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A lthough  th re e  q u a r t e r s  o f a c e n tu ry  o ld , th e  t r a d e  u n io n  movement 

in  I n d ia  i s  s t i l l  l a r g e l y  c o n f in e d  to  o rg a n is e d  i n d u s t r i e s  and  s e r v ic e s  

i n  th e  c o u n try .  E f f o r t s  to  u n io n is e  w orkers  in  th e  u n o rg a n is e d  o r  
in fo rm a l s e c to r  a r e  no d o u b t, b e in g  made in  some segm ents and some 
p a r t s  o f th e  c o u n try . Such e f f o r t s ,  how ever, a r e  s t i l l  few and f a r  
betw een and  n o t c o n sp ic u o u s ly  s u c c e s s f u l .  T h is  n e g le c t  o f th e

in fo rm a l s e c t o r  by th e  t r a d e  u n io n  movement has a t t r a c t e d  a g r e a t  
d e a l  o f  a d v e rse  c r i t i c i s m .  T here a r e ,  no d o u b t, fo rm id a b le  

o b s ta c le s  i n  th e  way o f o rg a n is in g  th e  w o rkers  i n  th e  in fo rm a l s e c to r*  
Nor do th e s e  who c r i t i c i s e  th e  t r a d e  u n io n  movement on t h i s  a c c o u n t 
have much sym pathy f o r  w o rk in g  p eo p le  anyway. Y et, th e  p o in t  o f th e  

c r i t i c i s m  c a n n o t be d is m is se d  o u t o f  hand .

The r e s t r i c t e d  sp re a d  o f th e  Trade U nion Movement h as had  c e r t a i n  

co n sequences which have 'becom e c l e a r e r  and  more s e r io u s  o v e r th e  y e a r s .  

The v a s t  ex p an s io n  o f  th e  c o u n try ’ s la b o u r  f o r c e  from  ab o u t 18 c r o r e s  

i n  1971 to  o v e r 50 c r o r e s  i n  1991 and th e  r e l a t i v e  s ta g n a t io n  in  t h a t  
p a r t  o f th e  la b o u r  fo r c e  w hich i s  employed i n  th e  o rg a n is e d  s e c to r .

1 .75 c r o r e s  i n  1971 and 2 .6 8  c r o r e s  i n  1992 means t h a t  th e  r e l a t i v e  
w e ig h t o f  th e  o rg a n is e d  s e c to r  la b o u r  i n  th e  t o t a l  la b o u r  f o r c e ,  n ev e r 

v e ry  l a r g e ,  i s  g e t t i n g  even  s m a l le r .  O rg an ised  s e c to r  la b o u r ,  no 
d o u b t, i s  f a r  more i n f l u e n t i a l  in  th e  f i e l d  o f n a t io n a l  i n d u s t r i a l  

and econom ic p o l i c i e s  th a n  i t s  numbers would s u g g e s t .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  
i f  i t s  p r o p o r t io n  keeps g o in g  down, i t s  in f lu e n c e  i s  a l s o  g o in g  to  go 
down. T rade u n io n s  s e r v ic in g  t h i s  s ta g n a n t  o r  c o n t r a c t in g  segm ent 

o f  th e  t o t a l  la b o u r  fo r c e  a l r e a d y  f in d  t h e i r  in f lu e n c e  g e t t i n g  

e ro d e d .

W ith in  th e  o rg a n is e d  s e c t o r  i t s e l f ,  b a r g a in in g  s t r e n g th  o f t r a d e  

u n io n s  h a s  b e en  e ro d ed  i n  r e c e n t  tim e s  due to  a v a r i e t y  o f f a c t o r s .  
T rade u n io n  r i v a l r i e s  have p r o l i f e r a t e d  f u r t h e r .  I n d iv i d u a l i s t .

T rade U nion le a d e r s  s u b s c r ib in g  to  no b ro a d e r  o r g a n is a t i o n a l  
l o y a l t i e s  o r  id e o lo g ie s  have a r i s e n  and g a in e d  s i g n i f i c a n t  fo l lo w in g . 

P e rh a p s  a s  a  r e a c t io n  to  t h i s ,  ’ i n t e r n a l  u n io n s ’ l im i t e d  to  em ployees 

o f in d iv id u a l  p la n t s  o r com panies and ru n  by th e  em ployees th e m se lv e s  

have come u p . Such s e l f - r e l i a n c e ,  to  be welcomed in  i t s e l f ,  i s  
u n f o r tu n a te ly  accom panied  by a t o t a l  la c k  o f  any  so c io -eco n o m ic  o r  

o r g a n is a t io n a l  p e r s p e c t iv e  a t  th e  macro l e v e l  among th e s e  ’ in s id e r*  
l e a d e r s .  . . .



Yet a n o th e r  im p o r ta n t f a c t o r  a f f e c t i n g  th e  dynamism o f  Trade 
U nion movement i s  i t s  a g in g  l e a d e r s h ip .  Few T rade U nion le a d e r s  a re  

below  s i x t y ,  many a re  o v e r 70 . They can  h a r d ly  d is p la y  th e  dynamism 

of t h e i r  younger d a y s . New younger le a d e r s h ip  does n o t seem to  be 

coming up i n  a d eq u a te  num bers to  ta k e  th e  p la c e  o f th e  a g in g  l e a d e r s .

But th e  g r e a t e s t  c h a l le n g e  o f  th e  T rade U nions comes from th e  

d ev e lo p in g  econom ic and i n d u s t r i a l  s i t u a t i o n  and th e  p o l i c i e s  b e in g  

p u rsu ed  by  th e  governm en t. In  th e  name o f  g l o b a l i s a t i o n ,  l i b e r a l i ­

s a t i o n ,  f r e e  m a rk e t, i n t e r n a t i o n a l  c o m p e t i t iv e n e s s ,  p r o d u c t iv i t y ,  
te c h n o lo g ic a l  u p g ra d a tio n  and  so on, a c l im a te  has been c r e a te d  i n  

o rg a n is e d  in d u s t r y  in  w hich em ployers a s  a c l a s s  a r e  m oving i n t o  
th e  o f f e n s iv e  a g a in s t  w o rkers  and  T rade U n io n s . S t r e s s  i n  p u b l ic  
p o l ic y  h a s  s h i f t e d ,  i n  th e  name o f  f l e x i b i l i t y  i n  em ploym ent, from 

p ro te c tin g -  th e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  w o rkers  to  p r o t e c t in g  th o s e  o f  em p lo y e rs . 
An e x i t  p o l ic y  i s  b e in g  e n e r g e t i c a l l y  pushed  i n  th e  f u l l  know ledge 

th a t  i t  w i l l  th row  te n s  o f th o u san d s  p e rh a p s  la k h s  o f  w o rk ers  ou t 

o f jo b s  and a l l  th e  s o la c e  t h a t  i s  o f f e r e d  to  them i s  some compen­
s a t i o n  from  th e  s o - c a l l e d  N a t io n a l  Renew al Fund.

I n  t h i s  u n f r ie n d ly  i n d u s t r i a l  c l im a te ,  T rade U nions and  w orkers 
f in d  t h e i r  b a rg a in in g  s t r e n g th  underm ined . To make th in g s  w orse , 

i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  l e g i s l a t i o n  i s  s l a t e d  to  be amended to  p u t 

f u r t h e r  s h a c k le s  on w o rk e rs .

Such new jo b  o p p o r tu n i t i e s  a s  may come up in  th e  y e a r s  to  come 
w i l l  be l a r g e l y  i n  th e  in fo rm a l s e c t o r .  C o n d itio n s  h e re  a r e  even 

more d ism al so f a r  a s  w orking  p e o p le  a r e  c o n c e rn e d . T his s e c to r  i s  
i t s e l f  d iv id e d  in to  segm ents s e p a ra te d  from  one a n o th e r .  There i s  

th e  t e c h n o l o g ic a l ly  m odern sm all s c a le  i n d u s t r i e s  segm ent which 

c o n s t i t u t e s  a p e r ip h e r i  a ro u n d  th e  o rg a n is e d  s e c to r  p ro p e r .  A lthough  

fo rm a lly  some p r o t e c t iv e  la b o u r  l e g i s l a t i o n  i s  a p p l ic a b le  to  t h i s  
segm ent, i n  p r a c t i c e  p r o v is io n s  of la b o u r  law  a re  ra m p a n tly  f lo u t e d  

by em ployers w ith  im p u n ity . Even where minimum wages a r e  n o t i f i e d  
u n d e r th e  A c t, th e y  a r e  o f te n  so low t h a t  a f u l l  tim e w orker draw ing 
such minimum wage, i f  a t  a l l  he g e ts  i t ,  s ta n d s  s t i l l  below  th e  
p o v e r ty  l i n e .  B eing  m o s tly  n o n -u n io n is e d , th e  w orkers a r e  u n a b le  to  

e n fo rc e  t h e i r  l e g a l  r i g h t s .  Of l a t e ,  th e r e  i s  a demand from em ployers 
in  t h i s  segm ent t h a t  th e y  sh o u ld  be exem pted from la b o u r  law s a s  th e s e  

re n d e r  t h e i r  i n d u s t r i e s  n o h -c o m p e ti t iv e . The problem  i s  s e r io u s  
s in c e  an in c r e a s in g  number o f w orkers  from  th e  o rg a n is e d  s e c to r  i s  

b e in g  pushed  o u t in to  t h i s  segm ent due to  th e  d ev io u s  s t r a t e g i e s  o f  
c o rp o ra te  m anagem ents.
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H a n d ic r a f t s  and. v i l l a g e  i n d u s t r i e s  c o n s t i t u t e  a v e ry  l a r ^ e  
segm ent o f  th e  in fo rm a l s e c t o r .  P u b lic  p o l ic y  c la im s  to  p ro v id e  

numerous f a c i l i t i e s  and c o n c e s s io n s  to  t h i s  segm ent. The m ain 
t h r u s t  o f p o l ic y ,  how ever, i s  c l e a r l y  on th e  l a r g e ,  modern 
i n d u s t r i e s  u s in g  advanced  te c h n o lo g y . F re e  m ark e t, l i b e r a l i s a t i o n ^ o  

and MNCs who a r e  now b e in g  i n v i t e d  to  come i n t o  even th e  medium 

and sm a ll s e c t o r ,  make th e  s u r v iv a l  o f h a n d ic r a f t s  and v i l l a g e  
i n d u s t r i e s  p r e c a r io u s .  Lack o f o rg a n is e d  s t r e n g th  among th e  p eo p le  

engaged i n  t h i s  segm ent makes them h ig h ly  v u ln e r a b le .

L a n d le s s  a g r i c u l t u r a l  w orkers  and  c a s u a l  la b o u r e r s  a r e  th e  
p o o re s t  and m ost e x p lo i te d  and  o p p re sse d  segm ent w ith in  th e  in fo rm a l 

s e c t o r .  Even among th e s e ,  d a l i t s  and t r i b a l s  who c o n s t i t u t e  a s i z e ­
a b le  p r o p o r t io n  a r e  th e  most d e p re s s e d . I r o n i c a l l y ,  i t  i s  th e s e  

segm ents w hich a r e  b e in g  made to  pay  th e  p r i c e  o f s o - c a l l e d  
developm ent *

An u n f o r tu n a te  a s p e c t  o f  t h i s  s c e n a r io  is t h a t  w o rkers  i n  th e  
o rg a n is e d  and  in fo rm a l s e c to r  do n o t v iew  wach o th e r  a s  a l l i e s  

h av in g  common i n t e r e s t s  and problem s b u t a s  r i v a l s  h u n tin g  each  o th e r .  
The o rg a n is e d  s e c to r  w o rk ers  f e e l  t h a t  t h e i r  jo b s  a r e  b e in g  ta k e n  

away by th e  unem ployed i n  th e  in fo rm a l s e c to r  who o f f e r  th e m se lv e s  

f o r  employment a t  v e ry  low  wages and b e n e f i t s .  W orkers i n  th e  

in fo rm a l s e c t o r  f e e l  th a t  t h e i r  p l i g h t  i s  c au se d  by th e  o rg a n is e d  

s e c to r  w o rk e rs  making a d is p r o p o r t io n a te  d r a f t  on th e  c o u n t r y ’ s 

re s o u rc e s  f o r  t h e i r  own h ig h  wages and b e n e f i t s  le a v in g  th e  in fo rm a l 
s e c to r  d e p r iv e d  and im p o v e rish e d .

P u b lic  p o l ic y  i s  l i k e l y  to  be th e  m ost im p o r ta n t d e te rm in a n t o f  

how d i f f i c u l t  th e s e  c h a l le n g e s  a r e  g o in g  to  become. Not o n ly  th e  

em ployer-em ployee i n t e r f a c e  b u t a ls o  th e  s ta te -w o r k in g  p e o p le  i n t e r ­
fa c e  w i l l ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  be a c r u c i a l  f r o n t  on which w o rk ers  and  t h e i r  

o r g a n is a t io n s  i n  a l l  s e c to r s  w i l l  have to  a c t .

How w i l l  w orking p e o p le  cope w ith  th e s e  em erging c h a l le n g e s  and 

d e fen d  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s ?  T h is  b ro ad  q u e s t io n  subsum es some more 
s p e c i f i c  q u e s t io n s .  I s  th e  id e a  o f common i n t e r e s t s  o f  a l l  w orking  
p e o p le  in  th e  c o u n try  an im a g in a ry  c o n s t r u c t  o r  does i t  have any 
r e a l i t y ?  I f  i t  h a s  some r e a l i t y ,  can i t s  s p e c i f i c s  be c l e a r l y  
i d e n t i f i e d ’® Can a l l  s e c to r s  and  segm ents o f  w o rk ers  a d d re s s  such  
s p e c i f i c s  th ro u g h  common s t r a t e g i e s  and m ethodology? Even w i th in  each 

s e d to r  o r  segment, does th e  em erging c h a lle n g e  c a l l  f o r  some r e f o r ­
m u la tio n s  o f  g o a l s ,  o r g a n i s a t i o n a l  s t r u c t u r e s  o p e ra t in g  s t r a t e g i e s  and 

m ethods? Can w orkers  o f one s e c to r  do a n y th in g  to  a s s i s t  th o s e  i n  th e  

o th e r s  in  th e  p u r s u i t  o f  t h e i r  g o a ls  and i n  b u i ld in g  t h e i r  o r g a n is a t io n s  
in  th e  p u r s u i t  o f th e s e  g o a ls ?  I f  y e s , w hat and  how? More such  

q u e s t io n s  may su g g e s t th e m se lv e s .
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