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THE Draft Five Year Plan made 
three main points in regard to 

labour and industrial relations, so 
that labour may properly play 
its role in the country s industrial 
endeavours. They are: 

(a) Peace in industry is essen
t ia l for the fulfilment of the 
targets of the Plan; 

(b) Labour must properly realise 
that " i n a n undeveloped 
economy it cannot bui ld for 
itself a better lif e except on 
the foundation of a higher 
level of product ivi ty to 
which it itself can make 
substantial contribution "; 
and 

(e) The workers must be satis
fied that they are getting a 
fair deal. 

It would therefore be instructive 
to survey the conditions of labour 
and industrial relations since last. 
Diwal i to seek an answer to the 
questions: H o w far has industrial 
peace been maintained? What is 
the trend of per capita producti
vi ty? Does the worker realise and 
if he does, how far does he realise 
that pr imari ly it would be his in 
creasing efficiency that would brim; 
h im better returns? How regular 
and disciplined is the worker? Is 
he getting a fair deal :? How far 

is he satisfied that he gets a lair 
deal? 

The end of the war saw a sud
den Hare up in the industrial dis
putes and more than 12.7 mil l ion 
mandays lost in 1946 compared to 
a li t t le over 4 mi l l ion in the pre
ceding year. In the following 
year, 16,6 mi l l ion mandays were 
lost but in the succeeding year, 
there was a welcome drop to 
7.8 mi l l ion . In 1950, the mandays 
lost at 12.8 mi l l ion were almost 
double the figure for 1949. The 
last Diwal i heralded a welcome 
change in the gloomy situation and 
mandays lost in November stood at 
3,19,000 roughly as against 2.27 
mill ion in October. Table 1 shows 
the monthly figures of workdays 
lost as a result of industrial dis 
putes since November 1950. It 
would he seen that, for the time 
being at least, then has definitely 
been a substantial improvement. 
This is indeed, remarkable as 
prices have continued to rise over 
the whole of the period, albeit at 
a lower rate. The improvement is 
to be attributed to a greater sense 
of responsibility shown by labour 
and especially by the union leaders 

witness the indefinite postpone
ment of the threatened Railway 
strike. Despite the provocative 
political and economic situation, 
this h i s been made possible through 

Table 1. Industrial Disputes in India 

the increasing use of conciliation 
and arbitration agencies of, the 
Government enjoined by the 
various industrial laws. The effect 
of the conciliation and arbitration 
machinery is reflected significantly 
in the decreasing amount of time 
lost though the number of disputes 
and that of the workers involved 
has tended to increase. 

Viewing the disputes industry-
wise, it is clear that it is our 
largest industry (Table I I ) that 
shows the highest, time loss during 
the period under review. Textiles, 
food, drink and tobacco, and engi
neering have in all the months 
figured most preponderantly and 
have gent rally accounted for around 
3 /5 th of the time loss. As a result, 
it is in West Bengal, 'Bombay, 
Bihar and to a smaller extent in 
UP, MP and Madras that the inci-
enee of disputes. has been the 
heaviest geographically. Recent 
months have shown a deterioration 
in railways, docks and ports, 
wood, stone and glass and planta
tions also though fortunately the 
national organisations of workers in 
the field have always shown an 
enlightened spirit and prevented 
such disputes from spreading any 
wider. 

Classified according to causes, 
industrial disputes in the majority 
of cases arise on problems of 
wages and personnel which account 
for substantially more than hall 
the disputes during the period, 
th i s is only to be expected in as 
much as prices have continued to 
rise and in many an industry wages 
are nowhere near the min imum l i v 
ing wage level, much less to the 
fair wage level. The demand was 
justified 'by the Pay Commission 
that workers should be broadly 
classed into a min imum of cate
gories for payment of wages and 
wage differentials should be narrow 
ed down to the minimum possible 
levels, consistent wi th differences in 
skill , responsibility, training and 
experience, and the -train, fatigue 
and other relevant factors involved. 

It is to be noted that though 
money wages have continued to 
increase, the real income of the 
worker has been falling since the 
increases granted have continually 
been falling short of the rise in 
prices. 
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During the period there have been 
no significant change in the wage 
rate differentials which continue to 
remain unduly wide and ought to 
be narrowed down as a matter of 
social policy in order that l iv ing 
wages can accrue to the largest 
number of workers. As a result of 
the various adjudication awards, 
however, workers are increasingly 
being divided into three broad cate
gories— skilled, semi-skilled and un
skilled—instead of being divided into 
numerous categories as before and 
are being assured of a fairer oppor
tunity to acquire skill and derive the 
benefits attendant thereon. 

T u r n i n g to the field of production, 
we h a w recently been deluged w i th 
pronouncement of big and promi
nent industrialists that the worker is 
producing less and less. Unfor tu
nately such statements are made 
without any factual basis. It would 
be more honest to say that no de
finite opinion can be formed about 
the trend of productivi ty in this 
country for the problem has not been 
studied at all . At least one eminent 

industrialist group which has been 
studying labour productivi ty scienti
fically for some time past has come 
to the conclusion that the worker is 
not to be blamed for the low level 
of productivity. Though known to 
the wider public, the fact seems to 
be l i t t le appreciated by industrialists 
that obsolescence of the bulk of our 
industrial equipment is the major 
impediment today to all efforts to 
raise the level of productivity. The 
re-tooling and renovation of our 
manufacturing equipment still re
main the biggest hurdle. Unfo r tu 
nately, the unavailability abroad of 
the necessary equipment which has 
been further accentuated by the pre
occupation of the industrialised coun
tries w i t h their own defence needs, 
more than the lack of funds, has 
made the prospects bleak. Nor has 
any significant progress been made 
towards rationalisation without 
which productivity cannot be i n 
creased substantially. The worker 
in fact can be said to be working 
more efficiently today inasmuch as 
absenteeism in manufacturing indus

tries has been generally lower than 
the average for 1950, which in t u rn 
was lower than that in 1949. In 
the woollen, engineering and cement 
industries and in telegraph and 
ordnance workshops, however, ab
sentecism has been going up. It is 
hoped that the growing sense of 
responsibility shown by labour in the 
case of industrial disputes would 
also be reflected in lower absentee
ism. 

Tha t the worker is showing a 
greater awareness that a better life 
tor h im depends in the last analysis 
on his producing more,, is an inf lu
ence that is perhaps warranted by 
recent developments. The reduc
tion in the number of mandays lost 
dur ing the period, in spite of the 
greater number of disputes and of 
workers involved would seem to sup
port such a conclusion. This is, 
however, not to deny that much 
room for progress is still left and 
that active efforts by the union lead
ers, employers and the State are 
necessary to educate the workers. 
The better the worker is educated 



THE ECONOMIC WEEKLY October 30, 1951 

and more informed he is about the 
economic situation and of the activi
ties of the enterprise he works for 
and its various problems, the more 
he would realise the. relationship be
tween higher productivi ty and better 
returns for himself. The growing 
tendency in this regard to equate 
literacy wi th education (abetted by 
the Planning Commission) is to be 
regretted. In recommending that 
special attention should be paid to 
the spread of literacy to achieve 
these, ends, the Planning Commis
sion has failed to appreciate the 
situation properly. 

Apar t from the spread of literacy, 
joint consultation in industry would 
go a long way towards inculcating 
in the worker a sense of responsibi
l i ty and appreciation of his role in 
production, as wel l as in reassuring 
him that he is getting a fair deal, 
if such is really the case. D u r i n g 
the period under review, no progress 
appears to have been made in this 
direction. The practice of appoint
ing elected representatives of the 
workers as shop-stewards which helps 
to redress their grievances has not 
been adopted widely. Even when 
work and joint consultation com
mittees are appointed, they are rare
ly entrusted w i th responsibility and 
are, more of km than not, mere show 

pieces. 
In the matter defining precisely 

the conditions of employment, 
which would enable the worker to 
know where he stands and that he 
is getting justice, however, substan
t ia l progress has been made, thanks 
to the central legislation which 
makes it obligatory for the employ
ers to maintain certified standing 
orders. West Bengal and Bihar are 
working this out ; Bombay and 
Madras, however, are lagging very 
much behind. 

The omnibus Labour Relations 
Bi l l as amended in the Select Com
mittee in December 1950 had been 
put in the cold storage and lapses 
wi th the present Parliament. The 
Plantations Bi l l regulating the con
ditions of labour in the plantations 
and allied industries has, however, 
been finally put on the statute book. 
The State Insurance Scheme is be
ing applied to wider areas. The 
Government is also expected to bring 
a Bi l l shortly making provision at 
provident fund under the aegis of 
the State compulsory for all those 
concerns which do not currently 
have such schemes. 

The implementation of the M i 
nimum Wages Act is being delayed 
in execution indefinitely and the 
dates by which it was to come into 

force is being postponed repeatedly. 
It is hoped that industrial peace 

w i l l be maintained in the coming 
year over a large part of the country. 
The hope can materialise if the price 
level does not misbehave or upset 
calculations, speedier measures of 
resolving disputes are- introduced 
and a healthier appreciation of the 
economy is shown by workers as well 
as employers, more especially by the 
latter. In and around Bombay, 
however, the position is likely to de
teriorate as a result of the short 
supply of power. The situation has 
disburting possibilities because it is 
not entirely " an act of God " as the 
Hon'ble State Minis ter for Public 
Works would like us to believe. The 
Government and more especially 
the Government of Bombay have 
been guilty of indifference and irres
ponsibility in not taking any action 
wel l in time when they had been 
duly appraised of the dangerous 
situation both by the hydro-electric 
companies and the Expert Com
mittee on Power. 

The low level of new investment 
and especially the slow pace of re-
equipment referred to earlier, would 
restrict new employment and the 
growing unemployment indicated 
by the number of applicants on the 
live register is not likely to be m i t i 
gated, on present showing. 


