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Strikes in India 
An Analysis 

Pradeep Kumar 
An attempt has been made in this paper to analyse the salient characteristics of strikes in India during the first 

and Second Plan period (1951 to 1961). 
The paper has been divided into two parts. The first part deals with the intensity of strikes (including lockouts), 

the duration of strikes, the impact of the number of trade unions, their membership and finances on strikes and the 
methods of termination of strikes. The second part, which will appear next week, deals with the main causes of strikes 
—wages, personnel problems and other matters. An attempt is made to find out some correlation between indices like 
the cost of living index and the real wages index and industrial unrest. 

It should be pointed out that the analysis that has been attempted has several limitations. The data relating to 
strikes, published by the Labour Bureau, Simla, are not complete; for example, statistics of wage disputes and me
thods of termination of disputes are available only from the year 1956. 

Proper statistics are also not available to make international comparisons. "The Year Book of Labour Statistics" 
published by the I L O, Geneva, gives data only about the number of strikes, number of workers involved and number 
of mandays lost. Other data are not available to make proper and detailed comparison. 

Further, I have been able to deal only with the manufacturing sector; information about other sectors was 
not available anywhere to make a comparative study. The manufacturing sector, however, employs a considerable pro
portion of the industrial population. 

ATTEMPTS have been made in 
India to evolve a voluntary system 

of harmonious industrial relations. In 
1958 a Code of Discipline was accepted 
at the tripartite Indian Labour Con
ference which lays down specific obli
gations for the management and the 
workers, with the object of promoting 
constructive co-operation between their 
representatives at all levels, avoiding 
stoppages as well as litigation, securing 
settlement of disputes and grievances 
by mutual negotiation, conciliation and 
voluntary arbitration, facilitating free 
growth of trade unions, discouraging 
careless operation or negligence of duty 
on the part of the workers and elimi
nating all forms of coercion and vio
lence in industrial relations. 

The acceptance of such a Code has 
to be voluntary in a democratic society 
as the strike—the main content of in
dustrial unrest—is the only way by 
which the workers can protest against 
maladjustments, injustices and econo
mic disparities. Strikes are the mani
festations of social tensions in the in
dustrial field and until they are remov
ed, strikes are necessary as a direct 
defence against injustice and oppression. 

An analysis of a decade of strikes 
and lockouts in India is convincing 
that this is so. The degree of industri
al unrest, in this country, has a direct 
correlation to the economic situation. 
During the First Plan period when the 
workers were well off, there was con
siderable industrial peace. In the 
Second Plan period, rising prices re
sulting in rising cost of living had 
their impact on the atmosphere in the 
industrial field too. 

Table 1 gives the number of strikes 
and lockouts in India during the period 
1947-1961. It may be seen that indus
trial unrest was at its peak in 1947 
when 1,811 strikes occurred resulting 
in the loss of 16.2 million mandays. 
After Independence the Industrial Truce 
Resolution was accepted by the employ
ers and workers in 1948 which was help
ful in bringing down the number of 
mandays lost. The trend continued 
t i l l 1954. But after 1954 both the num
ber of strikes and mandays lost be
gan to swell, the latter touching the 
1948 mark in 1958, when it stood at 
7.7 million. The Government felt con
cerned. On the initiative of the then 
Labour Minister, Shri G L Nanda (who 
comes from Ahmedabad—the place 

where the Gandhian approach towards 
industrial relations has been successful
ly experimented with), the Code of Dis
cipline was accepted at the Indian 
Labour Conference in the same year 
and it was hoped that the Code would 
result in easing industrial tension. In 
the atmosphere of industrial unrest 
that prevailed during the period 1958-
60 it was claimed by officials that the 
Code had been able to create an at
mosphere of harmony and mutual good
will among the employers and the em
ployees1. No definite indication is there 
to prove this claim, as can be seen 
from Table 1. A substantial reduction 
in the number of mandays lost was 
witnessed only in the year 1961, when 
it came down to 4.9 million. An exa-
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mination of the methods used in the 
termination of disputes also leads us 
to doubt the validity of this claim of 
the officials. Sector-wise analysis of in
dustrial disputes (available for manu
facturing, coal mines and plantations 
only) confirms the trend, as can be 
observed from Table 2. 

Table 2 shows that in the manufa
cturing sector industrial peace was wit
nessed t i l l 1954. There was a sharp fall 
in the index number of industrial un
rest in 1952 and then a sharp rise in 
1955. In terms of total number of 
mandays lost also, except for minor 
fluctuations, no considerable increase 
took place t i l l 1954. In 1955 the num
ber of mandays lost suddenly rose 
from 2,713 thousand to 4,164 thousand. 
The severity rate of mandays lost, 
which showed a declining trend t i l l 
1954, abruptly rose in 1955. After 
1955 a steady upward trend was regi
stered t i l l 1960 in the total number of 
mandays lost, severity rate and index 
number of industrial unrest, except in 
1957. 

International Comparison 
An international comparison of inci

dence of industrial unrest in terms of 
mandays lost (see Table 2) shows that 
loss of mandays due to strikes and 
lockouts in India is the highest in the 
world except for U S A, It is higher 
than in France and United Kingdom, 
even though in these countries presum
ably due to the strong labour move
ment the number of industrial disputes 
is considerably more than in India. 
The number of mandays lost is higher 
in India because the average duration 
of strikes is longer. Table 3 shows 
that the number of workers involved in 
strikes is far less in India than in many 
countries, although the number of man-
days lost is higher. 

While the number of workers involv
ed in strikes and lockouts in 1960 was 

9.8 lakhs in lndia, it was 8.1 lakhs in 
U K (13.6 lakhs in the year 1957), 
10.7 lakhs in France, 9.1 lakhs in Japan 
(more than a million in preceding years) 
and 23.3 lakhs in a small country like 
Italy. The number of mandays lost in 

1960 in these countries, on the other 
hand, was 65.1, 30.2, 10.6, 49.1 and 
57.8 lakhs respectively. 

A comparison of the incidence of 
strikes and lockouts in the manufactur
ing sector among some of the advanced 

Source: Indian Labour Journal, February 1963, pp 142-143. 

* Severity rate is mandays lost per lakh of mandays available for work. 

** Ratio of mandays available for work to mandays lost taking 1951 = 100. 

Table 4 : Incidence of Industrial Unrest In the Manufacturing Sector in 
Certain Countries 

Source: "Year Book of Labour Statistics", I L O, 1961, and Census of 
India, Paper No 1 of 1962. 
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countries reveals that a large labour 
force2 is not the reason for the high 
severity of industrial unrest in India. 
Table 4 shows that although the labour 
force engaged in manufacturing sector 
in Japan, U K and Germany is larger 
than in India, the number of mandays 
lost is considerably lower. 

It can also be seen from Table 4 
that the industrial unrest in India me
asured in terms of mandays lost has 
been on the increase since 1957, while 
in other countries it has shown a de
clining trend. While in India the num
ber rose from 3,923 in 1957 to 4,913 
in I960, crossing even the 1956 mark. 
in U K and Japan inspite of stronger, 
militant labour movements and large 
labour force the number foil from 6,712 
and 2,708 to 1,748 and 962 respectively. 
Germany's case is exemplary. There 
the number has shown a steep fall from 
1,559 in 1957 to 33 in 1960. 

The number of mandays lost depends 
on the duration of strikes and the num
ber of workers involved. In countries 
like France, U K, Italy and Japan, in

dustrial unrest (measured in terms of 
number of mandays lost) is not very 
serious compared to India due to lower 
average duration of strikes. While in 
these countries the average duration 
(see Table 5) is in the range of 1-7 
days, lower than in India, although the 
number of workers involved is much 
higher. 

Duration of Strikes 
The average duration is heavily in-

fluenced by wide-spread strikes which 
are usually short; this is particularly 
true of general strikes organised for 
political purposes. These strikes last 
for not more than 24 hours but involve 
vast number of workers and have a 
marked impact on average duration. If 
it were possible to calculate an average 
duration of disputes for each country, 
excluding political strikes, general 
strikes, sympathetic strikes, etc, the 
variation from one country to another 
would be less than that shown in 
Table 4.3 

According to an I L O study "differ
ences between countries in duration of 

industrial disputes are due to a variety 
of reasons, in the main probably to 
differences in their social, economic and 
legal systems. ... In countries like 
France and Italy widespread political 
and semi-political strikes involving large 
number of workers and lasting usually 
for 24 hours at the most have a very 
marked influence on the average dura
tion. . . . In Canada and U S A, on the 
other hand, where the unions have sub
stantial financial resources, a strike is 
more likely to be a fight to the finish; 
it may perhaps be called less rapidly 
but once it has begun, it usually goes 
on until one side or the other is forced 
by economic pressure to give way".4 

In India, generally speaking, a large 
number of strikes are conducted for 
political reasons disguised as economic 
purposes and although the trade unions 
are not so financially well off as in the 
United States, the duration of strikes is 
longer than in many advanced countries. 
Table 6 reveals that more than 30 per 
cent of strikes last for more than 5 
days. This percentage is on the in
crease. 
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Table 6 shows that the percent
age of short duration strikes, i e, less 
than 24 hours has been coming down 
since 1952. While strikes of 24 hours 
or less accounted for 42.8 per cent of 
all strikes in 1952, the percentage was 
only 31.1 in 1960. The percentage of 
strikes of one to 5 days and 20 to 30 
days has been virtually constant except 
for the year 1961, The percentage of 
strikes of very long duration, e g, last
ing more than 10 days but not more 
than 30 days has increased during the 
last 10 years. While the percentage of 
such strikes was only 6.9 per cent in 
1952, it increased to more than 9 per 
cent in the year 1956 and 1957 and 20 
per cent (all time high) in the year 
1960. 

Trade Union Finances 
The state of trade union finances 

plays an important part in determining 
the duration of strikes. The steady in
crease in the income of the trade unions 
in India accounts for the increase in 
the percentage of long-duration of 
strikes. Table 7 shows that the financial 
resources of the trade unions have in
creased nearly three times during this 
decade. While the income of the trade 
unions submitting returns was Rs 44.56 
lakhs in 1950-51, it increased to Rs 
124.91 lakhs in 1958-59. There has 
been a corresponding increase in the 
percentage of strikes of long duration. 
The percentage of strikes of 10 to 20 
days gone up from 6.9 in 1951-52 to 
9.3 in 1958-59. Similarly the percent
age in the frequency group 20-30 has 
also increased from 3,5 to 5.2. Strikes 
of 5-10 days duration have also shown 
some rise—though not very significant 
except for the year 1954-55 and 1955-
56, It is, however, significant that the 
percentage of strikes of very long dura
tion, namely, strikes of more than 30 
days—fight-to-finish strikes as the 
Americans call them—has not changed 
much proportionately. It has been 
fluctuating from year to year. 

Although trade union finances have a 

significant influence on the duration of 
strikes, the political influence should not 
be overlooked—especially when the 
trade unions are politically domin
ated and work more or less as labour 
wings of the various political parties. 
The two unions that have significant in
fluence are the INTUC (dominated by 
the ruling Congress Party) and AITUC 
(dominated by the Communist Party 
of India). The two have completely 
different approaches to direct action5, 
i e, strikes. While INTUC does not 
believe in direct action and stands for 
mutual negotiations and voluntary arbi
tration, AITUC, on the contrary, is 
militant and stands unequivocally for 
direct action to get the demands of the 
workers fulfilled. This is not to say 
that the INTUC does not lead any 
strikes; it accounts for nearly 28 per 
cent of total number of strikes in India. 
The leadership of the INTUC has been 
more active in preventing, restricting 
and curtailing strikes than in encourag
ing them and has tended to assert that 
strikes are clumsy, outmoded and un
necessary even as the last resort. Being 
the labour wing of the ruling party, it 
is very particular in adhering to this 
attitude as regards organising strikes in 
the Public Sector. Its attitude to the 
General Strike of Central Government 

Employees of 1960 is an evidence of 
this. 

INTUCs Growing Strength 
The INTUC has strengthened its hold 

on labour. While the percentage of 
unions affiliated to the INTUC was 37 
in 1949 it went upto 40 per cent in 
1960. Similarly, the percentage of 
membership has increased from 37 to 
54.6 As a reaction to the increased in
fluence of INTUC and to the alleged 
favouritism to INTUC, the AITUC has 
become more militant and agitation-
minded and has tended in recent years 
to emphasise direct action. The H M S 
and the U T U C, though anti-commu
nist, find it more advantageous to join 
hands with the AITUC than with the 
INTUC, as they have been virtually iso
lated. 

Table 8 shows that organisations 
affiliated to INTUC account for nearly 
26 per cent of the total number of 
strikes and nearly 22 per cent to the 
number of mandays lost, while AITUC 
accounts for more than 40 per cent of 
the total number of strikes and the 
number of mandays lost, though the 
total membership of INTUC is much 
higher than that of AITUC. 

It can be seen from the Table that 
out of a total of 56.33, 65.4 and 49.18 
lakhs mandays lost in 1959, 1960 and 
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1961, INTUC accounted only for 9.51, 
7.54 and 6.12 lakhs respectively, while 
AITUC was responsible for the loss of 
20.86 lakhs, 13.69 lakhs and 13.99 lakhs 
mandays respectively 

India has chosen the system of com
pulsory adjudication as the method of 
settlement of industrial disputes. An 
analysis of methods of settlement em
ployed to terminate the disputes, how
ever, reveals that more than 90 per cent 
disputes are settled by mediation or 
conciliation and direct negotiation. Ad
judication plays a very insignificant role 
in the termination of disputes. Distinc
tion, however, should be made between 
conciliation and direct negotiation. 
Conciliation is made between the par
ties in the disputes by the officers of the 
Government. As such this is Govern
ment intervention. Conciliation may 
be made either on the request of the 
parties or on the initiative of the Gov
ernment. Generally when a strike 
breaks out, or is threatened, the con
ciliation machinery takes initiative 
under the provisions of the Industrial 
Disputes Act, to prevent or to terminate 
the dispute. Direct negotiations to 
settle the disputes are started on the 
initiative of the parties themselves. 

Table 9 shows that more than 40 
per cent of the disputes are terminal ed 
by Government intervention. The 
industrial relations machinery that 
plays the major role in the termination 
of strikes is the conciliation machinery. 
Hardly 3 to 5 per cent disputes are 
terminated by adjudication—by the 
Industrial Tribunals and Labour Courts. 
The reason for this low percentage of 
disputes terminated by Labour Courts 
and Tribunals is their time-consuming 
procedure. Generally the Court or 
Tribunal takes 8 to 12 months to settle 
a dispute and sometimes, strikes are 
again threatened before the decision 
comes forth. Therefore workers and 
employers, to save time, money and 
energy, either settle their disputes ac
cording to the conciliation process or 
by mutual negotiation when the dis
pute is pending in the court or tribunal. 

Mutual settlement of disputes— the 
mainstay of collective bargaining—helps 
in the settlement of only about 25 per 
cent of the total disputes. Voluntary 
arbitration is practically not used at all. 
This is due to the absence of any pro
vision for arbitration in the Industrial 
Disputes Acts of many States. Except 
Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh and 
Uttar Pradesh, no State has put volunt
ary arbitration on the statute book. The 
realisation of the importance and the 
role of voluntary arbitration is, how

ever, growing and more States are in
tending to follow the Bombay industrial 
relations system. The INTUC has ac
cepted this as the best method of set
tling conflicts. The Indian Labour Con
ference has also recommended the ad
option of this method. 

Notes 
1 See "Third Five Year Plan"; "The 

Code has stood the strain of test 
during the last three years . . . The 
results so far achieved are encourag
ing both in terms of mandays lost 
owing to stoppages and in bringing 
about a general improvement in the 
climate of industrial relations . .. 
The Code has been successful in 
creating an awareness amongst the 
employers and workers of their oh-
ligations towards each other; the 
desire to settle disputes mutually 
without recourse to the wasteful me
thods of trial of strength and l i t i 
gation is steadily growing". 

For a critical review see "Sove-
nier", Andhra Pradesh Labour Semi
nar, papers by B S Mahadeo Singh 
and others. According to Shri Maha
deo Singh, President, H M S, "The 
Code of Discipline can be said to 
be a case of a good idea badly execut
ed It suffered and continues to suf
fer because of lack of sincerity on 
the part of consenting parties parti
cularly the employers including the 
Central and the State Governments". 
P 1. 

2 The total labour force (1961) in 
India is nearly three times that of 
U S A, more than four times that 
of Japan, ten times that of Italy and 
Germany (West) and twenty times 
that of France. See Year Book of 
Labour Statistics, I L O, 1962, and 
Census of India, Paper No 1. 

3 "Incidence and Duration of Dis
putes", International Labour Re
view, Vol L X X V I I , No 5, May 1958, 
p 461; also see Vol L X X V I I , No 1, 
July 1955 and Vol LXXIV. No 3, 
September 1956 for an analysis of 
industrial disputes. 

4 Ibid, p 465. 
5 The Constitution of INTUC, Sec

tion (IV, ii), says that the INTUC's 
objective is "to secure redressal of 
grievances, without stoppage of work 
by means of negotiations and con
ciliation and failing these by arbitra
tion or adjudication" On the other 
hand. Section 3 of the AITUC Cons
titution (1961) says: "The AITUC 
shall endeavour to further the afore
said objectives (laid down in Sec
tion 2) by all legitimate, peaceful 
and democratic methods such as 
legislation, education, propaganda, 
mass meeting, negotiations, demons
tration and, in the last resort, by 
strikes and similar other methods 
as AITUC may from time to time 
decide". 

6 Indian Labour Year Book 1949-50, 
and 1960, p 161 and p 100 re
spectvely. 

(To be Concluded) 

Source: Indian Labour Journal, November, 1961, p 1050, October 1960, p 1084 
and June 1959, p 966. 

Note: 1. The figures of terminated disputes for years prior to 1958 are not 
available, 

2, 'Others' also include voluntary resumption. 
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