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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 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 (Part I appeared last week) throws light on labour 

relations in an auto production chain of lead and 

subcontracting companies in Delhi National Capital 

Region. Part II over here explains 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 

in Delhi NCR.

1 Introduction

In the fi rst part of this article, we mapped the low-road or 
sweatshop labour relations in the auto production chain – 
consisting of some main as also many subcontracting units 

– that we discovered through fi eldwork investigations during 
1999-2004. The conditions of labour as we had found is, in a 
way, now universally observed in these neo-liberal times since 
the late 1980s. It is also essentially no different from that 
 described by Adam Smith more than two centuries ago and by 
Karl Marx more than a century and a half ago (Brockway 
2001: 119). All the hitherto devoted work of thousands of social 
democratic reformers, social workers, industrial psychologists, 
labour leaders, and even economists (e g, John R Commons), 
engineers, effi ciency experts and businessmen of goodwill to 
improve the labour situation has gone down the drain in these 
neo-liberal times of intensifi ed competition among the lead 
 industrial fi rms even as many workers locked into the national 
and global production chains of such lead fi rms do not know 
that the dictatorship of capital in the competitive, dog-eat-dog 
world of auto producers is fl owing through the synapses of such 
chains to them, and workers at the lower end of such chains are 
frustrated about their existence worse than that of a dog. 

In this, the second part of the article, we make an attempt to 
understand the low-road labour conditions in the auto produc-
tion chain that we had found in Delhi NCR from the template of 
labour unrest due to industrial terrorism unleashed under neo-
liberalism. We do this by reviewing the knowledge about the 
“Maruti-Suzuki labour problem” as a case study in conjunction 
with some other cases of labour unrest in recent times in the 
Indian automobile industry.

2 Labour Relations from the Template of Labour Unrest

The “labour problems” at Maruti Suzuki during the years 2000 
and 2011 highlight the boiling labour issues in the Indian auto-
mobile industry. The 2000 struggle resulted in a heated Lok 
Sabha debate as well. Nothing positive came out of it for the 
workers though. By contrast, the 2011 struggle has been con-
sidered a landmark campaign in the history of Indian labour 
movement. It was a bitter defeat but it also showed the stark 
way ahead. What follows is a concise and cogent picture that 
we make out of these two struggles. For details on the 2000 
event, the reader can refer to HMS (1998), Lal Das (2000), PUDR 
(2001), Modi (Undated), Mathew (2004) and Workers’ Solidar-
ity (2000). For details on the 2011 event, Nigam Gupta (2012), 
Kumar (2012), Sethi (2011), Patwardhan (2011), various 
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 mainstream press reports and the coverage on the websites of 
 Labour File, New Trade Union Initiative, The New Wave, Inter-
national Metalworkers Federation, World Socialist Web Site, 
Bigul Mazdoor and GurgaonWorkersNews (2007 onwards) can 
be referred. All these accounts supplement, as also, substan-
tively add to our own fi eldwork fi ndings based on interviews 
with workers, union leaders and labour activists. We would 
like to emphasise that the documentation of the outpourings 
of worker voices in production chains that the GurgaonWork-
ersNews and Faridabad Mazdoor Samachar have done is, by 
far, the best, albeit raw, labour research that has been done 
in very recent times and this augurs well for the labour 
 movement in this country.

2.1 The 2000 Gurgaon Workers’ Struggle 

Maruti Udyog Limited (MUL) or Maruti Suzuki talks about this 
as an “illegal strike”. Many labour activists talk about this as 
an “illegal lock-out”. There are so many things associated with 
this struggle, and also prior to it and after it, that a short story 
can be written for the period 1999 to 2004.

12 October 2000 was a historic day for Maruti workers at the 
Gurgaon plant. On that day the MUL management issued what 
is called a “Good Conduct Undertaking” which was to be 
signed by individual workers in order to enter the factory. This 
was the management reaction to the workers struggle that 
 began on 9 September 2000 and entailed wearing black 
badges during working hours, work to rule, slogan shouting, 
tool down strike, hunger strike, and demonstrations, culmi-
nating in a 26-day sit-in near the heavy industry minister’s 
 offi ce,  Udyog Bhawan, New Delhi. This struggle was in rela-
tion to the various demands made by the union in terms of 
(a) revision of the production incentive scheme that ended in 
March 1999, (b) implementation of a pension package previ-
ously agreed vide the wage settlement of 6 February 1998, 
(c) regularisation of contract workers, and (d) stopping of 
subcontracting sub-assembly work outside the factory. There 
were also some lingering demands that were put forward in 
1997 like (a) wage scale revision through an increase in the 
basic pay, higher dearness allowance and other allowances; 
(b) payment of daily allowance as per guidelines; and 
(c) introduction of non-vegetarian food at the factory mess. 
Most importantly, in the course of the struggle the workers 
came up with another issue which overshadowed all the rest, 
viz, the threat to the basic democratic right to organise and 
engage in true collective bargaining.

During the struggle, the workers were united and on strike 
but the company managed to achieve normal production by 
employing scab workers (temps) supplied by its subcontrac-
tors, apprentices, engineers, casual workers and others. 
 According to the union, the apprentices and contract labour 
were kept under virtual lock and key within the plant and not 
allowed to leave the premises for several days. This is a viola-
tion of the rights of these workers who were incarcerated and 
whose forced labour was extracted. In this period two work-
ers died inside the factory and the union attributes the death 
to inhuman work pressures and management intimidation.

During the agitation, wives of some union offi ce-bearers 
were abused and manhandled left and right. Fraudulent cases 
were registered against them. Company vehicles with contract 
drivers and police patrolled day and night in the Maruti Vihar 
and Maruti Kunz areas in order to create terror among the 
 residents supporting the workers. It may be noted that regu-
lar meetings were held by the residents and workers in these 
and other areas of residence of workers during the agitation. 
This is corporate militaristic fascism – management-directed 
 physiological and psychological warfare with workers as its 
primary targets and their families and communities as 
 secondary targets.

On 11 October 2000, the management unilaterally announ-
ced a new production incentive scheme according to which the 
incentive is delinked from cost savings due to higher produc-
tivity. Instead, the incentive would be a fl at per worker hike by 
Rs 500. The workers accepted this with initial opposition on 
the understanding that the very existence of Maruti Udyog 
Employees Union would not be jeopardised by the  acceptance 
of the Good Conduct Undertaking.

Four months passed by and the union called off the strike in 
January 2001. The management refused to take back 39 dis-
missed employees (mainly union leaders and activists) but 
agreed to take back some other striking workers provided they 
signed the Good Conduct Undertaking. However, even after 
taking back some striking workers, they were dismissed and a 
court case on behalf of around 120 workers has been pending 
in the district court of Gurgaon.

In September 2001, the management announced a volun-
tary retirement scheme package that the union opposed, for 
which the general secretary Mathew Abraham of the majority 
Maruti Udyog Employees Union was sacked in October 2001, 
and cases of illegal retrenchment of union leaders and activi-
sts have been pending in the labour court. The company dere-
cognised this popular union and recognised a minority pocket 
union. The registrar of trade unions, Chandigarh was quick in 
cancelling the legal registration of the popular union. The 
 district court has not yet settled this matter.

The management then imposed the fi rst voluntary retire-
ment scheme in October 2001 whereby the workforce was 
 reduced by 1,051. In December 2003, the management forced a 
second voluntary retirement scheme whereby 1,251 workers 
were booted out. It was evident this time that the management 
targeted older workers and union activists by preparing in 
 advance a list and then harassing the targeted workers to take 
it. For those who did not show interest in this, the manage-
ment increased work intensity to unmanageable levels to force 
 acceptance. Some workers were transferred to far off places 
and non-production areas. And many were forced to sit idle for 
a long time, in some cases for one year continuously! If anyone 
dared to resist, then they were retrenched, terminated and 
 dismissed. Thus, by these various methods, the management 
reduced the permanent workforce by up to 50% so much so 
that by February 2004 the number of permanents fell to 2,100 
in contrast to a total of 4,328 workers in 1998, alongside indirect 
labour that numbered 1,700 which was also brought down 
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through the delayering of middle management. But the real 
point is that, by now, the temps in the factory exceeded the 
permanents and indirect labour combined. Some workers – 
about 10-15% – who had accepted the voluntary retirement 
scheme have re-entered the factory as contract workers!

The management then proceeded to bring about a 10-year 
wage settlement (in contrast to the usual three, four or even 
fi ve-year settlements) with its pocket union of around 400 
workers. It was evident that the management was driven by 
the motive of substantial labour cost cutting by simplifying the 
wage structure. The new settlement provided for only a wage 
growth of 3.5% as against the 9% annual growth by the wage 
settlement of the popular, majority union. Besides, while the 
one time increase according to this new settlement was just 
5.9%, it was 27.18% by the earlier wage settlement effective 
since 1996. This is not all. The new settlement delinked the 
“dearness allowance” from the changes in consumer price in-
dex and basic pay. Allowances for the employees were also de-
linked from changes in basic pay and dearness allowance.

The management then proceeded to introduce a Manpower 
Saving section in each department whose main task was to 
do a Jack Welch kind of blood-letting by targeting particular 
workers for removal, dump on them unmanageable workload 
levels and in the event of workers failing to cope with them, 
pressurise them to accept the voluntary retirement scheme or 
termination. This kind of psychological torture became the 
 order of the day. The company also withdrew the bus transport 
for workers, due to which, if the workers were late by even a 
few minutes, they were punished through a half day salary cut.

Thus, as the summer of 2004 ushered in, the company took 
pride in defeating the workers by discrediting and destroying 
the popular union and taking away the basic rights to organise 
and bargain collectively, which is of course the norm rather than 
the exception in the Indian corporate sector, in general, and in 
the automobile industry, in particular. By charge-sheeting 
around 150 workers including union offi ce-bearers even when 
an agreement was reached to end the struggle, the MUL man-
agement has violated the spirit of the agreement. And by not 
allowing the workers to explain their side of the story b efore an 
unbiased appellate body, the management has indulged in 
a rbitrary “discipline and punish” terrorising (PUDR 2001).

Violation of Democratic Rights

Let us examine some of the issues one by one, fi rst and fore-
most, the Good Conduct Undertaking. It may be noted that at 
the time of our own fi eldwork, Escorts had used this much ear-
lier in 1999 to crush its union strike. As PUDR (2001), which 
was in a way a by-product of our own fi eldwork with the popu-
lar Maruti union, points out, by imposing this undertaking, 
the Maruti management fl outed the provision of the Industrial 
Employment (Standing Order) Act, 1946, which regulates 
Standing Orders, and thereby indulged in an unfair labour 
practice. Moreover, asking the individual workers not to 
 indulge in any go-slow, tool down or stay on strike is a clear 
violation of the legitimated worker rights guaranteed by the 
Industrial Disputes Act. Moreover, by deducting the wages for 

the entire period of the enforced lock-out from 12 October 
2000 to 8 January 2001 on the grounds of no work, no pay, the 
company has perpetrated an unfair labour practice. 

Penalising the workers by withholding wages for fi ve 
months and making workers work for two months without full 
wages are all violations of not only the rights of workers but of 
elementary civil rights of the workers. The local civil court, 
and the high court and the labour department have sided with 
the management and thereby supported the blatant labour 
v iolations, and they need to be pulled up for dereliction of 
their duties. The workers are now convinced that judges can 
be managed by the management. More importantly, the man-
agement indulged in systematic vindictive warfare against the 
workers after their return to the factory by way of undue work 
intensifi cation and abuses and threats from the supervisors 
and the lower managerial staff. Those workers who were una-
ble to cope with the arbitrariness in production norms and 
those middle aged or older workers who could not cope with 
increased workload were penalised by retrospectively mark-
ing them absent. Wage cutting on some pretext or the other for 
workers present and working became the order of the day. Not 
allowing workers to go to the toilet like the way agricultural 
labourers are exploited by landlords in Bihar has led to renal 
and urinal problems for many workers. At the time of our 
fi eldwork itself, we had come to know the phenomenon of 
workers piddling on the line in the factory due to this un-
freedom. Workers with disabilities have been singled out for 
doing heavy work and on their failure to do so they were told 
to take rest without pay for three months. The most brutal 
punishment was in the form of arbitrary transfers like offi ce 
workers sent to work on assembly lines. These transfers were 
also in  violation of the standing orders, as also, the Industrial 
 Disputes Act. While penalising on these lines was going on, 
the Public  Relations Department of the company denied any 
such thing going on, and thereby proved it to be nothing but 
the Department of Lies telling fairy stories about the company 
to the public.

The management and media were hand in glove in creating 
the public image of the workers as lacking in “work ethic” even 
as earlier the workers of Maruti and Hero Honda were praised 
for their commendable work culture. Similarly, the workers’ 
demand for higher wages was portrayed as an unreasonable 
demand from aristocratic labour, already paid the best remu-
neration in the industry. It was projected that the workers cost 
the company Rs 22,000 a month and that the workers were 
demanding Rs 41,000 a month. These were blatant lies. The 
maximum remuneration including production incentive 
 obtained by the most experienced permanent workers was 
Rs 14,000-16,000 a month while the average wages including 
incentive totalled only Rs 11,000. Wages and salaries as a pro-
portion of sales turnover made by the company amounted to 
just 2% in 1999-2000 in contrast to some other industrial 
c ompanies with 4% to 6% wages and salary share in turnover. 
If we exclude the managerial compensation from this and 
c onsider only workers’ wages, then the wage bill amounts to a 
mere 0.85%. Wage costs have remained at this abysmally 
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lower proportion in all the 18 years that Maruti has been in 
existence till 2000. The truth thus is that the management has 
all along paid its workers much less than its capacity to pay. 
And even these lower wages have come from working harder 
and more intensively. 

Labour intensifi cation is the main reason for the incredible 
productivity increases obtained by the management. The 
workers have certainly not shared in the quantum increase in 
the profi tability of the company. It is very clear that workers 
are not considered as a stakeholder in the company. They are 
just another cost element to be minimised so as to maximise 
profi ts for the top management and shareholders. If we also 
see the increasing trend of using contract workers, then the 
intentions of the management are crystal clear in reducing the 
workforce to the status of a despicable commodity in the pro-
duction process. The workers struggle is not only for a justifi ed 
increase in their wage levels but most importantly for a respite 
from the excessively high productivity levels that have been 
thrust on the workforce. The number of cars produced 
 increased at a scorching pace against the marginal increase in 
the number of workers during the 12 years since 1988 till 1999-
2000. Workers are made to work in eight-and-a-half hour 
shifts, very closely monitored. The morning shift begins at 
7.30 and work carries on until 9 am, following which there is a 
break of exactly seven minutes. They then work from 9.07 to 
about 12.00 and break half an hour for lunch, and then work 
until 2.30 followed by a seven-minute break, and then again 
from 2.37 until 4 pm, when the second shift begins. No worker 
is allowed even the slightest respite outside of these small 
breaks, not time to even drink water or to urinate. When sev-
eral hundred workers have to leave the production line, freshen 
up, urinate, drink water and tea, and return to work, all in 
seven minutes, how can such a break be called restful? Work-
ers health has taken a heavy toll under these gruelling circum-
stances of working hours having stayed more or less the same 
but the work having become faster and faster.

Why did the issue of production incentive become the real 
issue triggering the workers’ struggle? As already mentioned, 
the Maruti management fi gured out a clever way of motivat-
ing the workers to do back-breaking work. It designed a wage 
structure in which incentive payments constituted the over-
whelming part of the take-home pay of the workers. From 1989 
onwards, when the production incentive scheme was intro-
duced, per-worker car production zoomed on an average from 
23 to 75 cars per worker per year. The daily production of cars 
went up from 20-25 cars to 1,350 cars per day in 1997-98. This 
has naturally raised the take-home pay of the workers sub-
stantially to over Rs 10,000-12,000 and above even though 
their basic wages have remained at about Rs 4,000 on an 
 average. The workers and their union, having got habituated 
to the short run happiness of getting a higher take-home pay, 
could not foresee long-run misery when their take-home pay 
could receive severe beating in the event of production cut-
backs due to sales going down and inventories growing. They 
could not foresee that in the event of a dwindling market 
share or falling sales, production levels would decline and 

hence there would be lower wages for workers against which 
there would be no legal redress and that the long-term conse-
quence would be retrenchment to ensure that productivity 
is not lowered. 

In 1996 itself, the management started screwing the work-
ers’ happiness by terminating the incentive scheme that has 
led to growing incentive pay and replacing it with a new 
scheme that the union naturally found as objectionable on 
grounds of more work and less incentive. By the late 1990s, as 
neo-liberal competition became severe with the entry of rivals 
in the market, the management sought to cut the incentive pay 
by linking it to sales and delinking it to attendance and by cal-
culating productivity by also including contract workers and 
apprentices! By contrast, the union wanted the management 
to give incentive pay according to the good old 1989 settle-
ment. Thus a rupture emerged.

As regards the use of scab or non-union workers, these work-
ers along with apprentices were forced to work day after day 
for 12 hours a shift to ensure that production took place with-
out interruption during the agitation. The management con-
siders these workers to be perfect substitutes for the perma-
nent workers. A materials manager who was chucked out of 
the factory a year later through a “golden handshake” told us: 

We don’t require these permanent sons of bitches...they are here by 
the mercy of Indian government, its labour law...just see what will 
happen when Suzuki completely owns this factory...these f...ers will 
be thrown out ...nobody is indispensable and that is the law of disci-
pline...for effi cient working. 

The Industrial Training Institute (ITI)-trained apprentices 
are usually made to slog for a year for a pittance of Rs 600 a 
month in the hope of being made permanent at the end of that 
period. A number of them are thrown out after the apprentice-
ship period. A few fortunate of them are taken as trainees and 
made to slog for a further two years for a pittance before being 
made permanent. Their presence in numbers in the factory is 
huge and they are taken in and thrown out depending on cir-
cumstances. Most of them do not get permanent jobs and so 
carry on as permanent apprentices or permanent contract 
workers or eternal temps on call. It is especially these vulner-
able workers that the permanents see as strike-breakers and so 
hate them without  understanding that this is part and parcel 
of the employers’ strategy of divide and rule. The permanents 
call them randis (prostitutes) on demand. In fact, the company 
has got a huge inventory of these workers with their addresses 
and mobile numbers, and, the permanents allege that it is 
most willing to run the factory with only these for a pittance 
which does not even amount to “reservation wages” of the 
lowly workers at the bottom of the production chain.

2.2 The 2011 Manesar Workers’ Struggle

This struggle at Maruti’s new Manesar plant is most interest-
ing in terms of checking the onslaught of the enemy as also 
strengthening the labour movement through the ripple and 
solidarity effects in the production chain. It was centred on the 
issues of new union recognition and horrible working condi-
tions, especially unbearable workload and work pace. Since 
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we did not have any direct contact with this struggle, unlike 
the 2000 struggle, it is better to not only get a concrete fl avour 
of this but also get an assessment through GurgaonWorkers-
News. Suffi ce it to note here that it was an anarcho-syndicalist 
kind of rupture spearheaded by young workers, mostly working 
as temps in the Maruti Manesar plant that drew  support from 
workers in other main units and supply chain factories as well.

The main issues of union recognition, running the factory 
mainly with temps, and the horrendous working conditions 
have also been the basis for labour unrest elsewhere in the 
main as also subcontracting units of Indian automobile indus-
try (Pratap 2011; John 2005; IGLHR 2011; Lal Das 2006; Busi-
ness Line 2006; IANS 2010; Das 2010; Nayyar and Srivastava 
2011; Knowledge Wharton Today 2011; Bajaj and Gottipati 
2011; Firstpost 2011; Kaushal 2011; ET Bureau 2011). Gurgaon-
WorkersNews (2007 onwards) gives worker reports from 
 numerous factories – other than the ones we had contacted in 
our fi eldwork – in the Delhi NCR auto production chains. And 
these reports testify all the more clearly to our own fi ndings as 
mentioned in the fi rst part of this paper.

3 Suzuki’s Low-Road Brutalisation 

If we study Maruti’s annual reports of 1982 to 2000, we 
come to know how the management praises the existence 
of industrial harmony and peace in the company, except in 
1987-88 when there was a tool down strike on the issues of 
housing and incentive reward which were nevertheless amica-
bly settled. And according to the Annual Report 1998-99, “To 
increase s atisfaction and motivation of human resources, the 
company undertook an employee satisfaction survey which 
shows that the satisfaction level of our workers is the best in 
the manufacturing industry in India”. The company here is 
 referring to the survey by Gallup MBA (1997) which came up 
with the conclusion that “Maruti is a company with highly 
s atisfi ed employees”. 

The antecedents on the above lines do not give any clue to 
the dramatic change of scene during 1999-2000 at Maruti 
Suzuki, which unfolded as “shock treatment” to the workers 
and their majority union. And this shock treatment has been 
blessed by the central and state governments which now want 
labour relations to be bipartite. We can point to two major 
r easons that account for this dramatic turnaround in Maruti’s 
l abour relations. First and foremost, Maruti’s near monopoly 
situation in the industry disappeared by the late 1990s with 
the arrival of rival companies. Maruti’s market share in the car 
industry and in the small car segment has plunged since then. 
The company has adapted to the new situation through New 
Fordism (Gee 2011), which is a kind of  implementation of a 
v ulgarised lean production model with emphasis on labour 
cost-cutting. In the face of actual and foreseen excessive 
c ompetition, it is well-known that the easiest way to save costs 
is by cutting wages. And that is what the Maruti management 
has done as it has transformed itself from being a production 
or supply-driven Fordist mass production type company to a 
market-driven or demand-driven New  Fordist company. 
S econd, Maruti began as a public sector  company but over 

time it was privatised with Suzuki’s equity share increasing 
and Suzuki taking over completely the control of the unit. In 
India as also abroad, privatisation has been associated with 
worsening labour relations. There is also  another, third 
e xplanation in terms of a wild theory that the Suzuki Motor 
Corporation itself had engineered the 2000 New Fordist 
h appenings in the Gurgaon factory in order to obtain a quick 
appreciation for its share value in the stock market. One 
c annot discount this theory as there is robust evidence in 
 Britain and the US that stock market pressures can ruin the 
experiments in creating high road “creative work systems” 
 inside factories (Konzelmann and Forrant 2000; Ferner and 
 Hyman 1998).

Thus, in its early phases and up until the 2000 agitation, 
Maruti practised Japanese style employment relations in terms 
of employment stability, seniority-based wages and enterprise 
union, albeit with no job rotation and consultative decision- 
making (Chatterjee 1990; Srinivasan 1990) but with produc-
tivity-linked incentive scheme in order to boost employee 
 morale and motivation. Since 2000 Maruti Suzuki has turned 
out to be a “bad employer” with a distinctive tendency to 
shamelessly become the worst in the industry so much so that 
industrial relations experts such as Patwardhan (2011) have 
ridiculed the immature approach of this company towards 
 labour, and some other management pundits have pooh-poohed 
the company for not even following “procedural justice” in 
dealing with its workers.

The saving grace from the viewpoint of the workers in the 
aftermath of the 2011 agitation is that the young and energetic 
temps that the employers love to have, have rebelled and their 
rebellion along with the permanents in terms of occupying 
factories with spillover effects in the production chain has 
caught the employers by the horns and made them concede 
some gains to the workers. Thus, the only way ahead for work-
ers to improve their situation is to retaliate with ripple and 
solidarity effects and thereby pulverise the production chain 
links in case the employers are too parsimonious to concede 
improvement in working conditions through give and take 
 bipartite labour relations. 

Independent internal unions such as the Maruti Udyog 
 Employees Union cannot be taken as good angels. In a way the 
majority Maruti union dug its own grave. Like the established 
political unions of this country, it was internally undemocratic. 
And by cultivating relations with management rather than 
 organic links with its own rank and fi le workers, ignoring the 
interests of the temps, fi nancing the election campaigns of 
some leftist leaders in Parliament and sucking up to political 
leaders in general for help, such unions cannot win battles 
for the betterment of the workers. Instead they get  brazenly 
booted out of the factories without being rescued by any 
big boss. Big enterprise unions like this or the central trade 
unions basically reproduce the same top-down non-transparent 
divide and rule employer/managerial behaviour vis-à-vis 
their rank and fi le. The rank and fi le workers are also to be 
blamed in that most of them want their union to do only 
“business unionism”. 
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One good thing the popular Maruti union did was to con-
vene a meeting of the representatives of the trade unions in 
automobile industry in 1999 in order to fl oat an “All India 
 Automobile Workers Federation” – open to automobile ancil-
lary industry too – and pursue the agenda of uniting all the 
workers in the industry and fi ghting for their betterment. But 
13 years down the line, what has come of this? Nothing posi-
tive. Many unions have either disappeared in the “killing 
fi elds” of employers on a warpath or have fallen in line to sleep 
with management. It is the unpredictable revolts of the young 
temps as in the case of the Maruti Manesar plant that are mak-
ing a difference. The central trade unions in India have not 
learnt any lessons; they have only demonstrated their eager-
ness to sabotage this anarcho-syndicalist rise of the unregu-
lated working class by brokering with the management to get a 
raw deal. When will they digest that social anarchism is not 
anti-union (WSF 2005)? Social anarchism, however, is not with-
out problems. Its downside, as revealed by the 2011 Maruti 
workers struggle, is that the leadership of the unregulated 
workforce can sell themselves to seductive golden handshakes 
of employers and quit the factories, leaving their fellow work-
ers high and dry with a compromise deal that is really not 
 better than before! This corrosion of character aided by the 
e stablished unions is the ultimate extinguisher of the fi re in the 
working class movements not only in India but also the rest of 
the world. Managements such as Maruti Suzuki’s are too happy 
to buy the militants, concede some temporary  concessions and 
carry on with their low-road driving, taking the fi nancial losses 
incurred in the process (amounting to Rs 600 crore due to 

p roduction disruption at the Manesar plant) as negligible! 
There is absolutely no Galbraithian countervailing power 
against the employer money power that anybody can be bought 
to put primacy on profi tability over the working people. 

4 The Low-Road in the Subcontracting Chain

There are concerted pressures, via price cuts in the yearly 
negotiations, from the main units on the subcontracting 
chain to cut costs. Legend has it that Jagdish Khattar, the 
managing director of Maruti Suzuki at the time of our fi eld-
work, raised Rs 400 crore at one go for his company by im-
posing price cuts on the vendors who suddenly felt squeezed 
and spooked by this neo-liberal shock treatment, which has 
since then become an annual feature of Maruti’s manage-
ment of supplier relations.

Middle management offi cials at Jay Bharat Maruti Plant 2, 
Mark Auto Plant 1, Jay Pee Autoplast, and Mark Exhaust have 
informed us that as long as Maruti Suzuki had near monopoly 
in the product market and could therefore afford to be compla-
cent, the vendors too could sell to Maruti without being 
squeezed and thereby became fatter and fatter. But by the late 
1990s when Maruti woke up to face competition and falling 
market share by implementing a vulgarised lean production 
model in the name of New Fordism, it started giving the stick 
to the vendors and this pressure has percolated downwards in 
the production chain. Other lead companies have also done 
the same. Subcontractors have responded typically by means 
of labour cost-cutting as also substitution of substandard 
 materials to save their own skin. 
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The so-called electronic links in the subcontracting chain 
have promoted short-term relations and multi-sourcing for 
every part and component and the competition among the 
subcontractors is ruthless. The number of sub-vendors under 
vendors such as Bharat Seats, Jay Pee Autoplast, Mark Auto, 
etc, has increased to 60 or even above 100 in this milieu in-
stead of decreasing. There are no loyalties within the country 
as foreign sourcing is also happening now. Furthermore, the 
units above in the production chain squeeze the units below by 
imposing inventory costs and delays in payments. The subcon-
tracting world is no doubt where the buck can be passed on as 
much as possible in order to kill the last in the chain where 
there are infi nite births nevertheless. It is fascinating in this 
connection to see how GurgaonWorkersNews (2007 onwards) 
has documented the percolation of cost-cutting pressures 
from above in the production chain in the recent past, much 
after our fi eldwork, which gives some glimpses of the 
 so-called “electronic fl ow management” of Maruti Suzuki in 
relation to its vendors, the situation of the vendors and sub-
vendors and the worker voices in these units extending to 
the workshops and slum production at the bottom of the 
 production chain in Faridabad. 

5 Concluding Remarks

It is crystal clear, thus, that the employers in the entire 
 production chain are seeking competitiveness through low-
road ways of labour cost-cutting and even substandard  material 
usage. It is a moot question as to why they cannot obtain cost 
savings through value analysis/value engineering along with 
lean production techniques such as total quality management 
(TQM)  techniques in  conjunction with just-in-time (JIT) in such 
a way that they do not need to take recourse to the low-road. 
Is it that lean production techniques are expensive to use or is 
it that they do not give quick, short-term  results? These are 
questions of utmost importance that the employers and their 
managers and engineers must answer; for, after all, labour 
cost-cutting is not a bottomless pit; and excessive substandard 
materials substitution would downgrade the quality of prod-
ucts to below average level and may jeopardise sales in the 
medium and long term.

It is a cruel joke that responsible leaders in India and abroad 
indulge in rhetoric rather than palpable actions against the 
down to earth low-road realities as we have described. For 
e xample, when it comes to  debating the choice between “race 
to the top” (high-road) and “race to the bottom” (low-road), 
there is no dearth of rhetoric on the part of the “bhadralok” 
politicians such as Barack Obama: 

We shouldn’t be in a race to the bottom, where we try to offer the 
cheapest labour and the worst pollution standards. America should be 
in a race to the top. And I believe we can win that race. [W] hat we 
can’t do – what I will not do – is let this economic crisis be used as an 
excuse to wipe out the basic protections that Americans have counted 
on for decades. I reject the idea that we need to ask people to choose 
between their jobs and their safety. I reject the argument that says for 
the economy to grow, we have to roll back protections that ban 
hidden fees by credit card companies, or rules that keep our kids from 
being exposed to mercury, or laws that prevent the health insurance 

industry from short changing patients. I reject the idea that we have 
to strip away collective bargaining rights to compete in a global eco-
nomy. In fact, this larger notion that the only thing we can do to 
 restore prosperity is just dismantle government, refund everybody’s 
money, and let everyone write their own rules, and tell everyone 
they’re on their own – that’s not who we are. That’s not the story of 
America (see Slesinger 2011). 

There is no dearth of such “bhadralok buddhigeebi” rhetoric 
in India either. In fact, there is better rhetoric, if not better ora-
torical skills. On 25 March 2007, the prime minister of India, 
Manmohan Singh, delivered a similar landmark speech on a 
“Ten Point Social Charter” at the Annual Summit of the Con-
federation of Indian Industry. It was indeed a long, saintly 
speech – like god, who is put on sale by his own children, con-
scientising his erring children about “eternal human values 
and holistic development”. Singh urged Indian businessmen to 
“have healthy respect for…workers and invest in their welfare. 
Unless workers feel they are cared for at work, we can never 
evolve a national consensus in favour of much-needed more 
fl exible labour laws aimed at ensuring that our fi rms remain 
globally competitive”, he pontifi cated. 

The UCLA professor of Communication Studies and Policy 
Studies Tom Plate who witnessed this confusing “tamasha” 
has this, inter alia, to say: 

In India, especially, a blind man can see what is happening. The poor 
are to be found almost everywhere you go, even and especially in this 
mammoth nation’s capital city. Fortunately, Manmohan Singh has 
 anything but defi cient eyesight. Educated at Punjab and Oxford Uni-
versities in economics, he senses some kind of gathering storm – a kind 
of global political warming in the sociological rather than the meteor-
ological sense....The turban-topped economist asked his audience (and 
by implication the world) whether self-satisfaction about unprece-
dented wealth, as is being enjoyed in India itself these days, is wholly 
justifi ed in the oppressive presence of diminished equality. All but 
begging the business community to show more social responsibility by 
investing in and caring for workers as much as profi ts, he proposed 
that companies put a lid on excessive and odious compensation and 
benefi ts for top executives, especially when it was obvious that masses 
of people are near-starving in the streets (NSF 2007).

The Ten Point Social Charter of Manmohan Singh was 
later translated into an offi cial document about social and 
environmental sustainability by the ministry of corporate 
a ffairs, with inputs from the Indian Institute of Corporate 
A ffairs (GoI 2011). How far these guidelines infl uence the 
grave ground realities of the predatory exploitation of labour 
and nature is a moot question. Some academics outside and 
inside India are now chipping in to fi nd out how govern-
ments, the private  sector and civil society can come together 
to translate this rhetoric into reality even as regulated capi-
talism is replaced by neo-liberal capitalism. See, for instance, 
the concern expressed by Knorringa (2010) and take note of 
his references.

It may also be noted that in 2010, ISO 26,000 emerged as an 
ISO standard giving guidance on “social responsibility”. It is 
intended for use by organisations of all types, in both the 
 public and private sectors, in developed and developing coun-
tries, as well as in the so-called economies in transition. It 
is supposed to assist them in their efforts to operate in the 
s ocially responsible manner that society increasingly demands. 
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However, its impotency should be noted in that it contains vol-
untary guidance, not requirements, and therefore is not for 
use as a certifi cation standard like ISO 9001 or ISO 14001. 

That these guidelines on social responsibility or the utter-
ances as above by politicians could bring about “global salva-
tion” by way of a thaw in the otherwise frozen employers’ rela-
tions with workers under neo-liberalism seems to us as just a 
weird assumption. It could very well be an “ultra super propa-
ganda of double think/double speak to the max” – all manu-
factured for ratings, public consumption and media manipula-
tion in the nation and the world (see http://thestrongwatch-
man.com). It may be noted that there are also other kinds 
of critics such as Henderson (2004) who have attacked the 
Corporate Social Responsibility movement in pursuit of 
 “eco-effi ciency” and “social justice” (to avoid the labour abuse 
problem) through worldwide norms and standards as a fl awed 

movement that, by increasing costs and reducing profi ts and 
shareholder value of the businesses, would “reduce welfare 
and undermine the market economy”!

We do not think that anything concretely positive can 
emerge out of all the above to make a difference to low-road 
labouring men and women. While the solidarity struggles of 
the workers determine now what is in store for them in the 
short term, in the long term, the low-road will not disappear 
unless the fundamental basis for it in terms of unlimited sup-
plies of migrant labour due to the deliberate underdevelop-
ment of rural areas as is happening in China (AlterNet 2012) 
and India, is eliminated. Predatory growth and the bias 
against rural development are the real issues of macro public 
policy that need to be addressed in India (Bhaduri 2008; Per-
spectives 2012; Hari and Hari 2011). Will there be a “U” turn in 
India in this regard? And, if not now, when?
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