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Strikes in India
An Analysis
Pradeep Kumar
The first part of this article, which appeared last week, dealt with the extent of occurrence of strikes during
the First and Second Plan periods. An attempt was made to measure, in quantitative terms, the intensity of strikes,
their duration, the impact of growth of trade unions, their membership and finances on strikes and the methods of
termination of strikes.
The second, and concluding, part which appears below deals with the causes of strikes. The conclusion that
emerges is that while wages remain the principal cause, disputes over personnel policies have grown vastly in importance.
It is also found that there is a fairly direct correlation between the economic climate and industrial unrest.
In the first half of the decade under study, when real wages rose absolutely as well as relatively to money wages,
there was comparative peace in industry. But with the onset of the steady rise in prices and the consequent decline
in real wages industrial strife registered a marked increase.
ALL Industrial conflict, including
strikes, arises due to discontent
and frustration among workers. There
may be many causes of discontent, (he
chief among them may be listed as
follows: 7 (1) inadequate wage; (2) unstable employment; (3) disagreeable
working conditions; (4) unrewarding
job; (5) bad relations with superiors
(which result in victimisation); (6)
workers' relations among themselves;
(7) poor personnel policy and poor
grievance system.
Wages: Major Cause
Out of these wages and personnel
policy generally account for a high percentage of strikes. Table 10 shows
that more than 60 per cent disputes
arise due to these two factors. The table
indicates that wage disputes form
about 30 per cent of the total strikes
as do personnel disputes. The high percentage of wage disputes is not peculiar
to India. According to an ILO study
in most countries the reasons most frequently invoked for calling a strike
relate to wages—demand for wage increases, resistance to wage decreases,
protest against irregular payment of
wages, etc. In continental Europe disputes about wages constitute 70 to 90
per cent (and even more in Western
Germany) of the total number of disputes. In the United Kingdom and the
United States, the proportion is around
50 per cent. In New Zealand only 20
to 30 per cent of disputes, depending
on the year, are are considered as due
to wage questions, while in Australia
the proportion falls below 20 per cent.8
Since in India the industrial worker
hardly gets a subsistence wage,9 a correlation can be found between the number of mandays lost through strikes,

the index of real earnings of industrial
workers, the index of money earning
and the cost of living index. Industrial
peace in this country depends on the
economic climate. If the real earnings
of the workers do not decline there is
very little incentive to strike. Table
11 shows that during the first plan
period when due to the fall in the
general whole-sale prices and the cost
of living index, the real earnings of the
workers increased, the mandays lost
due to industrial disputes remained
virtually constant, the number of disputes witnessed a declining trend and
the working days lost per striker revealed a steady decline.
It can be seen from Table 11 that
during the First Plan period, due to
good monsoon, the index of whole-sale
prices and the index of working class
cost of living fell considerably; as a
result, the real earnings of industrial
workers increased more than their
money earnings (which is not common).

While money earnings increased by 26
points by 1955 (1950 = 100), real earnings rose by 33 points. This trend had
a favourable impact on industrial peace.
The number of mandays lost showed a
sharp decline in 1931, from 12.8 million days to 3.8 million days, and remained constant for
the succeeding
three years at 3.3 million. The index
of industrial unrest in the manufacturing sector (ratio of number of mandays
actually worked to the number of mandays lost taking 1951 = 100) and the
severity rate (mandays lost per lakh
of mandays available for work) also
witnessed a sharp decline. While the
index was 100 in 1951, it came down
to 73 in 1952 and stood at 90 and 94
during 1953 and 1954. The severity
rate came down to 310 in 1952 from
424 in 1951, though
afterwards it
showed steady rising trend.
After 1955, during the Second Plan
period industrial unrest increased. A
sharp rise in the index of industrial

Table 10 : Percentage Distribution of Number of
1951 1960

Disputes

by Causes,

Source: "Indian Labour Statistics, 1962", p 152.
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unrest in the manufacturing sector, the
severity rate and the total number of
mandays lost was recorded. The rising
trend continued with minor fluctuation
t i l l 1960. This was mainly due to the
deterioration in the economic climate.
There was a setback on the agricultural front; as a result, the index of
wholesale prices and the index of work'

ing class cost of living started moving
up. Real earnings of workers fell both
absolutely as well as in relation to
money earnings. Table 12 will bear out
this statement.
It will be seen from Table 12 that
during the period 1955-60 industrial
unrest increased due to the upward
movement of crucial economic indices

like the wholesale price index and the
working class cost of living index. The
index of wholesale prices (general) increased from 91.5 in 1955 to 120.6 in
1956. The index of working class cost
of living increased from 91 in 1955 to
100 in 1956. The indices continued to
show a rising trend. As a result, real
earnings fell. The index of real earn-

their latest interest is in plastics and paper
" W h a t are M e t a l Box doing w i t h plastics
and paper ?" people wonder.

can t u r n i n t o a package. Small w o n d e r —
w i t h a name like M e t a l Box.

W h y , making packages, of course ! B l o w moulded plastic containers for chemicals and
toiletries, laminated pouches for dehydrated
vegetables and other foods, strip packs
f o r pharmaceuticals, polyethylene bags for
garments, foods and chemicals...and p r e c i sion made paper cartons f o r a wide range
of products.

A c t u a l l y MB Research set o u t several years
ago to develop substitute packaging materials. A n d so, today, M e t a l Box are busy in
the e x c i t i n g w o r l d of plastics, paper and foil
—materials w h i c h have already proved to
be right for a wide v a r i e t y of products. A n d ,
w i t h every day, the range continues to grow.

It's news to many t h a t almost 25% of a l l
M e t a l Box sales comes f r o m n o n - t i n p l a t e
products.
T h i s branching o u t in n e w directions is not
new w i t h M e t a l B o x . . . i n fact, M e t a l Box
started w o r k i n g w i t h plastics a decade ago.
B u t this process has been accelerated by
the shortage in tinplate, w h i c h many people
t h i n k is about the o n l y material M e t a l Box
1654

So that, in time to come, flexible and paper
packages c o u l d w e l l make ' M e t a l B o x ' an
even bigger misnomer.
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ings fell by 6 points in 1956. Consequently the number of strikes and
lockouts increased from 840 in 1954
to 1160 in 1955 and 1203 in 1956. The
number of mandays lost increased
from 5.6 .in 1955 to 6.9 in 1956. The
index of industrial unrest and the
severity rate in the manufacturing sector also witnessed sharp increase from
94 and 400 in 1954 to 133 and 563 in
1955 and 141 and 597 in 1956, respectively. The rising trend continued till
1960 except for the year 1957 when
due to the sharp fall in the index of
wholesale prices by nearly 12 points
the economic climate improved and as
a result there was a visible effect on
the intensity of industrial unrest. Bui
this was short-lived.
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and 33 in U S A11 . This percentage has
not increased much during these 10
years. In this situation, every increase
in the number of unions adds to the
striking strength of the workers.
Although there is no marked correspondence between the number of
strikes12 and trade union membership,

it can be seen that increased membership helped in increasing the severity
of industrial unrest during the Second
Plan period. (See Tables 1* and 13).
Also increased membership of unions
prevented the number of strikes and
number of mandays lost from falling as
* p 1603, last week.

The above analysis shows that there
is a marked correlation between strikes
and the economic ritual ion.
Dining
the First Plan period, since the economic position of the workers improved,
industrial strife was comparatively less,
while during the Second Plan due to
the deterioration in the economic situation, particularly the decline in wages
and earnings of industrial workers,
industrial strife became serious.
Trade Union Membership
No doubt the economic situation
has the overwhelming influence on the
degree of industrial unrest; but labour
organisations help this process. "It has
been obviously true from earliest times
that more strikers are trade union members than not; originally the power to
strike was a main object of forming a
union. Moreover union membership
gives workers a sense of cohesion and
self-confldence and for this reason also
organised workers are readier to take
strike action than unorganised''.10
One of the reasons for the increased
industrial unrest in India is the increased organisation of labour. While
there were only 2002 trade unions
(submitting returns) with a membership
of 17.56 lakhs in 1950-51, the number
has more than doubled. As Table 13
shows, in 1959-60 the number of trade
unions was 6,594 with a membership
of 39.21 lakhs.
The increased number of trade unions
and their membership has had some influence on the striking capacity of the
workers. The worker cannot assert his
right to strike, howsoever distressed he
might be, without a trade union. In
1950-51 the percentage of unionisation
in the non-agricultural sector was only
12.7 compared to 53 in Denmark, 60
in Norway, 77 in Sweden, 45 in U K

Sources: (1) "Indian Labour Statistics, 1961''. pp 212, 174 and 170.
(2) Indian Labour Journal, February 1963, pp 142-43.
(3) S A Palekar, op cit, p 322, Table 2.
Note:
Figures in brackets are percentage of mandays lost through wage
disputes to total mandays lost.
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much as they would have in view of
the bright economic situation during
the First Plan period.
Another important reason for the
increased number of strikes is unsatisfactory personnel management. In India disputes relating to personnel matters form nearly 30 per cent of the
total number of industrial disputes.
Table 14 shows the number of mandays
lost through personnel disputes. It can
be seen from the Table that personnel
disputes account for nearly 25-30 per
cent of the total mandays lost. This
percentage has been steadily increasing.
While it was only 14.4 in 1956, it went
up to 37.9 in 1961. In absolute terms
also the number of mandays lost
through personnel disputes has been
rising. The number was 10.03 lakhs
in 1956, which rose to 21.91 lakhs in
1958. It was 13.62 lakhs in 1961, the
latest year for which figures are available.
Ineffective
Personnel
Management
The other causes of disputes are
numerous (as in other countries) but
none of them taken singly accounts for
a large proportion of the total number
of disputes. "The disputes relating to
questions of personnel, protests against
dismissals, the recruitment of certain
persons, management policy as concerns
personnel, etc", according to an international analysis, account generally for
10 to 20 per cent of the total number
of disputes.13 This smaller percentage
of personnel disputes compared to India is due to better personnel management abroad. "Administration (personnel) has become a depersonalised authority completely removed from the workers, whose life, it controls .. .In the
majority of firms in this country, personnel management has been forced by
legislative action, and its growth has
not been organic".14 The person responsible for the personnel management,
personnel officer or labour officer, finds
himself unable to function effectively
as "he is expected by the management
to be the 'axe man' in disciplining and
discharging workers". 15 However, very
recently there has been a growing realisation of the importance and vital
role of personnel administration in
maintaining harmonious relations at the
plant level.
Other factors responsible for strikes,
e g hours of work, etc, are insignificant
compared to personnel matters and
wages. They account for about 5 per
cent of the total disputes and total
number of mandays lost. Among other
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causes of disputes, bonus is the most
important one after wages and personnel dosputes. It accounts for nearly 10
per cent of the total number of disputes and nearly 15 per cent of the
total mandays lost. The chief reason
for the high incidence of industrial unrest due to bonus disputes is the lack
of any fixed criterion for distributing
bonus.* Employers are generally not
willing to pay bonus unless compelled
to do so by the industrial courts. Disputes relating to leave and hours of
work form only one per cent (except
in 1961) of the total mandays lost. Disputes relating to these causes generally
occur in small scale factories, who
somehow or the other manage to violate the provisions of the Factories Act.
In large-scale establishments, factory
inspection is more strict and employers
being enlightened, such disputes are
generally settled through proper grievance machinery.

trend. There is a steep rise after 1954
—the number of strikes crosses the
thousand mark and the number of mandays lost jumps to 56 lakhs. The acceptance of the Code of Discipline in
the year 1957 by the Indian Labour
Conference does not seem to have had
any significant effect.
Table 13 : Trade Unions in India

Summary
The analysis of strikes during the
last decade (1950-60) points to certain
significant and interesting conclusions.
The number of strikes and the number of mandays lost shows a rising
* This was written before the Government announced its decisions
on the Bonus Commission's Report.

Source: "Indian Labour Statistics" 1961
and 1962, Labour Bureau.
* Provisional figures

Table 14: Incidence of Industrial Unrest, Cause-wise
(Mandays lost in thousands)

Sources: Indian Labour Gazette and Indian Labour Journal, Reports on Industrial Disputes in India for the years 1956, 1957, 1958, 1959, 1960
and 1961.
Note:
Figures in bracket are percentages of the total.
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Comparison with some of the advanced countries in respect of number of strikes and the number of mandays lost reveals that India ranks second in the intensity of industrial unrest measured by the number of mandays lost through strikes and lockouts.
Significantly enough, though trade
union finances in India are quite meagre compared to those of countries like
France, Japan and the United Kingdom,
the average duration of strikes in India
is higher than in all these countries and
only second to the U S A .
There is a marked correspondence
between the finances of trade unions
and the duration of strikes. The rise
of the INTUC (the Congress dominated
organisation) has had a sobering influence on the use of the instrument of
direct action by trade unions. The
organisation's impact can be seen on
the duration of strikes, the number of
strikes and the reasons of conducting
the strikes.
Falling Real Wages
While wages remain the foremost
reason for the organisation of strikes,
personnel matters have become important; the percentage of strikes accounted for by the latter increased from 29.3
per cent in 1951 to 39.7 in 1956. Due
to progressive legislation the percentage of strikes accounted for by leave
and hours of work has come down
significantly—from 8.2 per cent in 1951
to 2.4 in 1960.
The economic climate plays an important part in the maintenance of industrial peace. A correlation can be
established between the number of
strikes and mandays lost on the one
hand and indices of real wages, wholesale prices and working class cost of
living on the other. During the First
Plan period when the index of real
wages rose by 26 per cent due to the
fall in the index of wholesale prices,
there was relative industrial
peace;
partly as a result of this the index of
industrial production increased by 54
points. During the Second Plan period
when the real wages fell as a result of
rise in the cost of living, the seventy
of industrial unrest increased considerably. The number of mandays lost increased from 5.6 million in 1,955 to
7.7 million in 1959.
The methods of settling or terminating strikes in India are guided by the
existing industrial relations machinery.
Since adjudication is a tiresome and
time-consuming process, conciliation
1658

Notes
See "The Improvement of Human
Relations in Industry", International Labour Review, Vol LXX, 1954,
p 280.
8

9

"Industrial Disputes,
1937-54,"
International Labour Review, Vol
72, 1955, p 90. The figures would
seem to indicate that the system
of compulsory adjudication/arbitration is better than the system of
collective bargaining so far as the
settlement; of wage disputes is concerned. In Australia, where the
system of compulsory arbitration
prevails since the beginning of this
century, industrial courts play an
important part in the settlement
of wage disputes. The same is true
of India to some extent.
See S A Palekar's "Problems of
Wage Policy for Economic Development,'' pp 64-110 and pp 320329. Palekar is of the opinion that
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after more than one long decade
of economic planning, the Indian
industrial worker is receiving, let
alone a living wage, not even a
starvation subsistance wage .. .with
the solitary exception of Assam
factory workers in India did
not receive a subsistance wage in
1959. The same is true of industries except petroleum, basic metals and electric industry groups
(P 329).

accounts for nearly 40 per cent of the
terminated disputes. Only 20-24 per
cent strikes are settled by direct negotiations between employers and employees. Voluntary arbitration, which
has become the keystone of the industrial systems of some States like Maharashtra and Madhya Pradesh, plays a
negligible role in the settlement of disputes in the country as a whole.
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Investigations

THE Union Ministry of Steel and
Mines has appointed a committee
to continually review the programme of
work undertaken by the Indian Bureau
of Mines. This step has been taker
as it was felt that the programme of
investigations undertaken by the Indian Bureau of Mines was not cuitably
geared to the tempo of industrial development of the country.
The time schedule of prospecting
operations, which includes exploratory
drilling as a principal item of work of
certain important minerals vital to the
economy of the country, is at times too
long. This could, with readjustment of
priorities and more careful deployment
of drilling rigs, be appreciably shortened.
Shri R N Vasudeva, Joint Secretary,
Department of Mines and Metais,
Ministry of Steel and Mines, will be
the Chairman of the Committee which
will have three members—Shri S N
Sehgal, Coal Mining Adviser, Department of Mines and Metals, Ministry of

Steel and Mines, Shri P C D Hazrj.
Director, Indian Bureau of Mines, Nagpur and Shri K L Bhola, Superintending Mining Geologist, Atomic Energy
Department, New Delhi.
The Committee will effect a critical
scrutiny of the investigations included
in the annual field programme of the
Indian Bureau of Mines and their relation to the larger programme of ii dustrial development of the country. It
will make an assessment of the prio
rities of various items of work carried
over from the programme of previoui
years as well as the new investigations
which are proposed for incorporation
in the current programme.
The Committee will review whether
the time schedules prescribed are realistic and the progress of the work
done in terms of meterage of drilling,
examination of core samples and assessment of reserves and quality of ore,
etc, is satisfactory and suggest ways
and means of achieving better reaults.

