
The Context
The incidents at the Manesar plant of Maruti Suzuki India Ltd. (2011-12), 
Regency Ceramics Factory in Yanam, Puducherry in 2012, Pricol Ltd., 
Coimbatore in 2009, and Graziano in Greater Noida in 2008, to name a few, 
are in many ways the markers of the accumulated antagonism in the labour 
relationship that has emerged in India in the last three decades. The 
mainstream media filters the violence that impacts workers but there are, in 
fact, widespread incidents of workers becoming victims of company and 
management violence, their intimidation and threats. At the core of this 
phenomenon is the emergence of the coercive mode of regulation of the 
capital-labour relationship usingpolice and extra-legal forces as the main 
form. In fact, the vindictiveness with which both state and capital have 
pursued these cases, especially in Maruti and Pricol, and the convictions and 
life sentences given by courts without evidence thatstands upto the 
standards of criminal jurisprudence, displays the strategic intent of the state 
(and capital).We also have to draw our lessons from this of the real 
possibilities of provocation and primitive action to draw the workers and 
unions into battles without adequate preparation and broad organization of 
the working class to defend itself.
At the centre of this tension is the expanding contract labour system or in 
other words, the imposing of a fragmented employment relationship as the 
main form in the current model of industrial employment. The intrusion of 
informality in the organized sector today stands at more than 50% of the total 
workforce and at the core of this is the contract labour system. In many ways, 
this is linked to the model of development which is FDI reliant, export oriented 
model linking up to the global supply chain. It is designed to ensure that the 
selling of labour is below value. In fact, it encourages an extensive wage theft 
by non-payment of minimum wages, social security benefits, overtime 
wages and statutory leaves. More important,in the absence of unions and the 
retreat of the State in regulating labour conditions, the norm has become that 
of a lawless authoritarian industrial regime that can impose super-
exploitation of workers for long hours (non-stop workof 10-12 hours per day, 
without regular leaves)to the limits of physical exhaustion.
This is happening in all new industrial areas and NCR-Gurgaon-Manesar 
belt has become one symptomatic area of this dynamic. But the reality is that 
in such areas there is also an emerging unionism, not necessarily within the 
folds of Central Trade Union Organisations (CTUOs) or even where they are 
very weakly connected to the CTUOs, the growing resistance and the firm 
level battles of workers are spilling into industrial and area level trade union 
struggles.
In all these new industrial areas, at the core of industrial relationship is a 
democratic deficit – a policy induced abdication of the responsibility of the 
State for enabling conciliation and mediation of industrial disputes. This is 
being replaced by the policing of the employment relationship and in most of 
these areas or cases, 'bouncers' are becoming a means of extra-legal force 
which, in collusion with the police, legitimize the violent suppression of 
unions and union formation.
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This has to be seen in the context of 
the shifting structure of employment. 
More people are seeking work 
outside the primary sector, it has 
crossed the 50% mark, while formal, 
regular and stable jobs are receding. 
Most will fall back onto low-income, 
precarious work or self-employment, 
which is dominating at more than 
52.9% in the total employment. In the 
total estimated workforce of 484 
million workers (which is a very low 
estimation in view of large numbers 
of women not participating in the 
labour force), 91% are in the informal 
sector and of the 9% in the formal 
sector, upto 54.6% workforce is 
informalized, and includes contract 
labour. Even the employment growth 
rate in the last 2 quarters in 8 non-
farm sectors, including the three key 
employment generating sectors of 
manufacturing, construction, and IT, 
was just 0.5%. In absolute terms 
t h e s e  s e c t o r s  o n l y  a d d e d  
approximately 109000 workers. The 
issue of life and livelihood is at stake 
for working people.
Even with this high incidence of 
u n e m p l o y m e n t  a n d  
underemployment and reducing 
wage share, workers are resisting 
and forming unions to express their 
collective desires and demands. 
However, today this desire and 
initiative of the workers to form 
u n i o n s  i s  b e i n g  r u t h l e s s l y  
suppressed. It is important to note 
that the disciplining of the workers is 
not just through market mechanisms, 
but actually through extra-economic 
coercive policies and actions of the 
state. In this context the whole idea of 
labour reform to induce market 
flexibility is of little relevance because 
95-96% of the active labour force is 
anyway at the bottom of the labour 
market at bare minimum level of 
physical existence and the little 
organized sector that exists with the 
capacity to bargain has been already 
undermined with 50% of the firm-
level workers disorganized into 
various forms of contract labour and 
without the ability to contribute to the 
bargaining strength. Thus, the reality 
is that where capital induced 
productivity changes is becoming the 
norm and bargaining processes 
ought to have been able to shape this 
relationship of wage and productivity, 
there is actually an increasing 
absence of bargaining. The balance 
has shifted drastically in favour of 

capital despite the rhetoric of 
rigidities of the labour market. The 
reforms should address the 
democratic deficit in industrial 
relationship instead of “flexibility” of 
labour market. But then Hindu 
Samrat Modi is in the charm of 
vedeshi capital and mantras.
Moreover, both national and firm 
level economies are competing on 
price, in the export market (which is 
linked to various forms of global 
supply chain catering to the western 
markets), and in the domestic market 
(which is catering to reducing wage 
share in national income and so 
declining purchasing power of the 
working people). The net result of this 
price competition is the drive for 
reducing the wage cost of the 
company, increasing the domination 
of contract labour and casual labour, 
and the elimination of freedom of 
association and collective bargaining 
rights. The so-called nationalist 
government should have its focus on 
restructuring the national-global 
capital economic relationship to 
enable both an increase in national 
income and in wage share. But that is 
more hard work than breast-beating 
about nationalism. In reality the Modi 
regime is selling short Indian labour 
to global capital.
Even the new social security code 
proposed is in a continuation of the 
narrative of the Modi regime where 
'Time' begins with his regime and all 
history is effaced. In many ways, 
history of the social security 
provisions, which were won after 
decades of class struggle and in the 
context of possibilities of the 
developmental state in the wake of 
n a t i o n a l  m o v e m e n t ,  i s  a l l  
extinguished into a magical daan of 
Modi, into a projection of the 
Antodaya Modi. But the reality is 
more insidious. Under the pretext of 
social security corpus at state level, 
the new social security code 
eliminates the need of tripartite 
structures and consensus. More 
importantly, all the existing funds will 
be shifted from an employer-based 
model to a fund-based model to 
deepen the capital market for global 
finance. This is Modi selling India! To 
the unorganized he is selling an 
illusion and even if there is a 
modicum of welfare, it is welfare 
without rights in Modi's India.
The Challenge
The offensive of the Right wing forces 

at political and ideological level is 
unfolding with rapidity. But its thrust 
and expanding base in labour field is 
the real challenge confronting the 
trade union movement as well as our 
society at large. This organisational 
access to working people gives the 
right wing the social power. The right 
wing base in labour is also becoming 
a school for communalism, and 
national and social chauvinism. It has 
to be isolated. But we cannot win the 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  g a m e  w i t h  
fragmentation and low base. We 
have to overcome the fragmentation 
and expand new organizing.
More important, the union has to 
become the primary location and 
form of socialization of new and 
young working class, the subaltern, 
dalit and women workers. This is a 
c h a l l e n g e  t h a t  r e q u i r e s  
organizational, cultural resources 
and leadership on a scale that can 
confront the right wing labour 
movement. The real task is to build 
confidence and capacity to take on 
this challenge. The trade union 
movement has to respond to this 
need.
The right wing is always against the 
impulse of universalization for it is 
based on privelage. Whereas 
liberalism promises univeralism 
without creating the economic and 
political conditions for actualising it. 
Rightist ideology breaks down the 
universal promise of equity, equality 
and freedom(just as contract labour 
breaks down the promise of universal 
labour rights).In the Indian context, it 
refurbishes and reincorporates the 
a g e - o l d  c u n n i n g n e s s  o f  
Brahmanism, that was so eloquently 
stated by Ambedkar as the doctine of 
graded inequality, and creates new 
pole of exclusion: the excluded 
citizen. In this metric of nationalism 
everyone else has some privilege 
other than the excluded one.
The neoliberal labour market that 
was earlier pushed with a sleight of 
hand and at slow pace, has now been 
jumpstarted, turbocharged and 
legitimized by the projection of the 
Hindu citizen who could gain and 
emerge out of the ranks of the 
excluded citizen. The reality on the 
other hand is that 92% of the informal 
sector workers' level of existence and 
dignity is abysmal and 40% of the 
organized sector workers are failing 
to bargain for upward mobility. But the 
unconscious desire for upward 

PUCL BULLETIN, MAY 2017 2



PUCL BULLETIN, MAY 2017 3

mobility and the ambiguities of 
exclusion sustains the illusion of 
'making it' in the new India. It is not 
just an issue of speaking truth to 
workers, but one about drawing the 
new layers of workers into class 
struggle and building unions that 
enable new forms of organizational 
culture and socialization: a new 
experience to tread a new direction of 
dignity, freedom and equity in 
labouring India.
Response of the TU movement
The trade unions have to respond to 
this new situation. Even the structure 
of representation at the national level 
is being undermined and the 
emergence of the right-wing labour 
federation as the chief spokesperson 
of labour is becoming a real threat. 
This reveals the weakness which has 
existed in the Indian trade union 
movement, that the different centres 
represent a very low base. For many, 
a lot of that base had been acquired 
out of political patronage and not on 
the basis of strong firm-level union or 
local union movement and so the 
collapse of that base is accelerating, 
Moreover, in the last few decades, for 
v a r i o u s  i d e o l o g i c a l  a n d  
organisat ional  reasons,  new 
unionism, both in the organised 
sector and unorganized sectors, 
remained outside the CTUO fold or 
was weakly connected to these 
centers. In fact, in the various 
national strikes and mobilizations the 
inability of some of the CTUOs to 
mobilize their base shows the 
ideological and organizational 
weaknesses of this local-centre axis. 
Today, the first real crisis for the trade 
union movement is the realignment 
o f  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  
organizations at the grassroots. 
Indulging in representation politics of 
TU movement without putting the 
thrust, focus and resources of the 
union movement into expanding and 
rebuilding this base will compound 
this weakness.
The second core issue affecting the 
trade union movement is the 
ideological differences that have 
accumulated over the course of 
history, some legitimately and some 
without reason, which have to be 
overcome. These weaknesses need 
to be addressed in order to adapt the 
Indian trade union movement to the 
need for new organizing initiative, 
bargaining and broad class struggle.
In this context the joint trade union 

committee at the national level is 
becoming inadequate and is limited 
to summit postur ing without 
organisational depth capable of a 
strong and sustained mobilization. A 
fresh round of general strikes 
requires longer, broader and deeper 
preparation. Focal areas and sectors 
have to be identified, coordinated 
and consolidated to build the base of 
resistance and capacity for counter 
offensive. A fragmented trade union 
movement with only the co-
ordination mechanism of the joint 
trade union committee is inadequate 
for this task.
The responsibility of the Left in this 
emergent context and in order to 
build a radical people's movement 
requires all left movements to unite in 
a democratic framework with multiple 
political positions that still allows for 
consensus to evolve. This is both 
logically and historically possible in 
t he  l abou r  f i e l d .  Bu t  deep  
sectarianism has been seeping into 
the Left union movement. Even if it 
was at one time a legitimate 
response to reformism and the 
exclusion practised by the reformist 
forces, is less relevant in the new 
context where the conditions and 
ideologies of reformism are being 
eliminated by the neoliberal logic of 
the state and capital of unregulated 
labour market.
The rigid posturing around federation 
vs confederation that has animated 
the AITUC-CITU debate for merger is 
an ossified outlook. It is not enabling 
thinking to resolve this deadlock 
through some innovative “hybrid” 
organization model that allows 
political unity of the Left in the trade 
union movement, with demarcated 
forms of democratic differences, with 
permissible majority and minority 
positions, with an organizational 
culture that respects learnings from 
experience to debate different 
issues, while allowing for strategic 
focus, resources and political capital 
for the new organizing that is 
emerging, and is needed to expand 
a n d  s c a l e  u p  a n d  c r e a t e  
organizational and political capacity 
for resistance. This is the need of the 
hour.
The merger of CITU and AITUC will 
draw all the Left unions and 
democratic unions to the original 
concept of the AITUC which was the 
high point of the labour movement's 
unification in the history of our 

national movement. In the absence 
of such an attractor and unifying pole 
in the trade union movement, all 
unions will be remain infected, 
including my own federation, the 
NTUI ,  w i th  representa t iona l  
posturing and sectarianism.
Conclusion
The Union is a core institution that 
needs to be protected and expanded 
to defend democracy. Unions not 
only bargain, but express collectivity 
of interest and the process to reach 
such collectivity of interest in a 
regime where the logic of capital 
dominates both society and 
economy. Unions are also the sites of 
dissent against this predominant 
view of capitalism and neoliberal 
m a r k e t .  T h i s  s p a c e  f o r  
institutionalized dissent in the labour 
field is an essential ingredient of 
democracy.
Unions are also a place where 
workers learn to respect difference 
and not remain in silence (become 
critical and speak up and stand up for 
difference and dissent). It is an 
institution for socializing workers into 
this process. Just as the university is 
a space for socializing citizens into 
critical thought and action, the union 
is a school for workers to engage in 
critical thought and action and learn 
to negotiate difference and engage 
with dissent. The Union has to 
become both an instrument in the 
fight against the turn to fascism and 
an institution for new generation of 
workers to engage with, and learn, 
the ideology of respect, dissent and 
democracy. For any democratic 
society to be sustained, universities 
and unions are to be viewed at par 
and essential to constituting such a 
democratic society.
The extant ideology of the Right 
imposes, as one commentator has 
said, 'constrictive nationalism' on us. 
It is time that labour asserts itself and 
its historical role and tells the country 
that labour is the maker of India and 
they are the real patriots. Real 
patriotism means defending the life 
and rights of these makers of India. 
Rather than learning vigilantism 
against food habits, dress habits, 
relationships and expressions of love 
that the State is promoting, labour will 
define and defend the union that 
allows them to earn food, clothes, 
and homes for love, relationships and 
families. In so doing, they are being 
the most patriotic.



The Curious Case of the Conviction of the Maruti 13

The unfortunate incident of 18 July 
2012, in which a manager at the 
Manesar plant of Maruti Suzuki India 
Ltd. (MSIL) lost his life, has finally 
culminated in a verdict by the trial and 
sessions court, Gurgaon on 9 March 
2017 after four and half years. The 
court convicted 13 on charges of 
murder, attempt to murder, rioting, 
destruction of property and mischief 
(the entire union body and the worker 
who raised the complaint of caste 
abuse on 18 July 2012). 18 were 
convicted for voluntary causing hurt, 
destruction of property, rioting and 
rioting armed with deadly weapons.4 
of these were given four to five years 
imprisonment for rioting and other 
crimes, 14 were let off with what they 
had already served while 117 
workers were acquitted.
The trade union movement and the 
civil liberties movement have been 
pointing out that the incidents and 
subsequent cases in Maruti, Pricol, 
Graziano, to name a few recent ones 
are attempts by management to 
suppress trade union formation by 
workers. In each instance union 
leaders have been deliberately 
implicated in false criminal cases in 
an attempt to throttle the workers' 
movements or weaken it decisively 
so that if it remains it is but a tame and 
pale semblance of a union. In 
similarity with unlike the Maruti 
workers' struggle, in the Pricol case 
the workers secured favourable 
orders from the Madras High Court, 
from the Supreme Court, and the 
government of Tamil Nadu also 
recorded Pricol's unfair labour 
practices on the floor of the Tamil 
Nadu Assembly in response to the 
calling of attention motion by 
opposition parties. In addition the 
union struggle also forced the Tamil 
Nadu government to repeatedly 
censure Pricol management. It 
issued three advices, passed one 
government order (GO) prohibiting 
continuance of lockout, passed three 
GOs for references in industrial 

disputes, and two orders under 
Section 10B of the Industrial 
Disputes Act, 1947. In spite of all 
these actions, and in spite of the fact 
that  the Pr icol  management 
eventually recognized the union and 
signed settlements with them, the 
workers and leaders that led the 
struggle for union formation ended up 
in jail, ended up with double life 
sentences and are still battling those 
cases, with remaining 2 leaders 
preparing to take their battle to the 
Supreme Court in an appeal against 
the Madras High Court order 
confirming their double life sentences 
while acquitting 6. 19 others had 
been acquitted by the Special Court, 
Bomb Blast Cases, Coimbatore.
This is a familiar tale of oppressive 
work ing condi t ions,  workers  
demanding redress of grievances, 
and finally resorting to union 
f o rma t i on  –  wh i ch  i s  t he i r  
constitutional right and right granted 
by the Trade Union Act, 1926 while 
facing a series of unfair labour 
pract ices,  which the labour  
depa r tmen ts  and  the  s ta te  
governments turn a blind eye to. In a 
recurring pattern, managements try 
to invoke violence and when workers 
do not take the bait, goons and 
'bouncers' are let loose among the 
workers to incite violence and turn 
what should have been an industrial 
relations issue into a law-and-order 
issue resulting in foisting of false 
criminal cases on workers, union 
leaders and the devastation of scores 
of lives of working class people and 
their families. In another familiar 
pattern the spectre of Maoist 
penetration of urban and industrial 
spaces is raised as a bogey to create 
a 'state of exception' – both in Pricol 
and in Maruti cases, leading to 
suspension of the rule of law. Denial 
of bail as a form of punishment is 
used to discipline workers, human 
rights defenders, tribals, adivasis, 
rural populations – anyone standing 
up for their rights in opposition to 

state and corporate interests.
Another tactic being used, that we 
saw both in the Pricol and Maruti 
cases is the registration of FIRs in the 
name of few workers along with the 
rider x number of 'others'. In the 
Maruti case it was 500-600 unnamed 
others which allowed the police to 
continue their massive manhunt for 
the union organizers who had 
scattered and gone underground 

thafter the 18  July 2012 incident. 
Countless workers and leaders were 
hunted down and arrested in the 
months following the incident under 
this cover of 'x number of others'. 
Illegal actions and arrests were given 
legal cover through umbrella 
provision in the FIR. Just as the 
labour reforms proposed by the 
government are nothing but a legal 
cover to convert ongoing illegal 
practices into legal practices.
We have also seen the emergence of 
the use of armed reserve police in 
industrial disputes. In Pricol the 
armed reserve police was deployed 
for an entire year before the 
September 2009 incident in which a 
vice president of the company was 

thkilled. In Maruti, post the 18  July 
2012 incident, MSIL Chairman R.C. 
Bhargava had announced the use of 
armed police, the CISF in its factories 
and many industr ia l is ts had 
discussed the 'need' for deployment 
of CISF to secure their industrial 
spaces in an ongoing practice of 
'securitization of industrial spaces' 
accompanied by criminalization of 
labour. So that labour matters 
become the subject of criminal law 
instead of civil law and are brought 
out of established industrial and 
labour law and the tripartite industrial 
relations framework. Securitization of 
industrial spaces begins very 
innocuously with CCTV cameras 
being installed on the shop floor and 
around the factory premises, it 
progresses to armed security 
r o a m i n g  t h e  s h o p  f l o o r  i n  
plainclothes. It progresses to the 

At the core of the present conjuncture 
is the convergence of capital and 
state to suppress freedom of 
association and the right to collective 
bargaining. There has been a gradual 
narrowing of the distance between 
c a p i t a l  a n d  c o l l a p s e  i n t o  
indistinguishable singularity under 

the Modi regime.
Labour issues have to become a 
political demand! For this to happen 
Trade Unions have to reorganise 
themselves to constitute and make 
visible the democratic camp of 
solidarity. It is necessary not just for 
the interest of workers, but to sustain 

democracy itself. Unions have to 
build a new narrative in this world of 
conscr ipt ive nat ional ism and 
vigilantism. That is our real task in this 
historical moment.
*Ashim Roy, Vice President, NTUI 
(21 April 2017)   ❑
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state government announcing in 
February 2016 the setting up of 
police stations in industrial parks to 
'check unrest and get industrial 
intelligence units to look for signs of 
festering industrial unrest in order to 
improve security for investors'. This is 
the refrain that was heard from the 
start of the struggle of the Maruti 
workers – from the excuse given by 
the judge for denial of bail to the 
conviction of the workers in order to 
send out a signal to the investors that 
anyone disturbing the peace and 
threatening their pursuit of profit will 
not be spared. These were the first 
words of the special  publ ic 
prosecutor after the judgement was 
pronounced. Sentencing based on 
the need to appease the confidence 
of the investor bears an uncanny 
resemblance to sentences being 
given to 'appease the conscience of 
the nation'. And if this was not 
e n o u g h ,  l e a r n i n g  f r o m  t h e  
government of Tamil Nadu, the 
government of Haryana has a 
proposal to declare key industries 
such as automotive, garment and 
textiles, IT, electronics willbe 
declared as public utilities and 
essential industries, thereby making 
it easier for the government to invoke 
ESMA and deny workers the right to 
strike.
Is it too farfetched to imagine our 
industrial parks turning into open air 
prisons where workers have no 
labour rights, no civil and political 
rights and must only perform 
according to the diktats of their 
masters/employers?
It is in this context that we must 
situate the judgement in the Maruti 
case.
The events of July 18, 2012 (see 
timeline in the accompanying 
box): On 18 July 2012, a violent 
altercation between the workers and 
management at the Manesar plant of 
MSIL plant resulted in the death of a 
senior HR manager, Awanish Dev. 
148 workers were arrested, denied 
bail, and jailed for up to four years as 
the trial progressed.
Denial of Bail: Though bail is the 
norm in all cases, the sessions court 
and Haryana High Court rejected the 
bail plea of the workers citing the 
grave nature of crime. The Haryana 
High Court in rejecting the bail plea, 
had even observed that, “The 
incident is a most unfortunate 
occurrence which has lowered the 

reputation of India in the estimation of 
the world. Foreign investors are not 
likely to invest money in India out of 
fear of labour unrest”. So clearly, 
there were some extraneous 
considerations in rejecting the bail. 
Finally, two workers were granted bail 
by the Supreme Court in February 
2015, which led to further granting of 
bails by lower courts from March 
2015.
In confrontation with state and 
corporate power - denial of bail has 
become the new form of de facto 
punishment. Civil liberties and 
human rights movements must 
challenge it and ensure a roll back of 
this practice before scores more lives 
and the very edifice of our justice 
system is destroyed.
AmanSethi aptly wrote, “A close 
reading of the judgment reveals the 
anxiety lurking in the heart of India's 
criminal justice system: How to 
decide matters of life and death on 
the basis of doubtful evidence 
gathered by a police force that often 
operates outside the realm of law?” 
(http://www.hindustantimes.com/del
hi/maruti-case-judgment-reveals-
i n c o m p e t e n c e - o f - g u r g a o n -
c o p s / s t o r y - E y o S a 4 I D c w g 1 E  
86plPf7xM.html)
Fabrication of the case
Identification of the accused: 
Court documents show that a witness 
Virendra alias Rajender Yadav, a 
contractor, had named 25 workers 
such that all workers' names fell in the 
alphabetical range of A-G. Another 
witness, contractor Yaad Ram, 
testified to seeing 25 workers rioting 
all of whose names fall in the next 
range G-P. A third witness, Ashok 
Rana, named 26 workers as 
allegedly rioting but whose names 
range from P-S.The final witness 
Rakesh of Tirupati Associates who 
supplied 900 contract workers to 
MSIL testified to allegedly seeing 13 
workers whose names, continuing 
the alphabetic sequence, are in the 
range S-Y. Yet all four contractors 
failed to identify any of the 89 workers 
named by them. In addition, there 
were 11 workers against whom there 
were no witnesses.
The defence lawyers argued that 
after noting the names of 55 workers 
in the FIR, mainly those of union 
leaders, the police arrested a large 
number of workers without any 
evidence, and simply assigned their 
names in an alphabetical order to 

labour contractors employed by the 
c o m p a n y,  w h o  t e s t i f i e d  a s  
eyewitnesses.
Despite this pattern having been 
questioned in court, the workers were 
denied bail multiple times in the 
Gurgaon court as well as in the High 
Court of Punjab and Haryana.
Arrests even before the FIR is 
filed: The court found that 89 
workers were arrested in the 
intervening hours between the time 
the incident occurred in the Maruti 
factory in Manesar and before the 
FIR was formally filed. How were 
these workers identified by the police 
and arrested? What was the basis?
The only basis was that they were 
either found in public spaces wearing 
Maruti uniforms (as many workers 
were unaware of the occurrences in 
the factory and were actually on the 
way to the factory to report to work) or 
having fled the factory were on the 
way to their rooms or homes, at bus 
stops and railway stations, not having 
had time to change out of their 
uniforms. Or they were picked from 
their rented accommodations in 
nearby villages where Maruti 
workers' rooms could easily be 
identified.
Court documents show that an 
assistant manager at the Manesar 
factory, arrived at Maruti's factory in 
Gurgaon at 3am on 19 July 2012, a 
day after the incident, printed a list of 
89 names, which he handed over to 
police inspector Om Prakash at 6am. 
These 89 workers were arrested by 
the afternoon. “It can be concluded 
that the investigating officers 
arresting the aforementioned 
persons… have violated the law of 
the land without any justification,” the 
judge wrote, as he acquitted the men.
Evidence
Change in weapons of offence: 
Defence counsels pointed out glaring 
holes in the prosecution's claims 
based on discrepancies in witness 
statements and the supposed 
weapons of offence.
Explaining this, defence counsel 
Vrinda Grover said “The First 
Information Report itself speaks 
about certain kinds of weapons 
likebirja, lathi, dandaand when the 
witnesses come to the court to 
depose they all start speaking about 
car-door beams and shockers and 
there is a dramatic change in 
weapons of offence –a change for 
which no explanation has been 
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b r o u g h t  o n  r e c o r d  b y  t h e  
p r o s e c u t i o n . ”  
(https://thewire.in/102178/maruti-
manesar-vrinda-grover/)
Furthermore, the door beams 
p r e s e n t e d  a s  e v i d e n c e  b y  
prosecution do not bear any specific 
identification marks to establish that 
these door beams belonged to the 
Maruticompany, nor were there any 
blood stains on the so-called 
recovered weapons, nor were these 
sent to FSL for examination. In 
addition the door frame produced in 
court (Ex. W111) was 7-8 inches 
longer in comparison to its rough 
sketch made at the time of recovery 
(Ex. PW64/B) and the iron fitted on 
both sides of the door frames was at 
variance with the sketch.
At the time of the filing of the FIR, 
there was no report of theft filed by 
the Maruticompany to report missing 
door beams or shockers. But by the 
time the chargesheet is filed several 
months later, suddenly door beams 
and shockers from the Maruti shop 
floor are shown to be weapons of 
o f f e n c e .  Ye t  d u r i n g  c r o s s -
examination none of the Maruti 
managers corroborate that they were 
aware of missing parts from their 
stores and none of them had filed an 
reports internally in the company or 
with the police to report missing 
components or parts.
Moreover, the police claim to have 
recovered these alleged weapons of 
offence from the homes of the 
accused, which are located in other 
districts. For instance, they show the 
union president Ram Meher arrested 
13 days after the incident, on 1 
August 2012. The Recovery Memo 
records that a car door frame over 2 
feet in length, with sharp metal planks 
welded at both ends allegedly used 
as rioting weapon was found inside 
his bed in his residence in Ashok 
Vihar, 25 km from the Manesar plant. 
Similarly, they show Sarabjeet, the 
union's general secretary, also 
arrested on 1 August 2012 and a car 
door frame recovered from inside his 
bed at his Laxman Vihar house, 22 
km from the Maruti plant.
Firstly, both Ram Meher and 
Sarabjeet were part of the ten union 
leaders who surrendered to police at 
an undisclosed location and were 
certainly not arrested from their 
homes with police recovering so-
called weapons of offence. Secondly, 
as the workers and their defence 

counsels have been arguing it would 
be inexplicable behaviour on part of 
the workers if indeed they had 
committed a crime to (a) leave the 
factory premises with the weapons 
used to commit crimes, (b) travel long 
distances on public transportation or 
otherwise carrying with them what 
would be evidence of their purported 
crimes, (c) hide the evidence of their 
purported crimes for several weeks in 
their homes knowing that this would 
be the first place the police would 
investigate. It makes no sense!
In spite of the defence lawyers 
making the case convincingly of the 
planting of false evidence by the 
police and demolishing prosecution's 
ludicrous story of recovery of 
w e a p o n s  o f  o f f e n c e ,  t h e  
prosecution's version made enough 
sense to the judge because he 
factored it in his decision to convict 
both Ram Meher and Sarabjeet 
( a l ong  w i t h  o the rs )  t o  l i f e  
imprisonment for murder.
Mystery over who started the fire: 
The prosecution case is that a fire 
had broken out and in that, one 
official had died. “It is a fact that a fire 
had broken out” says defence 
counsel Vrinda Grover, but “What the 
prosecution has to prove is who lit the 
fire. On that point the evidence was 
read in detail and the only conclusion 
that can be drawn from it is that firstly 
none of the witnesses saw the fire 
being lit. They say that when they 
saw, the fire had already started. 
They say the main four workers were 
there. But all the witnesses give 
different names and none of them say 
h o w  t h e  f i r e  
began.”(https://thewire.in/102178/m
aruti-manesar-vrinda-grover/)
More importantly, the prosecution 
has shown the morning after the 
incident, the investigation officer and 
the SHO (station house officer) take a 
photographer and they take 
photographs but they do not find 
anything in the room where the fire 
was lit and the charred body was 
found. However at noon someone 
from the Forensics Science Lab 
(FSL) claims to have found a 
matchbox cover in that room and that 
matchbox cover – made of paper- is 
not burnt even slightly even though 
everything else in that room is 
charred beyond recognition.
This logic did not impress the judge 
who actually says in the judgement 
that the prosecution is not making the 

case that the matchbox cover caused 
the fire!!
Shifting the burden of proof: 
Instead the judge shifts the burden of 
proof on to the workers and their 
defence on the grounds that since the 
witnesses (the same witnesses who 
cannot identify a single person as 
having lit the fire) claim that the 
accused workers lit the fire, the 
workers have to prove that they did 
not light the fire and come up with a 
plausible explanation for the cause of 
the fire. In absence of such evidence 
provided by the workers, they are by 
default responsible for having 
caused the fire, because the 
prosecution witnesses said so!!
“No doubt the recovery of the 
matchbox is a matter of doubt,” judge 
Goyal writes, “but it does not mean 
that the accused did not light the fire.”
A worker rightly lamented that the 
states deliberately targeting them 
and “It does not feel like we are 
talking of legal arguments,” but rather 
feels that the outcome of the case 
was a foregone conclusion.  
(https://thewire.in/102178/maruti-
manesar-vrinda-grover/)
Medico-legal evidence: The 
defence lawyers questioned the lack 
of consistency in the identical 
charges of murder, attempt to murder 
against all accused workers, and the 
medico-legal evidence. Medico-legal 
records of each of the injured show 
the injuries sustained–regardless of 
seriousness– are all on non-vital 
parts of bodies. This, the defence 
argued shows at the most the 
accused workers could have been 
charged with voluntarily causing hurt 
by dangerous means and weapons 
under Section 324 of Indian Penal 
Code (IPC) for which the punishment 
is three years of imprisonment and 
not Section 307 for attempt to murder 
punishable with life imprisonment.
The Judge also found that some 
policemen fabricated their own 
medico-legal certificates (MLCs) to 
falsely claim that workers had 
a t tacked  them and  thereby  
exaggerate the extent of violence on 
that day. However, he goes on to 
note, “Police officials did not visit the 
doctors even then their MLCs are 
appearing”, but “merely because 
their MLCs are bogus does not mean 
the injuries of all eye witnesses are 
bogus.”
Relying on a Supreme Court 
judgment of 2013 that holds that the 
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mere fact of a negligent investigation 
cannot serve as grounds for 
acquittal, the judge goes ahead and 
convicts 13 of the accused workers of 
murder.
Acquittal of 80% of the accused 
demolishes the prosecution case: 
The defence lawyers have argued 
that the acquittal of 117 accused 

workers, i.e. 80% of the accused, 
demolishes the prosecution case that 
there was an unlawful assembly on 
the day of the incident, with common 
intention to kill company managers. 
Furthermore, out of the 31 convicted 
only 13 have been convicted of 
murder. The defence team further 
argues that this is not just false 

implication, but it is in-fact targeted 
framing of leaders of the workers in a 
criminal case in order to crush the 
workers' movement.
A sentiment that has united the 
workers across India to rise up in 
widespread protests in defence of the 
Maruti 13!   ❑

Maruti Suzuki Struggle - Timeline

3 June 2011: Workers apply for 
union registration as Maruti Suzuki 
Employees Union (MSEU)
4 June 2011: (1) 13-day sit-down 
strike/factory occupation by 4000 
MSIL workers on issue of union 
registration; (2) Sit-down strike in 
response to supervisors who went to 
workers in each production line, 
demanding that they sign a paper 
affirmingtheir membership in the 
Maruti Udyog Kamgar Union 
(MUKU),an entity that was set up 
th rough  labour -management  
cooperation rather than workers 
organizing independently; (3) 
Management asked them to join the 
union affiliated to the Gurgaon Plant. 
(4) Workers refused and wanted an 
independent union. (5) For the first 48 
hours, workers were denied access 
to food, water, and even toilets and 
electricity was disconnected.
5  June 2011:  Management  
terminates all 11 workers whose 
names were on the union registration 
application
16 June 2011: (1) The strike ended 
after the independent union signed 
their first agreement with MSIL. All 11 
terminated workers were reinstated; 
(2) This agreement was almost 
immediately violated. The company 
had committed that workers would 
have one day's wages deducted for 
the strike as penalty and they would 
not be penalized further. The workers 
had agreed that they would not be 
paid for the days that they were on 
strike, on the principle of “no work, no 
pay.” However, for every day of strike, 
two days of wages were deducted.
28 August 2011  Heavy deployment 
of police at the factory gate and the 
erection of a nearly 500-metre-long 
aluminum wall covering the service 
lane, blocking the view from both 
inside and outside, and preventing 
entry to the premises. The gates 
where aluminum barricading was not 
possible were blocked by huge 

delivery vehicles.
29 August 2011: (1) Management 
informed workers that they would not 
be permitted to enter unless they 
signed a “good conduct” bond 
because the company argued that 
there were large scale incidents of 
sabotage; (2) 33-day Lockout by 
MSIL management as workers 
refused to sign the good conduct 
bond; (3) Lockout ended on 1 
October after a settlement was 
signed between management and 
union. 44 workers would remain 
suspended pending domestic inquiry, 
while the rest would resume their 
duties.
1 October 2011: The Company 
agreed to take back all 3000 workers 
including the 15 workers who were 
s u m m a r i l y  d i s m i s s e d .  ( T h e  
dismissals were to be converted to 
suspensions.)
3 October 2011  When workers 
reported at the gate on the morning of 
to rejoin work, management refused 
to allow the contract workers to enter. 
Management also discontinued the 
bus service that used to transport 
workers to and from the factory.
7 October  2011 :  (1)  Si t - in  
protest/occupation of factory by MSIL 
workers on issue of company 
reneging on tripartite settlement in 
which it was agreed that 'all' workers, 
including contract workers, would be 
allowed to resume duty. 1200 
Contract workers were not allowed to 
resume duty, so 1800 permanent 
workers struck work and occupied 
the factory.; (2) 25 workers 
suspended on 8 October 2011.; (3) 

th15  October: company got a High 
Court order asking workers to vacate 
the company premises.
19 October 2011: A third agreement 
was concluded, in which MSIL 
agreed to “request” its labour 
contractors to restore the contract 
labuor force to the status quo of 29 
August 2011. (This essentially 

amounted to an agreement to 
reinstate all contract workers.)
21 October 2011: 13 leaders of the 
MSEU union were illegally detained 
outside the factory, confronted by 
management, labour officials and 
police. Total of 30 leaders and core 
union activists were forced to sign 
letters of resignation, with the threat 
of torture and imprisonment if they 
refused. The leaders were given 
severance payments by the 
company, and told never to return.
February 2012: Maruti Suzuki 
Workers Union (MSWU) registered
18 April 2012: (1) Charter of 
Demands (COD) submitted by the 
union to the management to begin 
collective bargaining negotiations; 
(2) Workers frustrated since 
management was not negotiating in 
good faith with the union. There were 
10-12 meetings over 2 months but no 
progress on any of the issues raised 
in the COD.; (3) A key element of the 
COD was that all contract workers be 
regularized as Technical Trainees 
entitled to all benefits available to 
permanent workers. At the time, over 
75% of workers at the factory were in 
a  s i t u a t i o n  o f  p r e c a r i o u s  
employment. Contract workers 
received approximately a quarter of 
the wages paid to permanent 
workers, and were not entitled to 
benefits.; (4) Management was 
particularly resistant to discussing 
the issue of contract workers, 
asserting that since contract workers 
were not members of the union, the 
MSWU could not negotiate on their 
behalf (a tactic often deployed by 
managements and even the labour 
department officials in the industrial 
belt).
Mid-July: By mid-July management 
had made it clear that they were not 
willing to negotiate on the COD 
s u b m i t t e d  b y  M S W U .  T h e  
management's principal objection 
was to MSWU's demands regarding 
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the regularization of contract 
workers. Given management's 
refusal to bargain in good faith the 
workers expressed their lack of 
willingness to undertake tasks 
outside shift timings that amount to 
unpaid overtime work.
18 July 2012: (1) A supervisor 
abused a worker in casteist terms 
while raising a production-related 
issue during the 8:30am tea break, 
and the worker involved was 
immediately suspended. The Union 
protested and demanded withdrawal 
of the suspension. Several meetings 
took place between the union and 
management over the course of the 
day. The management meanwhile 
had  a l so  ca l l ed  f o r  po l i ce  
deployment, buteven though large 
numbers of police had arrived at the 
factory gate by 2pm, they were not 
allowed in.; (2) Talks between union 
and  management  con t inued  
throughout the day but there was no 
resolution; (3) A-shift workers 
finished their shift and waited within 
f a c t o r y  c a m p u s  f o r  u n i o n -
management talks to conclude; (4) 
Commotion and violence broke out 
around 6:30-7pm resulting in death of 
a manager, fire breaking out in a 
conference room and at security 
office at the gate.
Aftermath: (1) 92 workers randomly 
arrested within 12-24 hours of the 
incident; (2) 55 more subsequently 
arrested. Total of 147 workers 
remained in jail for over 4 years.
21 July 2012: Management imposes 
lockout, citing security concerns
26 July 2012: (1) Management 
announces that workers will not be 
paid for the period of the lockout, 
citing, no-work-no-pay rule; (2) 
Management also announces that it 
will stop using contract workers by 
March 2013 and workers currently on 
temporary contracts would be made 
permanent after undertaking a 

written exam. Hiring of these workers 
on permanent basis was to begin on 
2 September 2012.
1 August 2012: (1) 10 union leaders 
surrender to police; (2) Total of 147 
workers arrested on charges ranging 
from murder, attempt to murder, 
rioting, looting, setting fire to private 
property and various Sections of the 
IPC.; (3) 66 more workers other than 
the 147 have similar charges under 
various non-bailable sections.
21 August 2012: Plant re-opens
22 August 2012: 546 permanent 
workers and 1800 contract workers 
were summarily dismissed by the 
company without any inquiry or 
review by the labour department.
24 January 2013  Months after the 
2012 incident, police arrested one 
member of  the f ive-member 
Provisional Committee of the MSWU 
while he was waiting to address a 
press conference. The police 
pretended to be journalists, and 
called him outside for an interview 
and arrested him.
2014
23 Feb 2015: 2 workers granted bail 
by the Supreme Court
March 2015: 77 workers granted bail 
by district court in Gurgaon
26 Sept 2015: (1) 3500 Company 
temps strike work for better pay and 
working conditions.; (2) “The workers 
had two demands: wage hike parity 
with the permanent workers, and an 
official response to why their 
contracts were being terminated after 
just over six months.” (3): There was 
a confrontation between striking 
workers, neighbouring villagers, 
police and company management. 
Work was suspended for a couple 
days. A few days later, the 
management increased the monthly 
wage of the temps from Rs 15,300 to 
Rs 16,800 – and deducted Rs 750 to 
make up for losses sustained in the 
flash strike.

Dec 2015 update: (1) In the wake of 
the 18 July 2012 incident, “the 
company significantly restructured its 
hiring process, replacing the practice 
of hiring temporary workers through 
labour contractors with a system of 
direct hires. This new category, called 
“company temps”, would work for 
seven months and then be laid off for 
five months. After the lay-off, some 
workers could be recalled for another 
seven-month stint if the demand 
arose.”; (2) “The “company temps” 
would be paid Rs 14,000 monthly 
–about half the salary of permanent 
workers, who earn Rs 35,000 and 
more. Bhargava also proposed a 
subsistence wage for temps during 
the five-month lay-off, but this has not 
been implemented.”; (3) “The 
Economic Times report pointed at 
another reason for the change in 
policy: The strikes had shown that 
local labour contractors had hired 
many workers from just one region, 
leading to a homogeneity in the 
wo rk fo r ce  t ha t  had  p roved  
detrimental to the company. Maruti 
dec ided to  d ispatch Human 
Resource professionals to several 
states – Punjab, Madhya Pradesh, 
Odisha – to hire temporary workers 
on the basis of tests conducted at 
Industrial Training Institutes in these 
places.” (Anumeha Yadav, Scroll, 14 
D e c  2 0 1 5  
https://scroll.in/article/773241/worke
rs-prob lems- the-more- th ings-
change-at-marutis-manesar-plant-
the-more-they-stay-the-same)
13 Sept 2015: (1) 5 workers get bail 
by the trail court in Gurgaon.; (2) Total 
of 139 workers granted bail thus far.
9 March 2017: Trial court convicts 13 
of murder, 18 of rioting and acquits 
117 workers.
17 March 2017: Quantum of 
punishment is announced.  ❑

Newer Form of Bondage in Brick Making Continues: Story of Blatant 
Violation of Rights, State Apathy and Muted Struggles

Ashok Khandelwal*
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Garment Worker's Protest in April 2016: A Fact-Finding 
Report by PUCL and WSS

Introduction: In April, 2016, lakhs 
of workers of the garment industry 
took to Bangalore streets to protest 
against a new Central Government 
Ordinance on the Employment 
Provident Fund. The protest was 
spontaneous,  sudden,  and 
unplanned, and took place over 

th thApril 18  and 19 . Most of the 
participants and leaders were 
women workers. The protest was 
triggered by a newspaper article in 
Vijaya Karnataka – a Kannada daily 

th– that appeared on April 16 , 2016. 
The resulting demonstration was a 
landmark event, as it led the 
Central Government to withdraw 
the ordinance, thus benefiting lakhs 
of salaried workers across the 
country.

stOn May 1 , 2016, the Chief Minister 
of Karnataka, Mr. Siddaramaiah, 
congratulated the garment workers 
for creating “a successful workers' 
movement”, which was “historic” 
and was able to push the Central 
government to roll back the “ill-
conceived amendments to the EPF 
Scheme”.
While this protest has been lauded 
across the country as a victory for 
workers' rights, especially for the 
distinctive role played by women 
workers, the state machinery has 
responded with repression and 
violence. Workers and passers-by 
were assaulted brutally during the 
p r o t e s t ,  a n d  m a n y  w e r e  
subsequently arrested on trumped-
up charges, including attempt to 
murder. This has been done to 
s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  c r e a t e  a n  
atmosphere of abject fear, by 
targeting workers due to their 

vulnerable class character. The 
Sta te  Government  and i ts  
machinery, which on the one hand 
praised the struggle and on the 
other lathi-charged them, needs to 
recognize that the garment factory 
w o r k e r s  r e s o r t e d  t o  t h e  
demonstration as the Central 
Government's move to restrict 
access to their EPF funds was the 
last straw on their already 
burdened backs.
Immediately after the strike, the 
Garment and Texile Workers' Union 
(GATWU) – the leading garment 
workers' union in Bangalore – 
approached People's Union for 
Civil Liberties – Karnataka (PUCL-
K) and Women and Sexual 
Violence and State Repression 
(WSS) with a request to conduct an 
investigation into the two-day 
str ike. Accordingly, a team 
comprising members of the two 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  a n d  o t h e r  
independent researchers was 
constituted. This report is an inquiry 
into the garment workers' protest in 
Bangalore, the developments that 
led up to the tumultuous events of 
April 18-19 as well as its aftermath, 
the underlying issues that came to 
the fore, as well as the wider 
significance of a spontaneous 
protest demonstration by women 
workers that compelled the central 
government to concede their 
demands. The report specially 
focuses on human rights violations 
by the police against citizens, 
including workers of the garment 
industry's surrounding factories in 
Bangalore as well as bystanders, 
d u r i n g  t h e  s p o n t a n e o u s  

demonstrations that took place on 
April 18th and 19th, 2016.
The fact-finding team met a large 
number of workers in the areas of 
Bommanahalli, Hebbagodi, and 
Peenya to elicit their accounts of 
the two days and thereafter. The 
team had extensive conversations 
with three unions of garment 
workers, and elicited their opinions 
about the protest and the 
underlying issues. The team also 
met higher police officials who 
shared their opinions of the protest 
and their efforts to control it.
The Garment Industry in 
Bangalore: A Background: 
Bangalore, owing to its cool and dry 
climate, was historically a center of 
garment manufacturing, going 
back to the times of Tipu Sultan. 
The first garment manufacturing 
unit was established in 1940 by 
Vittal Rao. The garment industry is 
a labour-intensive industry, and 
relatively low labour costs and 
availability of a large workforce 
gave developing countries an 
advantage over  deve loped 
countries in the textile and garment 
industry. Following the Uruguay 
round of  mult i lateral  t rade 
negotiations, which lasted from 
1986 to 1994, trade was governed 
by the World Trade Organization 
Agreement on Textile and Clothing, 
which phased in free trade 
measures over a ten year period 
b e t w e e n  1 9 9 5  a n d  2 0 0 4 .  
Internationally, there was a shift in 
the center of manufacturing from 
developed nations to emerging 
economies. India, along with 
China, became major players in the 
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international garments industry. In 
the 1980s, the garment industry 
started focusing on ready-made 
garments.
Coinciding with this was an 
increasing informalization of 
labour, and the subsequent 
employment of women as workers. 
Women formed the majority of the 
garment industry workforce, at the 
same time as enforcement of 
labour rights began to decline with 
the increasing demand for capital 
investment.
As pointed out by Supriya Roy 
Chowdhury, the influx of women in 
the garment industry is part of the 
movement in Bangalore's economy 
and employment from registered 
manufacture and industry to 
unregulated work in the fields of 
domestic work, security, retail and, 
especial ly,  in garment and 
construct ion.  In these two 
industries, the employment is 
informal in nature, marked by 
c o n d i t i o n s  o f  p r e c a r i o u s  
employment, such as below 
minimum wages, insecurity of 
tenure, and lack of social security. 
The workforce is largely migrant 
(increasingly from rural Karnataka 
but also from outside the state), 
non-unionized, lacking the capacity 
for collective bargaining, and with 
little or no access to education and 
skills that could lead to economic 
and social mobility.
The Garment Workers' Strike of 

thApril 18 and 19: On April 18  and 
th19 , 2016, thousands of garment 

workers from different garment 
factories in Bangalore protested on 
the streets. It is evident from our 
interviews with garment workers 
that the immediate catalyst for the 
protest was the EPF notification 
(see sect ion below)  which 
threatened to deny workers' access 
to their own savings. However, the 
fact that most of the protesters were 
garment workers, and not workers 
from other industries, should inform 
us that there are conditions of work 
peculiar to the garment industry 
that made workers so vulnerable to 
changes in EPF regulations.
Unlike workers in other sectors, 
who have higher wages and more 

benefits (housing loans, vehicle 
allowance), the only source of 
savings and replenishment of 
wages for garment workers is their 
PF. Especially in times of family 
crises, or when workers have to 
take time off from work, the PF can 
be the only source of maintenance 
for workers.
The absence of a living wage 
standard also contributes to the 
acute dependence of workers on 
their PF, especially because the 
employee's contribution is from an 
already low wage. The minimum 
wages standard does not account 
for the possibility of savings, and 
thus the proposed new PF 
regulations would have effectively 
cut off workers' access to a fund 
comprised of contributions from the 
subsistence-level wage.
Moreover, the misconception that 
women's income is merely 
supplementary to that of male 
members in the family undermines 
women's contribution to their 
family's economy. In the 2015 
GATWU survey, it was found that 
the husbands of 85% of women 
garment workers worked in the 
unorganized sector, and thus had a 
very irregular income and no social 
security benefits. The PF and ESI 
available to a garment worker acts 
as a social security blanket for her 
entire family, and is crucial to her 
sustenance, especially in light of 
the subsistence-level minimum 
wages paid to her.

thTherefore, the events of the 18  
thand 19  of April have to be 

understood in light of the prevailing 
conditions of work in the garment 
industry, and not only as a reaction 
to the EPF notification.
The EPF Notification of February 

th2016: On February 10  2016, the 
Ministry of Labour and Employment 
issued a notification for changes to 
the EPF scheme. A summary of 
those changes is as follows:
· The retirement age would be 

raised from 55 years to 58 years, 
and the age to access 90% of the 
fund was raised from 54 years to 
57 years.

· Af ter  2 months of  being 
unemployed, employees would 

no longer be able to withdraw the 
total amount of the EPF fund. 
Instead, they would only be able 
to withdraw the portion of the EPF 
that was contributed from their 
salary during their period of 
employment as well as the 
interest gained on that portion. 
This meant that workers were 
blocked from accessing their 
employer's contribution, i.e., 
23.4% of their EPF corpus as per 
the above table

· The above amount could also be 
withdrawn in the case of female 
members who resign due to 
ma r r i age ,  p regnancy,  o r  
childbirth. However, in order to do 
so, they must sign an affidavit 
that they will not take up future 
employment.

According to the testimony of 
Jayaram, from GATWU, initially 
most workers did not know about 
the notification. It had been 
published in the gazette, and hardly 
anyone had seen it. It was only 
when workers who had left their 
jobs had gone to the local PF office 
that they were informed that from 
now onwards they would only get 
their contribution, and not the 
employer's. Word rapidly spread 
among the workers of these 
changes. Managements in many 
garment factories had also 
informed the workers about it.
The demonstration on the two days 
in April 2016 is said to be 
spontaneous and unpredicted. 
However, the unrest and frustration 
around the issue of EPF was 
brewing for at least a couple of 
months before these two days in 
April, and it is notable that neither 
the State government nor the public 
could predict that thousands of 
workers would take to the streets 
demanding that the Central 
Government revoke the EPF 
notification.
Many in the media had also spoken 
about the amendments. Workers 
were getting increasingly agitated 
as word spread from factory to 
factory. The garment workers' 
unions were trying to keep the calm 
among the workers. Members of 
the Garment and Textile Workers' 
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Union (GATWU), the Garment 
Labour Union (GLU), and the 
Karnataka Garment Workers' 
Union (KGWU) told this fact-finding 
team that they were severally 
planning for a large protest against 
the EPF ordinance.
However, before any planned 
protest could take place, on April 

th16 , a newspaper report was 
published in Vijaya Karnataka, 
which stated that workers should 
withdraw their PF money before 

stApril 31 , after which their money 
would be blocked until they turned 
58 years old. This caused unrest 
among the workers, and on April 

th18 , the workers took to the streets.
By most accounts, the protests 
started at Shahi Exports, and 
spread from one unit of Shahi 
Exports to another, and to other 
manufacturers' units as well. 
Around 4,500 workers walked out 
of the Shahi Exports unit in Maddur 
at around 9.30 am on April 18. Word 
spread from unit to unit, and 
workers of Unit 14, Shahi Exports at 
Bommanahalli near Electronic City, 
Bangalore, were the first to walk 
out. This prompted the workers to 
walk out of the factory, and ask 
other factory workers, in factories of 
K. Mohan, Jockey Exports, and 
other small factories in and around 
Bommanahalli to come out in 
support of the cause. Around 
1 5 , 0 0 0 - 2 0 , 0 0 0  w o r k e r s  
congregated in Bommanahalli 
alone. Word soon spread to 
Peenya-Jalahalli. Many of the 
workers we interviewed spoke 
about how the management at their 
factories told them to leave early 
because of the protests, and as 
they stepped outside the factories, 
they saw workers from other 
factories marching on the streets, 
and they joined them.
While workers came out in anger, 
the unions, upon learning of the 
huge walk outs, spoke to their 
workers and asked them to 
demonstrate in peace. They came 
to the areas of protest and helped in 
maintaining peace. Although the 
demonstration saw the presence of 
union leaders, it was primarily led 
by the workers themselves.

At the demonstration, workers sat 
on the highways as a protest. They 
raised slogans, and they talked to 
each  o the r  abou t  t he  PF  
notification.
However, even though the protests 
were largely peaceful, the police 
was brutal in its crackdown against 
the protestors. The police were 
taken by surprise when thousands 
of women workers got on to the 
streets. Initially, the Additionally 
Commissioner of Police (Law and 
Order-East), P. Harishekharan tried 
to quell the protest and spoke to the 
w o r k e r s ,  a s k i n g  f o r  a  
representation to be forwarded to 
the State Government. However, 
when no worker came forward as a 
leader, and no one had a 
representation, it became clear to 
the police that it would not be 
possible for them to negotiate with 
a leader to call off the protest.
In order to control the crowd, the 
police called for more personnel. At 
around 1.30 pm, the police began 
to lathi-charge the protestors sitting 
on the roads. On seeing that the 
women workers were being 
ruthlessly beaten by male police 
officers, the men workers started 
pelting stones at the police, who 
then intensified the lathi-charge 
against workers and bystanders 
alike. Thereafter, arrests were 
made a rb i t ra r i l y.  Workers ,  
students, and even residents 
around the area of protests were 
arrested, saying there was 
videographic evidence of their 
involvement in the “riot”, which in 
fact was instigated by the police 
who began the lathi-charge on 
peaceful protestors. The arrested 
were beaten in custody, and forced 
to give the police names of other 
workers who took part in the protest 
along with them. The arrested 
persons struggled to gather money 
for surety, and finally got out on bail. 
Many workers who had migrated to 
Bangalore to take up employment 
went back to their native places for 
the fear of harassment from both 
the management and the police.
We e k s  a f t e r  t h e  p r o t e s t ,  
harassment and arbitrary arrests 
continued in factories and houses 

of workers. Those arrested found 
lawyers many of whom exploited 
their needs, and charged them 
huge amounts of money for bail and 
as their fees. Workers who were 
beaten ruthlessly at the protest and 
in police custody have found it 
difficult to return to normalcy at 
work, as they find it physically 
painful to operate machines.
The use of violence during the 
protests, filing of omnibus FIRs, 
and the custodial  v iolence 
experienced by those arrested can 
be understood as part of a broader 
strategy by the police to violently 
suppress not only the protests, but 
any possibility of a future agitation.
It is clear from the narratives that 
violence from the protesters was 
largely peaceful, and most of the 
violence was either from outsiders 
who joined in the protest, or was 
retaliatory after the police attacked. 
However, the police have made no 
attempts to actually identify the 
instigators of violence, and have 
systematically targeted garment 
workers and innocent passers-by. 
Moreover, continuous re-arrests of 
those who have been able to make 
bail have created an environment 
of fear, as well as loss of faith.
Human rights investigations always 
reveal that violence in popular 
protest is invariably due to police 
provocation. This is what happened 
in this demonstration also. 
Evidence for the motivated nature 
of the police violence in this case is 
to be found in the fact that on three 
different locations, namely, Mysore 
Road, Mandya, and Maddur, the 
protests, according to reports 
(including from GATWU) were 
entirely peaceful, because the 
police acting in consort with the 
administration allowed the workers 
to demonstrate peacefully even 
while blocking the highway. The 
p o l i c e  a n d  t h e  d i s t r i c t  
administration entirely cooperated 
with the demonstrators and earned 
goodwill of the workers.
As we have pointed out in the 
report, factory managements are 
currently threatening the workers to 
call the police and have them 
arrested. This establishes that the 
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police is colluding with the 
management to contain the 
resistance.
While the garment industry 
employs a huge number of migrant 
workers, these workers have been 
heavily isolated and marginalized 
after the protests. Many workers 
spoke of the stigma of arrest and 
police action. One worker spoke 
about how everyone in her 
neighbourhood knew that she had 
been arrested, and her children had 
to suffer taunts from other children.
We were informed that the hostels 
provided to women migrant 
workers were locked throughout 
the protests so that they could not 
join them. Those who managed to 
do so have been warned to leave 
the city immediately.
For the accused in the criminal 
justice system, the process of the 
trial itself is often the punishment. 
Criminal trials may extend for 
years, and an acquittal at the end 
does not account for the years of 
court appearances, the trauma of 
incarceration, and the disruption of 
everyday life. Labour agitations are 
r o u t i n e l y  d i s r u p t e d  a n d  
discouraged through the filing of 
criminal cases. All those who have 
been targeted in this case are from 
working-class families, and the 
exorbitant costs of continuous legal 
fees and repeated surety has been 
a huge burden on families. By 
embroiling the protestors in 
criminal cases involving serious 
offences, the police have ensured 
that the workers are trapped within 
the cycle of criminal investigation. 
This is only compounded by the 
stigma associated with criminal 
investigation, and the potentially 
deleterious impact it has on a 
worker's future employment 
prospects.
Some Reflections on the 
Garment Workers Protest: The 

th thevents of April 18  and 19  revealed 
a huge workers' protest of a kind 
that Bangalore has never seen 
before. It was one of the few protest 
actions on such a large-scale by 
unorganized workers. About 
50,000 to 1 lakh garment workers, 
80 per cent of them being women, 

amassed in the arterial roads of the 
city, and brought traffic and work of 
the city to a grinding halt. It was a 
protest that, though brief, assumed 
the dimension of a workers' 
uprising. The State Government 
was completely caught unawares 
and hastily tried to exploit the event 
for political motives and expressed 
support for the protest. However, at 
the end, the State Government 
expressed its determination to 
stamp out the strike by ordering a 
lathi-charge by State police. At first, 
the police were also bewildered 
and were at a loss on how to control 
a protest on such a large scale by 
women workers; however, when 
they did take action against the 
strike, they bore down ruthlessly on 
the women workers who had 
assembled peacefully, engaging in 
a protest demonstration and 
disrupting traffic and commercial 
activities.
The garment workers' unions in the 
city were also not prepared for the 
strike and seemed to have been 
overtaken by the events. But they 
eventually decided to lend support 
to the protest by mobilizing more 
workers to the protest and 
maintaining peace. In fact, the 
unions have admitted that on the 
PF issue, they were undecided 
about what action they should take 
on this matter. Thus, the strike was 
one of its kind and did not develop 
into a larger movement, nor did it 
spread amongst other sections of 
the working class.
Yet, it was a strike that was waiting 
to happen. As pointed out earlier in 
our report, there was growing 
anxiety and worry among the 
garment workers about how such a 
measure would endanger their 
economic security. The garment 
workers perceived that they were in 
an extremely precarious situation 
and this impelled them to rise up in 
a massive protest. The unions 
counselled the workers to wait for 
the deliberations with other unions 
before launching a full scale 

thprotest. But, it was not till April 18  
that it became a full-fledged 
protest. The unions themselves 
acknowledge that the strike was 

successful not due to conventional 
union politics, but unplanned mass 
resistance. It wasn't anticipated 
that the protest would become a 
nation-wide issue.
The Modi government, launching a 
spree of anti-worker legislations, 
had failed to gauge the workers' 
mood and tried to contain their 
opposition by making minor 
changes in the PF notification. It 
was only when the two-day strike 
threatened to  assume the 
dimensions of a workers' uprising 
that the government beat a hasty 
retreat.
One reason the PF notification did 
not make the same kind of impact 
on the organized workers of other 
sectors, such as manufacturing, 
PSUs and IT industries, is that the 
garment workers, unlike other 
organized workers, are simply not 
in a posi t ion to pursue a 
professional career long enough to 
wait till they are 58 years old to 
collect their PF and pension. The 
precarious working conditions in 
garment factories ensure that 
workers cannot continue with the 
job due to its stress-inducing 
nature, which impacts their 
physical and mental health. They 
are not  seeking long- term 
employment stability, since having 
a job is a daily necessity.
What has been the impact of the 
protest on the women garment 
workers in Bangalore? It is a mixed 
picture on the whole, since post the 
strike, a section of the garment 
workers have felt intimidated and 
have fled the city, and have 
removed themselves from the 
struggle. This is due to the police 
b r u t a l i t y  a n d  c o n t i n u i n g  
surveillance and harassment that is 
taking place in the factories by the 
police, with the collusion of the 
management. However, many 
other garment workers also see the 
protest as having secured them a 
significant victory by making it a 
national event. A large number of 
workers who came out and took 
part in the protest are fully 
determined to continue their 
struggle and to collectivize. The 
unions tell us that there has been a 
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significant increase in the union 
membership post the strike.
Yet, it must be mentioned that the 
garment women workers in 
Bangalore have repeatedly gone 
on mass protests solely on the 
single issue of PF ('double to 
single') in 1995, 2002, and 2016, 
but on the twin fundamental issues 
of low wages and exploitative 
working conditions, while they have 
occasional ly  wrested some 
concessions from individual 
managements, they have been 
unable to organize themselves as a 
whole and stage mass strike 
a c t i o n s  a g a i n s t  f a c t o r y  
managements and force them to 
enter into collective bargaining with 
their workers. In contrast, even 
while the Indian working class as a 
whole has suffered major setbacks 
under the onslaught of the neo-
liberal state in the last 20 years, this 
has not deterred them from 
organizing themselves and forcing 
collective bargaining upon the 
management  to  w in  some 
significant victories.
This apparent lack of political 
consciousness has produced a 
situation where the garment 
women workers are periodically 
forced to vent their anger against 
the state's attempts to restrict their 
access to PF. In the protest of April 
18-19, the various managements 
didn't make any serious attempt to 
prevent workers from staging walk 
outs in their factories, and let the 2-
d a y  s t r i k e  t a k e  i t s  o w n  
course—even while suffering 
significant losses in production. 
The managements seemed to 
condone these protests on the 
calculation that such actions deflect 
the workers from turning to the 
fundamental worker issues of 
wages and working conditions and 
rise against the managements.
This apparent lack of political 
consciousness among the garment 
workers has produced a situation 
where they are periodically forced 
to vent their anger against the 
state's attempts to restr ict  
theiraccess to PF. In the protest of 
A p r i l  1 8 - 1 9 ,  t h e  v a r i o u s  
managements didn't make any 

serious attempt to prevent workers 
from staging walk outs in their 
factories, and let the 2-day strike 
take its own course—even while 
suffering significant losses in 
production. The managements 
seemed to condone these protests 
on the calculation that such actions 
deflect the workers from turning to 
the fundamental worker issues of 
wages and working conditions and 
rise against the managements.
While it is difficult to predict the 
future, it is reasonable to come to 
some conclusions about what this 
protest portends. Given the fact 
that the protest came from a 
feminized workforce, who are up 
against the deep patriarchal and 
capitalistic structures, we may 
expect similar resistances in future 
as these structures continue to 
oppress the workforce. Within the 
global economy, women workers' 
mobilization and resistance are 
always gendered, for the double 
burden on women workers as 
workers and housewives (not only 
contributing to the family financially, 
but also providing free labour in 
t e r m s  o f  m a i n t a i n i n g  t h e  
household) leaves them with 
neither the time nor opportunities to 
get organized. It is for this reason 
that spontaneous acts of protest by 
women workers in the informal 
sector are mostly perceived as 
scattered acts of resistance. The 
precarious and spontaneous 
nature  o f  female  workers '  
resistance is emphasised in 
epithets such as “underground 
struggles”, and “wildcat strikes”. 
Such characterisations run the risk 
of oversimplifying the complex 
reasons explaining why and how 
women choose to resist. This 
argument is used to understand 
why women workers refrain from 
radical confrontational politics that 
will result in a loss of jobs, and thus 
their livelihoods. As a result, the 
neoliberal economy and the 
patriarchal system collude to 
oppress  no t  jus t  workers '  
res is tance in  genera l ,  but  
specifically women workers' 
resistance.
However, while patriarchy and 

capitalism act hand-in-hand in 
suppressing women's resistence, 
the history of women's movements 
globally tells us that women 
workers have always evolved 
strategies to fight back. The 
International Working Women's 
Day, which is celebrated every year 
o n  M a r c h  8 ,  b e g a n  t o  
commemorate successful mass 
strikes by women garment workers 
in New York in 1909. Approximately 
20,000 women workers walked out 
of their factories in November 1909, 
and this strike remains the largest 
strike by women in American 
history.
The false characterization of 
women's struggles as random, 
uncoordinated, and ultimately 
pointless, runs corollary to the 
understanding of women's work as 
merely supplementary, sporadic, 
and ultimately secondary to their 
primary role as caregivers. Both 
assertions are steeped in gendered 
assumptions about women's roles 
and abilities. It is important to note 
that the 1909 garment workers' 
strike in New York was led, 
supported, and participated in by 
women union workers, as many 
men union workers felt that women 
could not be unionized. The strike 
exposed  my ths  abou t  the  
difficulties of organizing women, 
and it laid the groundwork for 
increased unionization in the 
garment industry.
While the brutal police crackdown 
after the April 18 and 19 protests 
have been disheartening to many 
workers, many others have also 
spoken of a sense of victory at 
having forced the government to 
withdraw the PF notification. It is 
specious to suggest that the 
garment workers' protests were 
unprecedented, because that 
erases the history of women's 
resistance as central to the working 
class struggle. However, the 
protests certainly inspire hope in 
the possibilities of radical collective 
action, at a time when the 
neoliberal state is dismantling the 
entire gamut of labour rights.   ❑



2,700 Mumbai Municipal Contract Workers Win Permanency
Gautam Mody

The Supreme Court of India 
through an order of 7 April 2017, 
made available today, granted 
permanency to 2,700 municipal 
safai workers who were found to be 
employed through a 'sham and 
bogus contract' by the Brihan 
Mumbai Municipal Corporation 
(BMC). The Supreme Court, while 
confirming the 22 December 2016 
ruling of the High Court at Bombay 
which conc luded,  that  the 
Municipal Corporation engaged in 
such a paper arrangement only to 
avoid giving status of permanency 
to the concerned workers and 
engaged their services through 
labour contractors, when in fact the 
work is integral to the services the 
municipality has to offer round the 
year but also closely and directly 
supervised and controlled by the 
BMC, the principal employer in this 
case.
The decision of the High Court has 
not just upheld the 13 October 2014 
award of the Mumbai Industrial 
Tribunal but also addressed the 
responsibility of employers in 
ensuring the dignity of labour and 
particularly that of scavengers who 
are exploited for both their class 
background and their caste origins 
by employers by using their 
dominant position in employment 
relations. The ruling marks a step 
forward in readdressing the 
enormous injustice caused through 
the infamous Supreme Court ruling 
of 2001 in the SAIL case wherein 
the court ruled that abolition of 
c o n t r a c t  l a b o u r  c a n n o t  
automatical ly translate into 
permanency for the same workers.
The High court recognised that 
the2700 (contract) workers are 
working shoulder to shoulder with 
28000 odd permanent workers 
engaged in keeping the City clean. 
While the permanent workers are 
accorded all the facilities and 
security of tenure, the working and 
living conditions of the concerned 
workers, are pitiable. The way they 
have to live, the manner in which 
they are made to work, is below 
human dignity.

Recognising the responsibility of 
the BMC towards both, the citizen's 
right to a clean city and the 
fundamental rights of workers, the 
High Court judgement says: This 
fundamenta l  r ight  and the 
mandatory duty, cannot be 
achieved by subjugating the 
fundamental rights of the workers 
to basic human dignity. The anxiety 
to find innovative ways to maintain 
a clean city can be understood, but 
in a welfare state, cleanliness for 
one class of citizens cannot be 
achieved by engaging in 'slavery' of 
the others. …, the Corporation, a 
public body, has taken advantage 
of its dominant position to exploit 
these lowest strata of the 
community, disregarding various 
welfare measures suggested by 
the State. In the circumstances, 
setting aside the award in the equity 
jurisdiction of this court will be a 
travesty of justice.
Furthermore, the High Court 
reaffirmed the recent judgement of 
the Supreme Court [State of Punjab 
vs. Jagjit Singh] in which the 
principal and law of equal pay for 
e q u a l  w o r k  w a s  u p h e l d .  
Paraphrasing the Supreme Court 
ruling the High Court said: policies 
to create artificial parameters to 
deny fruits of labour to an employee 
engaged for the same work cannot 
be countenanced in a welfare state. 
Such an action, besides being 
demeaning, shocks the very 
foundation of the human dignity, as 
one who is compelled to work on 
lesser wages does not do so 
voluntarily. The Apex Court 
observed that  such act ion 
constitute an act of exploitation 
emerging from a dominant position.
The High Court also critically 
strengthened labour jurisprudence 
in particular reasserting the power 
of the Industrial Tribunal in stating 
that if writ court finds that the 
Tribunal could have given better 
reasons, automatically an order 
setting aside the Award may not be 
passed, without looking into all the 
aspects of the matter. The entire 
gamut of raising a demand, 

conciliation proceedings, reference 
to the Industrial Tribunal, is for the 
purpose of achieving industrial 
peace. … Primary obligation and 
duty of an industrial forum is to see 
that peace is sustained between 
t h e  m a n a g e m e n t  a n d  t h e  
employees in an industry. It was 
observed that that is why the 
enactments provide a mechanism 
for arriving at a settlement to see 
that the growth and progress of 
industry is not scuttled by taking 
recourse to such methods, which 
will eventually affect the national 
growth.
This said, it must be noted that the 
Supreme Courts at its most 
parsimonious in relation to the 
working class. In its decision on the 
back wages to be paid to the 
workers the court reduced the 
amount payable to from year 2014 
against 2007 as ruled by the 
Industrial Tribunal and upheld by 
the High Court. The Supreme Court 
also obtained consent on the issue 
of monetary benefits so that it does 
not become a precedent for the 
future. This confirms the dominant 
conservatism that rules the highest 
court of the land.
That such rulings, against clear 
violations of law, are not a matter of 
course and take so long is a 
r e f l e c t i o n  o f  h o w  d e e p l y  
institutionalised exploitation of the 
working class has become in the 
present time. Perhaps the High 
Court recognised what it's taken 
when it said: One does not have to 
go through years of such sub-
human existence to complain of 
e x p l o i t a t i o n .  T h e  v a r i o u s  
a m e l i o r a t i v e  m e a s u r e s  
contemplated by the State for this 
class, their extreme backwardness 
tied up with the caste system, the 
lowly menial work they are forced to 
engage into by a public body which 
is bound to follow the ideals of the 
Constitution of India. Apart from the 
2,700 workers who have just won 
permanency 3,000 contract 
workers of BMC wait in line 
collectively in three separate 
industrial disputes in mirror 
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situations as do hundreds of 
thousands of contract workers 
across the country. The blatant 
violation of law in the illegal use of 
contract workers is an extreme act 
of injust ice, inequal i ty and 
discrimination. The executive is 
duty bound to reverse this both in 
the public and the private sector 
just as the judiciary is duty bound to 

bring these cases to a speedy 
conclusion when injustice is 
brought before it.
The New Trade Union Initiative 
salutes the 2,700 workers, the 
members of its affiliate Kachra 
Vahatuk Shramik Sangh, and its 
leadership for their struggle, their 
determination, their courage and 
above all their patience as they 

fought their way through from 2003. 
We derive strength and inspiration 
from this victory and commit 
ourselves to bringing contract 
workers into the union fold in ever 
larger numbers for that is the only 
way can we build union power that 
can be decisive in turning the tide of 
exploitation and discrimination.
Gautam Mody, General Secretary, 
NTUI  ❑

Corporate Loot and the Role of the Working Class
Sudha Bharadwaj

A short note on the work and experiences of the Chhattisgarh Mukti Morcha (Mazdoor Karyakarta Committee), 
Labour Camp Jamul, district Durg, Chhattisgarh, India.

Chhattisgarh, a state in Central-
Eastern India, has a population of 
about 20 million with significant 
proportions of tribal (32%) as also of 
dalit (12%) communities, in an area of 
135,000 sq. km, 45% of which is forest 
land. Geographically, the “elongated 
pear” shaped region consists of a 
forested and hilly, mineral-rich outer 
ring populated largely by tribals, 
surrounding the plains area - once 
called a “rice bowl” for its thousands of 
indigenous varieties of rice - and 
presently home to large industrial 
areas stretching all the way down its 
length. Fifty years ago these industrial 
areas consisted of the state-owned 
steel, coal, aluminium, and power 
companies, and now increasingly 
house hundreds of sponge iron 
factories and private cement, steel and 
power plants. Chhattisgarh has 
significant reserves of high quality iron 
ore, coal, dolomite, tin ore and even 
diamond which respectively make up 
about 19%, 16%, 11%, 38% and 28% 
of the total Indian reserves. The state 
also has 5% each of India's limestone 
and bauxite.
Rain-fed and largely single-cropped 
rice cultivation (only 20% land is 
irrigated on the average) still remains 
the primary source of livelihood in the 
rural areas of Chhattisgarh in which 
80% of its population lives. But now in 
the industrial areas, there are tens of 
thousands of industrial workers - 
mostly “contract workers” - working 12 
hours a day, doing hard and unsafe 
work, barely getting the legally 
stipulated minimum wages and living 
in shanties under constant threat of 
demolition.
Commonly called “Rich Land of Poor 
People”, Chhattisgarh was recently 
carved out of the larger central state of 

Madhya Pradesh in the year 2000, 
ostensibly to grant greater democratic 
participation and control over 
resources to its people, particularly the 
tribal people. The wealthy of 
Chhattisgarh boast of its high growth 
rate in the past decade and indeed the 
capital city Raipur contains islands of 
opulence replete with glittering Malls, 
Five-Star Hotels and four lane 
Highways.  The noveau r iche 
industrialists, mining and real estate 
mafia, liquor lobby and road and 
building contractors, stash away huge 
sums of black money. The political 
leaders indulge in vulgar display of 
their wealth, and no day passes 
without the news of tax raids on this or 
that Mining Officer, Forest Ranger or 
Labour Inspector revealing assets 
worth mi l l ions of  rupees far  
disproportionate to their incomes. The 
flip side of this growth, about which the 
corporate media is usually silent, is 
that all over rural Chhattisgarh, among 
the peasantry and tribal people, brews 
simmering discontent over land being 
acquired at an unprecedented pace for 
factories and mines, a discontent that 
o f t en  bu rs t s  i n t o  ag i t a t i ons  
suppressed with a heavy hand.
The districts of Bastar and Dantewada 
in Southern Chhattisgarh are the 
epicenter of 3-4 decades long Maoist 
(Naxalite) insurgency which has 
affected not only these tribal-
populated and densely forested 
districts but also several other 
neighbouring states, and refuses to go 
away despite heavy militarization of 
these areas. Resistance to the military 
technique of “strategic hamletting” – of 
emptying out the villages to bring the 
people to roadside camps, which is 
popularly perceived to be connected 
with a ground clearing operation for 

mining the rich mineral resources of 
the region, has transformed the 30 
year old radical left movement into a 
violent tribal rebellion. The “collateral 
damage” of thousands of tribal 
villagers fleeing their villages, of large 
scale arrests, and killings, and burning 
out of villages has been the subject of 
nationwide debate and important 
cases in India's Supreme Court. In the 
name of dealing with Naxalism and 
Naxal supporters, the Chhattisgarh 
Government has enacted draconian 
laws to suppress the freedoms of 
a s s o c i a t i o n  a n d  e x p r e s s i o n  
guaranteed in the Indian Constitution. 
It is in this complex context that the 
work of the Chhattisgarh Mukti Morcha 
(Mazdoor Karyakarta Committee) has 
to be understood.
The founder of the Chhattisgarh Mukti 
Morcha (Chhattisgarh Liberation 
Front), the legendary Comrade 
Shankar Guha Niyogi, an avowed 
Marxist-Leninist though remaining 
unaffiliated with any established 
political party, had built up the working 
class movement in Chhattisgarh from 
1977 onwards not only along the 
classical lines of a militant trade union 
struggle against employers to demand 
'the rightful share' of the workers; but 
beyond that - on the concept that the 
working class as leader of the worker-
peasant alliance (thus CMM's Red and 
Green flag) in a resource-rich but 
backward region would be the 
vanguard in the struggle of all the 
toiling people of its region - the 
workers, peasants, urban poor, 
shopkeepers, government employees 
(and even small industrialists) – in their 
demand for just and equitable 
development. This would mean 
mob i l i z ing  aga ins t  the  mos t  
reactionary elements – the giant 
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corporate monopolies, their noveau 
riche middlemen and the political class 
facilitating corporate loot. Com. Niyogi 
believed that a nationality struggle led 
by the middle class often turns 
chauvinist like we see in the MNS/ 
Shivsena movement in Maharashtra, 
but the nationality movement of the 
working class, with its firm class 
perspective, would never be so. The 
very def ini t ion of “Who is a 
Chhattisgarhi” given by him – not a 
definition based on birth but on class 
position - underlines this difference. (A 
migrant labourer who struggles to earn 
his living honestly in this region 
belongs as much to Chhattisgarh as 
his local co-worker.) The trade union 
founded and led by him in the mining 
township of Dalli Rajhara, district Durg 
was not an 8-hour union dealing only 
with conditions of work, but a 24-hour 
union, touching all aspects of the 
workers' lives. There were seventeen 
departments of the union including 
Health, Education, Culture, Savings, 
Sports etc. and the Union ran 11 
schools and a dispensary - Shaheed 
Hospital which developed into a full 
fledged community hospital catering to 
the poor rural folk around the mines. 
The women's wing Mahila Mukti 
Morcha (Women's Liberation Front) 
led a successful struggle against 
alcoholism among the workers and 
today struggles against the patriarchal 
trends not only in society but also 
within the organisation.  The Union 
evolved and struggled to establish a 
creative technical alternative of “semi-
mechanisat ion” that  not  only 
preserved jobs but had to be admitted 
by the Bhilai Steel Management to be 
a cost-efficient, environment-friendly 
and more self-reliant alternative to 
importing heavy mechanized mining 
equipment from Australia. The 
Chhattisgarh Mukti Morcha – that 
developed out of the “peasant 
department” of the Union was built up 
as an umbrella mass organization of 
workers and peasants with the trade 
union movement as its core and led all 
sorts of struggles of the peasants in 
more than a hundred villages around 
the Dalli Rajhara mines. The 
traditional notion that the interests of 
the working class are pitted against the 
interests of the peasantry was 
thoroughly disproved by Com. Niyogi - 
not only in theory but also in lively and 
mass entrenched practice.
But all this was achieved against the 
stiff resistance of vested interests and 

the State which resorted to repeated 
police firings on the agitations of the 
Chhattisgarh Mukti Morcha killing 11 
workers in the miners' agitation of Dalli 
Rajhara (1977), 4 workers in the textile 
workers struggle in Rajnandgaon 
(1984) and 17 in the Bhilai contract 
workers agitation (1992). Leaders 
were thrown out of work, attacked by 
goondas, foisted with false cases. 
Hundreds went to jail in preventive 
detention and in 1991, after a notice for 
Shankar Guha Niyogi's externment 
from several districts under the 
National Security Act was quashed by 
the High Court, he was assassinated. 
For the first time in Indian history 2 
industrialists and their henchmen were 
convicted for the murder of a trade 
unionist by the trial court, though the 
Supreme Court in 2005 acquitted all 
except the contract killer. The workers 
determinedly followed the entire 
proceedings in the courts thronging 
not only the Sessions Court but even 
the far away High Court and Supreme 
Court, and fighting for a special status 
of “assisting the prosecution” through 
their own counsel. The Chhattisgarh 
Mukti Morcha adopted a flexible 
attitude towards elections, as one of 
the means to help consolidating a 
power centre of the working class 
against the formidable corporate-state 
nexus, but never as the only or even 
major strategy for change. That was 
always seen as being rooted in the 
vigorous mass democracy of the 
organisational structure, with leaders 
not only from the workplace but also 
the working class shanties, and the 
families of the workers.
Since the assassination of Shankar 
Guha Niyogi in 1991, the Chhatisgarh 
Mukti Morcha has undergone several 
divisions. The group - Mazdoor 
Karyakarta Committee (Worker 
Activist Committee) works mostly in 
the industrial areas from Bhilai to 
Bilaspur through its Unions - the 
Pragatisheel Cement Shramik Sangh 
Union (Progressive Cement Workers 
Un ion)  and  the  Jan  Adhar i t  
Engineering Mazdoor Union (People 
Based Engineering Workers Union) 
both primarily organizing contract 
workers, but also working in the urban 
shanties of the workers and the rural 
areas around the industries. The 
PCSS has led a long struggle both on 
the streets and in the courts over three 
decades for the regularisation of 
contract workers in the Bhilai unit of 
ACC Cement which has been taken 

over by the multinational Holcim in 
2005. Starting with the historic mass 
strike of the contract workers of  the 
Bhilai industrial area in the early 
nineties culminating in the police firing 
of 1992, wherein 17 workers including 
3 of the ACC were killed, these cement 
workers have been agitating for 
implementation of the Cement Wage 
Board agreement. The Agreement 
which came into existence as a result 
of industry wide negotiations between 
t h e  C e m e n t  M a n u f a c t u r e r s  
Associations consisting of several 
private cement companies (including 
ACC and Ambuja Cement - both 
subsidiaries of the multinational 
cement giant Holcim since 2005) and 
the Federation of Cement Unions from 
1978 onwards, and which is extended 
and revised every few years, 
stipulates that no contract labour is to 
be employed in cement production 
and even in the processes like raw 
material unloading and loading where 
contract labour is permitted to be 
employed, they are to be paid wages 
at the same rate as regular workers. In 
practice there is gross violation of the 
Cement Wage Board. An increasingly 
large proportion of workers of the 
cement industry, now about 70-80% of 
the workforce, is of contract workers 
ba re l y  pa id  the  governmen t  
–stipulated minimum wages, and 
entrusted with the most difficult and 
dangerous work. The workers of ACC 
in Bhilai under the leadership of PCSS 
have managed to succeed in long 
litigation in the Industrial Court, 
braving the intimidation of witnesses 
and the illegal dismissal of several 
hundreds of workers during the 
pendency of the case, to get an Award 
in the year 2006 holding that the so-
called contracts were sham and bogus 
and a mere paper arrangement by the 
management to avoid the rigours of 
labour law. The Award also reinstated 
the dismissed workers. The Award has 
been partially upheld by the High Court 
in 2011, to the extent of holding the 
contracts as sham and bogus, but 
Holcim is adamant and not prepared to 
regularize even the150 odd workers 
who benefit from the High Court order.
A new phase in the struggle has been 
wi th  the  deve lopment  o f  an  
international solidarity movement of 
the global trade unions like the ICEM, 
BWI and Unia and solidarity groups 
like Solifonds and Multiwatch with the 
PCSS in its struggle against cement 
multinationals Holcim and Lafarge, 
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and the filing of a complaint by the 
PCSS against Holcim in the OECD on 
7th January 2012 – no mean 
achievement for a independent 
contract workers union. Holcim is 
closing down its European and 
American plants even as the working 
class there (paid $ 8-10 an hour) 
intensifies its struggles to retain hard 
won rights, and is shifting production to 
India where contract labour are paid a 
mere $2.15 a day. Holcim CEO 
Markus Akerman had an annual pay 
packet of about 10 billion rupees a 
year ago even as Holcim refused to 
regularize contract workers even after 
two court orders which involved a cost 
of 8.5 billion rupees towards 10 years 
of arrears of regularization to 100 
workers in India. While Holcim has 
gobbled up ACC and Ambuja Cements 
– two flourishing private cement plants 
that are showing 13% and 14% profit 
margins today as opposed to 1.33% 
for Holcim internationally – the state 
owned plants in India are shut down as 
sick. This is what imperialism means 
today in practice, particularly when the 
loot of mineral resources is seen as the 
panacea for a deepening financial 
crisis, and in these circumstances the 
international solidarity of the working 
class that is slowly dawning on the 
horizon is very significant. Though 
communist witch hunts and the largely 
class collaborationist politics has 
blunted the striking power of Western 
trade unions, but today, spontaneous 
upsurges are pushing them forward. 
The news that American unions are 
joining and engaging with the “Occupy 
Wall Street” anti-corporate protests is 
good news indeed.
The Chhattisgarh Government's 
Rehabilitation Policy, which mandates 
permanent jobs for one member of 
each family whose lands are acquired 
for a large scale project is never 
implemented. It was only after the 
PCSS was formed in the Ultratech 
Cement plant at Hirmi – a unit of the big 
Indian Aditya Birla Group - and 
considerable agitation took place, that 
some 50 youth of peasant families 
displaced by Ultratech were taken into 
employment, though only as contract 
workers. Companies usually try to 
employ outside workers who don't 
have a relat ionship wi th the 
countryside and who, if they dare to 
struggle, cannot sustain themselves 
for a long time. So, for this reason also, 
the Union has supported the struggle 

for employment of local youth – in that 
sense an identity issue of the 
Chhattisgarhi - but always being 
cautious against ant i-outsider 
overtones. The Union has supported 
and organized the peasants affected 
by Ambuja-Hocim and other cement 
companies to struggle against the 
encroachments of the company on 
communal lands, roads, dams and 
canals. It has struggled alongside 
them against the over-drawl of ground 
water by the company. From a 
situation where the villagers had to feel 
beholden to the company for the 
crumbs it threw their way in the name 
of Corporate Social Responsibility – 
the black boards in the schools or the 
urinals near the Magistrate's office – 
they are beginning to assert their rights 
on communal resources. The PCSS 
has been working hard to unite all 
cement workers in Chhattisgarh 
across union lines into a loose joint 
front – the Chhattisgarh Cement 
Shramik Vikas Manch - for their 
common demands, particularly the 
implementation of the Cement Wage 
Board Agreement. The Front has had 
some joint demonstrations and even a 
joint strike on May Day two years ago. 
The small and medium sponge iron 
factories, rolling mills, foundries and 
forges scattered in their hundreds in 
the industrial belts of Raipur and Bhilai 
are notorious for the most exploitative 
working conditions – 12 hour workday, 
less than minimum wages and no 
double overtime, lack of safety…this is 
the norm not the exception. These 
factory owners, to reduce electricity 
bills, do not run the ESPs (Electro 
Static Precipitators) installed, with the 
result that the chimney flue laden with 
suspended coal particles turns 
surrounding fields and ponds black. 
This has been an explosive issue with 
the surrounding peasantry, often 
resulting in violent altercations. Today 
hundreds of these plants are on the 
verge of closure, and with a rough 
reckoning of 100 workers to each 
plant, 30-40 thousand workers may be 
rendered jobless because these small 
industrialists of Chhattisgarh are 
unable to bear the increasing cost of 
iron ore in the market which 
sometimes goes up to 5000 Rs. a 
tonne. On the other hand the best 
quality iron ore of Chhattisgarh is sold 
to Japan from the Bailadila mines in 
Bastar at Rs.400 a tonne. The big 
Indian players Tata and Jindal have 
captive iron plants and their cost of iron 

ore, including the paltry Rs 27 per 
tonne that the people of the State get 
as royalty, would barely work out to Rs. 
50 a tonne. The Chhattisgarh Mukti 
Morcha has faced severe repression 
unionizing in the small/ medium 
sponge iron factories and in several 
industries – Vandana Global, Sunil 
Steel etc. - the Union was busted, 
entire shifts of workers were 
retrenched for accepting union 
membership or arrested for “breach of 
peace” by the company-friendly 
police, leaders were attacked, and left 
with a whole lot of criminal cases to 
deal with. Yet the Jan Adharit 
Engineering Mazdoor Union has 
started a debate with these factory 
owners to persuade them that if they 
resist the imperialist export policy and 
demand iron ore at a subsidized rate 
for the local industrialists, then the 
workers would support them, of 
course, on the condition that they 
should abide by the basic labour laws 
– the 8 hour work day and minimum 
wages; and also install and run ESPs 
to reduce the effect of pollution. It has 
tried to persuade the leadership of 
these small industrialists that cutting 
corners on pollution and squeezing 
labour could get them only marginally 
greater profit at the cost of being hated 
in the society at large, whereas their 
real losses arise from the grossly 
discriminatory and pro-imperialist 
policy of iron ore pricing. The response 
has been lukewarm, no doubt 
because, although our reasoning is 
sound, we do not yet have the striking 
power and clout here as the Dalli 
Rajhara contract miners had when 
they fought semi-mechanisation and 
b rough t  round  the  t ranspor t  
contractors and other traders to their 
point of view.
A major issue for the women of the 
working class – both workers 
themselves and wives of workers - is 
that of protecting the shanties they live 
in from demolition and to struggle for 
basic amenities – water, electricity and 
schools in those shanties. In the 
Mazdoor Nagar shanty, where 
hundreds of working class families 
have sett led down under the 
leadership of the Mahila Mukti Morcha, 
each day spells a struggle with the 
industrialists on the surrounding plots, 
who have their eye on the land, and an 
insensitive administration. But here, 
where the ownership of the hutment is 
both of the husband and wife jointly, 



and a Women's Committee takes 
major decisions, the women feel freer 
and stronger to agitate their difficulties 
and take up the issues of drunkenness 
and domestic violence. They would 
thus rather fight and stay, and indeed 
they do.
Today organizing contract workers is 
an extremely tough task. An edifice of 
progressive labour law built up through 
decades of struggle has been eroded 
on the one side by anti-worker 
precedents from the Supreme Court 
under the influence of globalization, 
and bypassed on the other by the 
diabolical device of contractualisation. 
The precariousness of livelihood has 
made the survival  of  unions 
themselves questionable. In these 
circumstances only those union 
activists who are ready to organize in 
the shanties rather than at the shop 
floor, who shed bureaucratic methods 
and work hard to democratize 
participation and decision making, 
who are ready to face severe 
repression and unleash the energy of 
the workers in direct industrial actions, 
and above all who have the capacity to 
inspire the working class politically for 
larger and tougher battles would be 
able to build and sustain working class 
organizations.  
The activists of Chhattisgarh Mukti 
Morcha also realize that the greatest 
s t rugg les  aga ins t  cap i t a l  i n  
Chhattisgarh today are not being 
waged by the working class, but by the 
peasants and tribals who are fighting 
against displacement from land and 
for the control of natural resources - 
jal-jungle-zameen (water-forest-land). 
Be it in district Sarguja where the 
tribals are opposing the opening up of 
dense forests, earlier declared “no-go” 
by the Environment Ministry, for the 
mining of coal blocks, the very 
allotment of which is a scam worth 
billions of rupees. Or in the district 
Janjgir –Champa - the only district of 
Chhattisgarh with 78% irrigated 
double cropped land - where peasants 
are opposing the setting up of 34 coal-
based thermal power plant to produce 
electricity for export to other states 
which would result in commissions for 
the political leaders and only 
mountains of coal ash for the people. 
Or in district Jashpur, a pristine 

forested tribal belt, where mining and 
prospecting licenses threaten not to 
leave a single inch of land unoccupied. 
So CMM is an active participant of a 
broad front of anti-displacement 
movements called the Chhattisgarh 
Bachao Andolan (Save Chhattisgarh 
Movement) which includes a large 
number of village organizations, tribal 
organizations and trade unions, 
r ep resen t i ng  11  d i s t r i c t s  o f  
Chhattisgarh and has been mobilizing 
and agitating for justice in the rural and 
tribal areas for the past two years.
CMM bel ieves that “ In just ice 
anywhere is a threat to justice 
everywhere” and so it is very active in 
the civil liberties and democratic rights 
movement in Chhattisgarh. It was one 
of the organizations that played an 
active role in the campaign for the 
release of human rights defender Dr. 
Binayak Sen incarcerated by the 
Chhattisgarh government basically 
because he exposed the state-
sponsored vigilante group Salwa 
Judum and their violent ground 
clearing operations in Bastar. It has 
also supported other human rights 
defenders like environmentalist 
Ramesh Agrawal arrested on a 
complaint by a manager of the 
powerful Jindal Steel & Power Ltd. of 
inf lammatory speeches in an 
environmental public hearing!! CMM 
has not hesitated to raise its voice with 
other peoples' organisations against 
fake encounters by the security forces 
such as at Singhavaram in Bastar. It is 
not therefore surprising that CMM is 
dubbed “dangerous” by the State 
Government, as indeed Shankar 
Guha Niyogi had been, and CMM 
leader and elected local government 
representative Bhagwati Sahu, falsely 
accused by a Security Officer of 
Holcim of dacoity and assault of a 
mobile (!), is languishing in jail for the 
past 11 months, being denied bail by 
the High Court.
“Fascism is corporatism” Mussolini 
had said. Indeed that is what we are 
seeing in Chhattisgarh, and against all 
odds, the Chhattisgarh Mukti Morcha 
(Mazdoor Karyakarta Committee) is 
trying to play its historical role to 
mobilize the working class against it.
❑
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