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Key Note 

 

Workers’ Struggle against Informality: Chronicles of Two Strikes in India 

Chitra Joshi, Naveen Chander, Prabhu Mohapatra 

 

 

The key note will focus on two recent workers upsurge in the Delhi NCR region  - namely the Maruti 

workers strike movement in Manesar in 2012-2013 and the month-long Wazirpur steel workers strike in 

June 2014.  

The Maruti factory in Manesar is the site of the most advanced automobile industry complex in 

India lying squarely in the heart of the organised formal sector. In contrast, the Wazirpur steel industry 

is located in a rambling chaotic fragmented and informally organised stainless steel utensil manufactur-

ing complex. Comparing and contrasting `the dynamic of the strike movement in the so- called formal 

sector with the trajectory of strike movement in the informal sector we shall focus on three specific 

issues, a) the link between changing labour processes and the emergence of a militant workers 

movement,  b) the process of informalisation within both the formal and informal sector and its link 

with politics of labour, and c) the specific nexus of capital and state that shaped and was in turn shaped 

by workers resistance. In our analysis of the workers’ movement in these settings we also shall throw 

light on the enduring co-existence of and interaction between formal and informal structures and the 

process/es by which informality and precariousness is/are continuously reproduced. While both these 

strikes were strongly repressed and may have failed to achieve their immediate goals, there is no doubt 

that the sudden emergence of the strike seemed to have caught the state and capital quite by surprise 

and the ripple effects of the strikes are still to be felt across the industrial landscape. Were these strikes 

in such different settings mere flash in the pan or do they reflect a reversal of trend and a deeper churn? 

These two strike movements are significant mainly because they occurred in a conjuncture 

marked by steady decline in organised working class union movement, sharp diminution in strike 

incidence and increasing invisibilisation of labor in the public sphere over the last two and half decades. 

The cause of this decline is often placed at the door of the informalisation process which has shrunk the 

space of organised working class presence. Today (when ?) 93 per cent of the workforce in India is 

classified as informal workers but more pertinently nearly 60 percent of the organised sector workers 

are either temporary, contractual or precariously employed. This scale of informalisation has happened 

without any significant alteration of labour laws in India. This structural segmentation over the decades 

and more since the 1990s is coupled with the phenomenon in which, the subjectivity of labour as social 

class has got marginalised and labour seems to get addressed either as individual right bearing citizen or 

identified with their socio-cultural community identity. In the last one and half decades, workers’  

struggles were centered around  two broad issues: Right to form unions and struggle against differential 

treatment of  contract and permanent workers. In order to have complete control over production 

process, capital had used various strategies but the core of it has been to create layers of segmentation 



among workers and establish management friendly unions. State’s regulation and inaction always has 

been key to this process..  

In this key note, we will look at the workers’ struggle in Maruti as an example to examine, how the 

demand and struggle for their independent union, dignified work space and better work condition etc. 

are reflection and response to the new regime of work-relation under neo-liberalism. What has been 

remarkable with this workers’ struggle was the emergence of an organic solidarity at the level of shop 

floor, between the workers who were understood to be divided on many axes, such as contract vs. 

permanent, migrant vs. local etc. The other important issue that demands attention is to understand the 

shift in the production process and consequently its impact on work-relations inside the company. What 

signifies the new model of production in Maruti since 1990s, but more since the last decade and half is, 

contractualisation, retrenchment, informalisation, outsourcing, and complete takeover of a public sector 

company by private capital. This process was accompanied by a surprising degree of automation (?), 

robotisation and deepening of capital intensity in production. This was reflected in the changing 

composition of the workforce in the Maruti Manesar plant consisting of first generation young skilled 

workers divided amongst themselves in various statuses such as permanent, temporary, apprentices 

and casual workers often performing the same tasks on a highly automated assembly line. 

Wazirpur steel industry, on the other hand, was from the beginning of its existence in the 1980s 

emerged and consolidated itself in the shadow of illegality and informality. Marked by many small firms 

with fake ownership patterns and fragmented labour processes the workers were often long term 

migrant/circulants with little permanent stake in the industry. They assiduously maintained links with 

their rural origins to mitigate seasonal and cyclical redundancy which permanently plagued the industry. 

Work processes was/were primitive, hazardous and marked by extreme intensity of work. Low pay and 

complete absence of any form of social security was an enduring feature of the industry. 

Despite these apparent dissimilarity in the condition of the industry, work processes and 

composition of the workforce what is remarkable was how similar (was) the nature of demands of the 

workers in the strikes was - legal recognition as workers with rights to bargain, limiting the intensity of 

work and demand for a dignified wage and social security. In Maruti the permanent and temporary 

workers unitedly fought for formal recognition of their union while in Wazirpur workers in the most 

vulnerable and precarious  and fragmented in many small units fought and sustained a strike for more 

than month. In our analysis we shall compare the politics of formation of workers collectives and the 

configuration of state and capital in significantly shaping and in turn being shaped by workers resistance. 

In the process we hope to challenge the prevailing paradigm that has seen informalisation as leading to 

depoliticisation of the working class. 

 


