stress to the workers. Only two units talk about 
single-piece fl ow of JIT production and they are Jamna-NHK-
Allevaard and Purolator (New) among Tier 1 units and Good-
will Engineers and Jay Yushin among Tier 2 units. Most of the 
factories in the subcontracting chain have straight production 
lines dedicated to different customers. Very interestingly, 
workers at QH Talbros have informed us that the TQM consult-
ant Yamaguchi was shunted out of the factory as his ideas of 
changing the factory layout for single piece fl ow resulted in 
production loss! The workers say that such ideas do not work 
in the context of severe production pressures.

Automation is mostly of the fi xed-type in the subcontracting 
chain. Some fl exible automation is reported by half of the Tier 1 
units (19) though and it has increased a lot in units such as Au-
tomax, Bundee India, Delphi, Gabriel, PRICOL, QH Talbros, Sona 
Koyo, STI Sanoh, Subros and Sunbeam Auto in order to prune 
manpower and also to improve quality and productivity. Among 
Tier 2 units, there are around eight units with some fl exible 
automation and it has increased a lot in Jay Bharat Maruti Plant 
2, Jay Yushin and Shri Ram Pistons for the same reasons.

A signifi cant number of units in the subcontracting chain 
work 24 hours. There are 19 Tier 1 and 9 Tier 2 units on three 
shifts; 6 Tier 1 and 4 Tier 2 units on two shifts of eight-and-a-
half hours duration; and there are 6 Tier 2 units which have 
cleverly converted themselves to two 12-hour shifts. We are 
told that this has become a rising trend wherein most workers 

are compelled to work long hours without additional pay or at 
a pittance. Tier 1 units such as Delphi have nine hours shift and 
Mark Exhaust, PRICOL and Trim India have one shift and Tier 2 
units such as DP Auto, Deepak Auto, Rohit Enterprises, Rubber 
Spares, SK Spring and Shanti Ispat have only one shift but this 
is very deceptive as they have unlimited forced overtime 
dumped on their workers!

What is the role of the workers in the making of quality? 
Among Tier 1 units, only seven or eight units are there where 
quality is integrated in some sense into the production work of 
the workers so much so that the workers talk about online self-
inspection followed by sampling check by quality engineers/
supervisors. However, even in these units advanced work of 
7 QC Tools is done by the higher staff. In most of these and Tier 2 
units contract workers are employed in the name of “Quality 
Inspectors” and they do 100% fi nal inspection! Labour is so 
dirt cheap that there is no need to go for work organisation 
wherein the line workers have primary responsibility for quality. 
And there is nothing to beat 100% visual inspection to reduce 
the ratio of rejects or defects to total production. Why imple-
ment TQM then? Even a leading Tier 1 unit such as BTR Wadco 
has only partial TQM in place, according to its own enlightened 
and emancipated human resource managers.

3.3 Skills and Training 

The dominant reality is that workers all along the production 
chain learn how to do their jobs well out of their own interest. 
They learn by doing and observing, with guidance from sen-
iors and supervisors or foremen. The skill requirements are, in 
general, neither high nor increasing. Jobs are mostly deskilled 
or low-skilled. In fact, as the charismatic as also articulate 
general secretary of the Maruti Udyog Employees Union, 
Mathew Abraham had told us, anyone, including the authors 
of this paper, could become a seasoned worker in two weeks. 
What is required is brawn and stamina to bear with the “heavy 
physical and mental stress” of the daily workplace rhythms. 
Most workers vouch for this comment, although some workers 
think that they are doing highly skilled jobs and that the skill 
requirements are on the rise.

The computerised numeric controlled (CNC) machines or 
programmable logic controllers (PLCs) are set by workers skilled 
by their education in terms of ITI or polytechnic diploma. Once 
set, they keep working automatically and are attended to by 
unskilled workers. There is no big “automatisation” drive on 
the part of the employers, although in their new plants, Maruti 
and Hyundai are exhibiting a tendency for relatively more 
automation. Most of the automation in the factories is of the 
fi xed type. Flexible automation is not widespread. Automa-
tion, fi xed or fl exible, has not certainly increased skill require-
ments and created the need for training. On the contrary, ma-
chines are operated by a deskilled workforce. 

At Hero Puch, there is no training whatsoever. Do it or leave 
it. At Escorts, there is two days on the job training once a year. 
At Daewoo, operators are given 15 hours training per annum, 
and 90% of the operators received “training” in Korea for 
three to six months but all this stopped since 1998.
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At Maruti, workers get a total of 10-20 hours per annum 
training, mostly non-technical, when the factory is shut down 
two times a year for maintenance. During this time external 
and internal resource persons give lectures on topics mostly 
unrelated to the immediate work of the workers – topics such 
as health and family planning, environmental policy, TQM, 
personal growth and self-management, fi refi ghting, ISO, know 
your vehicle, etc. The training department is most busy with 
the managers and vendors, the Maruti workers say. The 
so-called on the job technical training is given to “trainee 
workers” but trainee workers say they do not get any technical 
inputs that they do not know and they do the same work day 
in and day out as well as the permanents do for a pittance 
for two years. This is inexcusable exploitation in the name 
of training! Some sharply intelligent workers say that it is 
the training department which needs training as they are 
not exposed to the “benchmark best practices” in their 
respective jobs including ergonomics related developments 
in the automobile industry. The contract workers and appren-
tices get no training.

Most revealingly, the Maruti workers have shared with us 
that in the name of training Maruti workers as also workers 
from Suzuki factories in Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia, 
Hungary, Thailand, etc, are sent to the parent factory in Japan 
in the name of “trainees” but all that they do there is gruelling 
mainline work. Permanents constitute only 25% of the work-
force in the Suzuki factory where the rest are temps including 
the “trainees” from abroad. The chosen Maruti workers go there 
for six months to get Rs 1.25 lakh apart from their protected 
pay here despite the “torture and humiliation” out there.

Among Tier 1 and Tier 2 subcontractors, there are 23 units 
and eight units respectively, which have some namesake train-
ing programmes, on the job and offl ine, mostly non-technical. 
In many units there is a drive to drill attitudinal changes in the 
workforce to be cooperative, and to be karmayogis without 
expecting any external reward! In other words, the manage-
ments want workers to slog on the basis of “internal incen-
tives” characteristic of the ideology of communal socialism! 
Do your best and for free. And there are talks arranged on top-
ics not related to what the workers do, like Dr Batra’s “Dukhi 
Ram, Sukhi Ram”, Six Sigma, TQM, TPM, Customer is God, 
Work is Worship, etc.

3.4 Wages and Working Conditions

Workers talk about take-home wages (basic pay plus allowances). 
Strictly speaking, these wages, that we came to know, are not 
comparable at all as the workers we met differed by job classi-
fi cation and experience and also because allowances varied 
among the units. The most important allowance is the produc-
tion incentive which is not given in many units in the lower 
side of the vertical supply chain.

Crudely speaking, the highest take-home wages were found 
in Daewoo and Maruti, in the range of Rs 10,000 to Rs 16,000. 
At Maruti, there is a lot of variation, with the lowest range 
being Rs 5,000 to Rs 6,000 and the typical wage being around 
Rs 10,000-11,000. Wages are much less at Escorts, the range 

being mostly Rs 8,000 to Rs 9,000. At Honda Siel, they fall to 
Rs 5,500 to Rs 6,500, and at Hero Puch, they are much lower at 
Rs 3,500-4,000 but move up to Rs 5,500-6,000. Maruti workers 
considered their take-home wages worse than that of the Hero 
Honda workers even as the mainstream press depicted them 
as “greedy”, a “creamy layer”, “without a work ethic”, “getting 
the best in the industry”.

Everywhere workers considered their wages inadequate 
and felt short-changed in real terms (purchasing power). The 
two main reasons for low wages were very low basic wages 
(around Rs 4,000 in Maruti and Rs 2,000/3,000 in Honda Siel) 
and falling allowances, especially production incentive, which 
is a collective calculation but a per worker distribution.

The contract workers/company casuals or badlis received 
per day minimum wages in the range of Rs 72 to Rs 93 and 
per month minimum wages in the range of Rs 1,800 to 
Rs 2,400. It may be noted that minimum wages differ across 
states in India and in our fi eld area minimum wages in Uttar 
Pradesh were higher than in Haryana. At Hero Puch there is 
no record of the temps and workers are never given provident 
fund (PF) which is also the case at Maruti. The labour contrac-
tors get 10% of their billing to the main units but they make 
more money by privately appropriating the Employees State 
Insurance (ESI) and PF that is due to the contract workers. 
This is an open secret. The contractors deserve elimination 
for all the short-changing they do but contract workers are 
extraordinary for their non-violence and tolerance.

Overtime work is paid at the rate of twice or thrice the nor-
mal remuneration for permanents whereas contact workers 
are paid just the normal rate. At Maruti, four to fi ve hours or 
sometimes a whole shift of overtime work is imposed on the 
workers in press, weld, machine, maintenance and fi nal 
inspection for which they get half-day leave plus Rs 45 plus 
conveyance for four hours and one day compensatory leave 
plus Rs 90 plus conveyance for eight hours. The contract work-
ers work almost daily on an average 16 hours, with a perennial 
compulsory overtime. They take their own food to the factory 
and they also eat, like hungry dogs, the leftovers of the perma-
nents! Note that they lose a lot on commuting – a minimum of 
Rs 20 on transportation as they reside in far off places. The 
apprentices do an extra shift without pay but only conveyance. 
And yet the management attitude towards contract workers 
and apprentices is very inhumane and sadistic as refl ected in 
the attitude of a Maruti materials manager we had met: “Keep 
them like that…keep them always hungry, they will do the 
work for you…they are born to work, and nothing else, why 
are you getting so sentimental?”

The various allowances that the permanents get include 
attendance, house rent allowance (HRA), production incentive, 
child education, annual increment, dearness allowance (DA), 
transport, yearly bonus, city compensatory allowance (CCA), 
uniform, etc. The social security benefi ts that they get include 
ESI, medical insurance, PF, employee accident, maternity, and 
retrenchment benefi t. The welfare provisioning for them is in 
terms of subsidised tea and snacks, festival advances, and 
home, housing equipment, conveyance loans against salary. 
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Table 2: Workplace Problems of Permanents in Main Units
Problem Specification

Allowances/benefits/ No (or removal of) attendance bonus; no medical

welfare related benefits for children/family; no yearly bonus at 

Honda-Siel due to alleged “company in loss”; no sports 

facility; delays in medical reimbursement; deterioration 

in the quality of food at Maruti canteens as the 

managers get food from outside

Physical conditions  Too much noise, high temperature, dust, gas pollution, 

related oil spill-over, poor ventilation, poor light, exhaust fans 

out of order

Production process  No safety committee in Maruti; too much workload and

and safety related work pace, no (or inadequate) protective equipment 

given; minor to major accidents and injuries (finger 

cuts, crushing of hand) on the rise; multi-machining (by 

workers in machining shops with U-shaped cells) and in 

press shops is too taxing.

Health related Posture problems, respiratory problems, mental 

problems, stress (spinal cord) and spondylitis, eye and 

skin problems, body and other aches, fatigue, chest 

pain, back pain, muscular and allergy problems

Leaves/breaks related No short leaves; problem in getting leave including in 

emergency times; no toilet break, far-off and dirty 

toilets, disciplinary action against workers leaving on 

emergency to bathroom, workers piddling on the line, 

inadequate lunch break; one day’s leave for four hours 

overtime should be given according to law but one day’s 

leave for six hours given; compensatory leave to be used 

in two months time but now in 14 days, only with the 

uncertainty of not getting it encashed; new policy of 

counting Sunday if leave is taken on Saturday or Monday.

Note that apprentices are offi cially included in manpower, as 
at Maruti, but do not get incentive pay!

What are the workplace problems that the workers face? 
The scene is really bad, and is said to be getting worse. Table 2  
shows the problems that the permanents have shared with us. 
At Daewoo, the permanents were worried about the imminent 
closure and inadequate or no severance packages from Daewoo 
as it has gone bankrupt in Korea.

What are the problems that the contract workers face? The 
following story of the Maruti contract workers is very moving:

Maruti gets a license from the Labour Commissioner’s offi ce to use 
contract labour. We are not given any appointment letter. Initially, 
Maruti offi cers used to issue identity cards with their signature on it. 
But from June 2000 onwards Maruti offi cers have not been signing on 
the identity cards, which are changed every six months. Earlier, con-
tractors and Maruti offi cers used to sit together to pay us wages but 
now contractors pay on their own within the company. The labour 
contractors are registered ones and come from local areas, and are 
well connected to the Maruti management. There are now 72 big con-
tractors and many small contractors. They have two-year agreements 
with the management. Competition among them forces them to quote 
lower bulk payment so that we do not get even the offi cial minimum 
wage. There is no equal wage for equal work. We do not get any allow-
ance. We have no hospital facility. The entire Maruti Gypsy production 
line work is subcontracted out. Contract workers are doing the sub-
assembly and fi nal assembly within the Maruti premises.
We do not get any help from contractors in terms of advance or loan. 
We are forced to work long hours. We work on Sunday and we do not 
get any leave. If the worker absents without telling the contractor, 
they get penalised in terms of no work for three or four days. We face 
high incidence of injuries and accidents due to too much work pres-
sure and lack of rest. No payment is made against this. Contractors are 

told to take us away even as the others are told to clean the blood on 
the running machines. The permanents look down upon us. Most of 
us were earlier apprentice workers in this factory. We are doubly 
cheated…both management and union exploit us. In 1989 we strug-
gled with a 9-day strike for our union recognition, and in 1990 we 
were on a 37-day strike. We are registered as Maruti Contract Work-
ers’ Union. Our registration number is 1150. We have received no sup-
port from the Maruti union even as they seek our support which we 
give in terms of tools-down, etc. Both, the Maruti management and 
the Maruti union have cooperated with the labour contractors to dis-
miss 20 to 25 activists of our union. We lodge court cases through the 
permanent workers union and the Joint Labour Commissioner wants 
proof of employment from Maruti or permanent workers but they do 
not extend any help. We have not become criminals. We have not 
become rapists. We are the backbone of this country’s economy. 
Who will save us?

In the subcontracting chain, among Tier 1 units, the wages 
of permanents range from a rock bottom of Rs 1,900 to a high 
of Rs 12,000, with the typical wage hovering around Rs 6,000 
to Rs 7,000. The contract workers/casuals get Rs 1,700 to 
Rs 1,965. Among Tier 2 units, the so-called permanents get 
Rs 1,200 to Rs 7,000 with the typical hovering around 
Rs 4,000; and the contract workers/casuals make Rs 1,200 to 
Rs 1,965, which is the minimum wage to the full. Among Tier 
2 units there are units such as Hema Engineering, Goodwill 
Engineers and M&M Machine Craft where all or most workers 
are on piece rate.

Among Tier 1 units, the permanents usually get all or most 
of those allowances, benefi ts and welfare that we mentioned 
in the earlier chapter. Among Tier 2 units, most do not pay 
those allowances, benefi ts and welfare.

Increase in Workload

Everywhere in the subcontracting chain from Tier 1 to Tier 2, 
there is a maddening increase in the workload and the work 
pace along with long hours of work. Thus, working harder, 
faster and longer characterises the basic storyline of the work-
ers’ woes. At Jay Yushin where young women work, they most 
often faint due to continuous standing-work. There are no 
new wage agreements and the existing wage agreements are 
violated. Variable DA is not paid to many Tier 1 workers 
despite their unions making complaints in this regard. Even 
fi xed DA and ESI/PF is not paid to most workers. There is a no 
work, no pay system. Wage cuts are there against leave. Work-
ers are even chucked out due to leave taking. There is abso-
lutely no leave, especially for the temps. In some cases, there 
is delay in wage payment. Manhandling and fi lthy abuse are 
rampant among Tier 2 units, where in many cases there are 
no canteens and toilets for workers and there is no night shift 
allowance. Accidents are very common without proper treat-
ment and compensation; one loses one’s job for meeting with 
a major accident.

Most workers in the subcontracting chain do a lot of over-
time which is usually compulsory and mostly unpaid. Among 
Tier 1 units, there are 21 units where overtime has increased 
and is forced and ranges between one-and-a-half and 12 
hours. Among Tier 2 units, there are 26 units where overtime 
is increasing and forced and ranges between two to four and 
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12 hours. Where work is piece-rated, workers go on working 
18 hours to 48 hours non-stop till they collapse unconscious. 
Nobody cares. The workers themselves do not care about 
their health. Where overtime is paid, it is paid double for per-
manents and single for casuals in Tier 1 units and it is single 
even for permanents among Tier 2 units. Most Tier 2 units do 
not pay for overtime work.

There are B Tech qualifi ed production and quality supervi-
sors in units such as M&M Machine Craft and their situation 
is worse than that of the workers. They get Rs 3,500 a month 
for almost 18-20 hours work most of the time per day! It 
is sincere and hard-working “Bihari” engineers like these 
who take care of the lower level supply chain factories, not 
their employers who are “smoking and f..king around”, as 
they say.

3.5 Workplace Governance 
and Labour-Management Relations

Except Honda Siel, our main units have enterprise unions. The 
union at Escorts is politically affi liated to the central trade un-
ion Hind Mazdoor Sabha (HMS). The main units such as Dae-
woo and Hero Puch have independent internal unions. The 
Maruti management claims to have a single unaffi liated union. 
The Maruti Udyog Employees Union, at the time of our fi eldwork, 
claimed to be internal and independent. This majority union 
was busted soon after the 2,000 labour unrest and in its place 
there is a minority yellow (sweet-heart) union now, which 
sleeps with the management. 

At Maruti Suzuki, there has never been consultative decision-
making by taking into confi dence the union. There is no open 
door policy of management now like it was in earlier times. 
Management has now closed cabins and is not accessible to 
workers. The Maruti Sahyog Samiti set up to act as a two-way 
informal mediating institution between management and 
workers is dysfunctional; it has degraded to a one-way top-
down management committee given to pontifi cating. There is 
no information sharing with the workers and/or the union. 
Any whistle-blower or troubleshooter is asking for trouble.

At Honda Siel, the management has not been allowing the 
formation of a union. Some workers we contacted at this unit 
were blatantly against unionisation. But according to a section 
of pro-union workers of this company that we had met with 
the help of a Daewoo union leader, the company’s HRM-type 
“individualised grievance redress mechanism” is too subjec-
tive to do justice to workers’ concerns. However, forming a 
new union is not easy. There is no direct access to the labour 
commissioner’s offi ce. There are middlemen who have access 
to the offi ce but their fees and the bribes (to the labour com-
missioner’s offi ce) work out to be nearly Rs one lakh and this is 
diffi cult to arrange. Even if this is arranged, there is a risk. 
Either the middlemen or the labour commissioner’s offi ce 
informs the employer of the move of the workers for which 
they get paid handsomely and immediately the employers 
pounce on the potential leaders and boot them out. Nobody 
cares. Middlemen and government offi cials and clerks make 
money all the same. Business as usual!

At Daewoo, the union leadership that we met was not anti-
management; but legend has it that the earlier brave union 
leader Ranjit Mistry along with his aides had bitter fi ghts with 
this Korean management which showed its true colours in 
showing them the door. As usual the police and other state 
machinery ruthlessly favoured the company. Mistry was banned 
from coming within one kilometre radius of the company. 
According to him, the Korean management is very cheap and 
treats Indian labour as slaves in comparison with the earlier 
good relations under DCM Toyota. Moreover, under the pro-
management, politically affi liated union regime that ensued 
after his unfair termination, blue-collars behaved as white-
collars and the undemocratic union leaders indulged in cor-
rupt racketeering for their own gain. 

In all the main units, at the time of our fi eldwork, the man-
agement style is said to have become aggressive and autocratic 
in comparison with the past. Labour-management relations 
have deteriorated; labour is down and out and restive too. 
There is widespread gloom among the workers that no new 
unions can emerge and that the existing unions are bound to 
bite the dust sooner or later.

Among Tier 1 units, workers are organised in 21 units; they 
have independent enterprise unions or affi liated ones. Two 
Tier 1 units have “works committees” planted by the manage-
ments. Seven units in Tier 2 have unions.

At the time of our fi eldwork, 9 Tier 1 units and 5 Tier 2 units 
reported good labour relations; these units are BTR Wadco, 
Clutch Auto, Echlin, Jay Bharat Maruti Plant 1, Kalyani, 
Lumax, Mark Auto Plant 1, Mark Exhaust, QH Talbros at Tier 1 
and Anand, Hema, Jay Bharat Maruti Plant 2, Shri Ram 
Pistons and Vital among Tier 2 units. The President of the 
Clutch Auto Employees Union has been blessed by the man-
agement with press shop subcontract work. How can he fi ght 
for the workers? Most of such unions are subdued and do not 
want to have any undue “panga” (confl ict) with managements 
even if the latter misbehave or abrogate previous understand-
ings. Unions are almost redundant now in this sense; with 
sold-out leadership, they cannot really improve the situation of 
their workers in the subcontracting chain. So, ultimately it does 
not really matter whether a unit is unionised or not. In most of 
the Tier 1 and Tier 2 units labour relations are not satisfactory 
and the management style is autocratic. Attempts to form 
unions have been quashed (e g, Sona Okegawa, where all the 
workers involved were thrown out) and it is not easy to form a 
union. The going rate to form a union in the subcontracting 
chain, at the time of our fi eldwork, was Rs 40,000 to Rs 50,000 
which is the sum of bribes to the labour commissioner’s offi ce 
and middleman’s fees and there is no guarantee to get union 
registration because of the reasons already mentioned. Thus, 
unless workers also pay a bit more than what managements 
usually shell out for union busting, union registration may not 
happen. Most workers simply cannot afford this.

4 A Note on Tier 3 Units

The less said about these units, the better it is, so to say. These 
are embodiments of free-for-all informal labour relations. 
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Everybody is a temp and everybody calls everybody else a 
“lawaris” (an orphan), as there is no appointment letter, and 
there is no pay slip either. In factory type workshops, work is 
for two shifts of 12 hours each and workers are paid only for 
eight hours a pittance of between Rs 1,200 and Rs 1,500 a 
month. There is job classifi cation in terms of helper and operator 
and fresh workers get jobs through older workers and they 
remain lifelong with the same job status. The maximum pay 
we came to know of was Rs 1,500 for a helper and Rs 1,800 to 
Rs 2,700 for an operator. Even the quality supervisor gets only 
Rs 3,000. Wages are cut against rejects apart from workers 
being humiliated and beaten up. There is no toilet. There is 
no tea. Overtime is mostly unpaid; if paid, it is single. Some 
workers do overtime of two shifts continuously two days and 
two nights till they collapse and are taken away for medical 
treatment. There is no holiday. Sunday is a working day. 
Where plating work or any other job work is done, it is on piece 
rate and paid by kilogram. 

Piece-rate workers are thrashed for defects even as they 
slave-drive themselves to produce more and earn more. They 
take the beating shamelessly everyday and keep compulsively 
producing more and more till they collapse unconscious. 
Quality inspection is total visual inspection by contract workers 
in factory type units. If work orders suddenly increase, sleep-
ing workers are brought from their residential holes and 
spooked (sometimes kicked in the balls) to take on the orders 
without a cup of tea. If any worker meets outsiders, he is 
literally kicked out. There is no hisab (settlement) for rising 
accident cases. Existence is totally dehumanised and workers 
are worse than uncared-for-urban cattle free to be taken 
to the butcher. Therefore, the less said, the better. This is 
the bottom of the production chain, and what a fall! This is 
the repetitive limit that one, as a middle class researcher, 
hits unbearably beyond which it is better to suspend any 
further investigations into the world of work at this level as 
there is nothing new to know about workers as “invisible 
commodities” here.

5 Taking Stock, Once Over Lightly
The labour situation in our production chain is very similar to 
or worse than that in the Chinese factories assembling cars 
and making “dirty parts” (Zhang 2008; IGLHR 2011). It may be 
noted that in this connection Tier 2 is a lot like Tier 3; Tier 1 
is a lot like Tier 2; and the main units are a lot like Tier 1 and 
our informed guess, based on our fi eldwork, is that the 
labouring conditions in the entire chain are drifting towards 
homogeneous, unregulated and predatory labour relations. 
The dynamics of this drift in an extreme sense is that the size 
of the unit – big, medium, small and tiny – will not matter in 
differentiating labour relations. Everywhere there will be un-
regulated, predatory labour relations.

In this extreme scenario, the “ideal worker” for the employ-
ers, as the company secretary of Mark Auto Plant 1 – a Tier 1 
unit – proudly imagined and shared with us with glowing 
eyes, would be the one who is a gladiator type of slave labour 
personifi ed ready to die for the living of his unethical bosses 
as capital personifi ed, who does not talk to fellow workers, 
who does not see anything other than what he is told to 
see, who does not hear anything other than what the bosses 
say to him and who does not do anything on the shop fl oor 
other than what he is told to do. In short, employers want 
young, energetic, dumb and docile wage-chattels who are 
more than willing to repetitively screw themselves with “com-
petitive wages” (which could be often less than the offi cial 
minimum wages already debauched by the labour contrac-
tors). Labour courts will not have any disputes to settle. And 
labour commissioners’ offi ces can wither away! There would 
be a brave new world of a maximally committed workforce at 
the beck and call of employers. The company secretary even 
had a dream that this is the way to beat Chinese competition – 
actual and potential – under the World Trade Organisation’s 
eventual goal of establishing a worldwide open economy with 
zero cross-border trade protection, which also seems to be the 
common dream of employers, their company thugs and even 
state machinery in industrial landscapes such as in Delhi NCR.
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