
[Text of a presentation to a meeting organised by Angry Workers of the World on June 5, 

2021]

A little bit about us. We run a blog called "Kaam Se Chhutti" (variously translated as 

Holiday from Work, Leaving from Work, or Getting Fired from Work), which regularly 

publishes articles about (but not limited to) workers in organized production-distribution in 

South Asia. We have been associated with Faridabad Mazdoor Samachar in the past and 

continue to be in regular engagement with them. Manibhushan ji is active in the Delhi NCR

as a member of the Revolutionary Socialist Party of India (ML). There are a number of 

other comrades too who are in regular touch from their respective workplace vantage 

points.

This piece attempts to speak about the social, political, and economic condition in India 

from the point of view of the working class. To begin with, it must be said that for the past 

several years, except a very small number, most of the workers of India are invisible from 

social, political, economic life and social discourse. This is sometimes referred to as the 

"informalisation of labor," which is incorrect. Calling it informalisation creates an impression

that this is some unnatural and despicable act on the part of the ruling class, and 

subsequently leads people to bark up the wrong trees of formalising and official 

accountability, whereas it is the most obvious part of 21st century capitalist expansion. 

Therefore we suggest it should be seen as the "invisibilisation of labor.”

Much of the literature on labour and its relation to production presumes the 20 th century 

framework of legal intervention, tripartite negotiation, factory acts, labour laws, working 

conditions, etc. These frameworks emerged in a specific time with specific goals for the 

ruling classes in advanced capitalist countries, namely to create buffers to check rising 

working class revolt. In former colonies like India, such frameworks worked towards the 

expansion of stable wage-labour based urban systems in a predominantly peasant-artisan 

dominated area, with the lure of permanent (often government sector) jobs with regular, 

progressively increasing salaries. But today when the context has changed, capital has 

already adopted new means. Today when 90% of the workers are temporary, who while 

producing for the company are not workers of the company, who are given breaks from 

time to time, or whose work is of a “there may be no tomorrow” character - in this context 

these 20th century perspectives do not reflect either the needs of the workers nor the 

dominant tactics of capital.



Invisibility of the Working Class - 1

Firstly, by this we mean that today there is no such political party or social organization 

which advances any program which works for most of the (temporary) workers. At the 

present moment, there is no such program. It also means that most of the workers have 

nothing to do with the political processes and campaigns nationwide.

For example, we have showni in an article from a year ago how the majority of workers 

have no political rights in the area of their work.

“Surat is a city where 58% of the population is of migrants, i.e., migrants exceed the local 

population. 70% of the workers there are not local. Yet 98% of the workers have never met

or spoken to any government official."

Similar is the situation in all the cities where people come to work, but for most of the cities

there is no data on how many people live there who do not have the right to vote. This 

gives immediate relief to the landlord-contractor class of these cities, who often dominate 

local and regional politics. At the same time, this situation also helps in keeping the 

salaries of the workers low, because the workers no longer think of permanent residence 

and sufficient spending in the city. On the other hand, this also means that the workers can

pack up without paying the rent for a month or two, and at the same time the worker can 

leave their job anytime they like without worrying about losing something precious.

But if we look at this situation in its broader aspect, two things emerge from it. The first is 

that an increasing number of workers talk at a very professional, direct level with 

employers, landlords, etc. Dependence on middlemen or affiliations on the basis of village-

religion-caste etc. are getting weaker, and this is particularly visible in the more global 

production centres (and among the more heavily proletarianised sections of the 

population). Getting some govt. official, policeman, or local musclemen involved in their 

matters usually works against the workers’ interests. So workers adopt a frugal 

professionalism with respect to other people.



The second thing, which is perhaps related to this, is that the workers do not become part 

of such political campaigns at the place of migration which have nothing to offer them. We 

have many recent examples of this before us.

The non-interest of the workers was clearly visible in the anti-CAA movement that took 

place in 2019 and the farming agitation that began in 2020 and still continues. The 

demands of both these movements have no place for most of the (temporary) workers. 

Our experience in Delhi suggests that, despite workers' settlements and factories being 

close to the site of the anti-CAA movement, migrant workers took part in these movements

in very small numbers. Workers who come and live on rent in Delhi are already without 

any benefits from political rights. There are large communities of migrant Nepalese 

workers around Delhi NCR. Their absence was visible from the anti-CAA movement. If we 

consider the economic composition of the Delhi NCR region, then the violence in North 

East Delhi is not difficult to understand. The importance of religion, caste, etc. is still intact 

in the communities settled in North Eastern Delhi for one or two generations. Unlike cities 

like Gurgaon-Faridabad-Noida, small-scale or household industries are more predominant 

here, and the place has seen de-industrialisation. This helps us to understand why neither 

anti-CAA movement nor Hindu-Muslim violence spread in places like Gurgaon-Faridabad-

Noida.

At the same time, in 2021, when the workers started returning home in the second wave of

the COVID-19 epidemic, there was a call from the agitating farmers settled on the Delhi 

border for workers to join their demonstration instead of going home.ii Many friends have 

mentioned that there is a lot of discussion among the factory workers in Delhi and 

surrounding areas regarding the farmers’ movement. This is important. During the 

beginning of the peasant movement, some organizations had also tried to organize the 

workers alongside the farmers on the issues of wages.iii But in spite of all this, the workers 

of Delhi did not join the farmers’ agitations. This may be explained, again, by the 

consideration of what could the workers gain from doing this. Why, at this juncture, wage-

workers in organised production are not gathering around any demands is a very important

question we must ask. 

In this scenario, at least, the situation of the workers was not like that of the landless 

"farmers" of Maharashtra who came to Delhi to join the farmers' movement to seek claims 



on lands. For the past several years, under the Forest Rights Act (2006), agricultural 

laborers in the state of Maharashtra have been campaigning to get legal rights on portions 

of land, maybe 5-10 acres big.iv Their groups are often led by the All India Kisan Sabha, a 

party of land-owning farmers, which even helps to organize one-day rallies in big cities like

Bombay-Nagpur etc. Before the events of 26th January, 2021 in Delhi, some groups of 

farmers from Maharashtra (both landholding and landless) also reached Bombay to stage 

a sit-in outside the collector's office and the head office of Reliance Industries, which are 

adjacent.v The peasant parties asked them to withdraw from there and to extend support to

the agitating farmers based in Delhi. It is clear that the demands being raised are limited 

to, firstly, a question of how to determine the price of farm produce, and secondly, a 

political question of BJP versus anti-BJP. The class questions have clearly not opened up 

yet.

On the other hand, it did not take long for the working class to become a massive 

organized force when the Indian government announced a nationwide lockdown in 2020 

last year (see endnote i). Within a week, groups of laborers came out on the road from 

place to place, first making humble appeals that they should be allowed to go home, and 

then unleashing nationwide fury in the face of political silence and repression. Its impact 

was so strong that not only did the government's announced lockdown tear into shreds, 

but the government severely reconsidered imposing any restrictions on movement during 

the second wave in 2021. This is a classic assertion of the politically free character of 

wage-labour.

Invisibility of the Working Class - 2

Secondly, the invisibilisation of workers also operates through the domination of the middle

classes. Since temporary contracts and just in time production is at the heart of the 

present organisation of labour, even the opposition from the workers’ side is broken in time

and place. This applies equally to the workers engaged in garment and auto production 

hired by the contractor as to the "associate" of Swiggy-Zomato-Uber-Ola-Amazon.vi Rather

than seeing this as a characteristic of Indian capitalism (since there is no such thing), it 

ought to be seen as a consequence of post-90s expansion of global capitalism.

In the past thirty years, workers in South Asia have become more integrated into the global

market than ever before. This can be estimated from the fact that while India's global 



exports in 2000 were US$ 60 billion (and 13% of GDP), today this export is US$ 528 billion

(and 19 per cent of GDP).6vii On the one hand, while this change has further accelerated 

social changes, and increased production has brought about many political and cultural 

changes, two things still persist despite these changes: 1) the domination of an urban 

upper-middle class in politics and 2) the demand by this middle class to further strengthen 

the state machinery. It is just the middle class calling out for a harsher state, more 

degenerate political parties, as they have always done, particularly in times of crisis. This 

should not be confused with fascism, doing which ignores the history of political repression

in pre-BJP India. Certainly, the character of the middle class itself has changed immensely,

with the Indian middle-classes filling in roles for multi-national companies at globally lower 

wages, and subsequent expansion of fields like software, design, accounts and finance, 

content creation, managerial positions, and so on.

The “middle class” itself is replete with hierarchies. According to the McKinsey global 

organization, people earning between the bracket 2 lakh to 20 lakh rupees fall in the 

middle class. According to a report by Hurun India, the number of households earning 40 

lakhs (and accumulating assets of Rs 5-7 crores) has increased very rapidly in the last 20 

years in India. They call this section the "new middle class." There is no clarity about what 

the middle class is. It is amorphous, and perhaps the major factor which distinguishes it is 

that it lives somewhat comfortably over and above the minimum wages bracket. And that it

is aligned with the status quo ideologically.

21st Century Capitalism and Workers

A middle-class dominant capitalism driven by consumption creates very specific kinds of 

problems. Since the global crisis of 2008, the process of profiting from investment has 

taken on a feverish pace. It has brought to the fore extreme corruption of the ruling classes

as well as a mindless exploitation of nature. For example, Indian cities have recorded 

more pollution than those in China, despite producing a fraction of what is produced in 

China.

There are a number of such specificities when it comes to India, and it often becomes a 

problem for the expansion of capital itself. According to a report in the Wall-Street 

Journal,viii about 50% of the workers in India are employed in the supply-chain, and a very 

small section of these work on modern machines (such as forklifts, etc.). That is, most of 



the supply-chain workers pull and lift by bare hands, cycles, older technologies, animal 

labour, or cheap machinery. On the one hand, there has been a considerable improvement

in the machinery for production, for greater output; on the other, storage and supply 

mechanisms are still very primitive. The result of this was seen well in the aftermath of the 

first Covid lockdown, when the movement of goods came to a standstill in many parts of 

the country and even brought production to a halt. If India's managerial/ruling class is so 

lax on the issue of supply-chains - and this includes the various governments of India, 

which have so far been in control of supply-chains in agriculture – it spends even lesser in 

the form of wages for workers. In this situation, the back-and-forth which workers do 

between place of work and place of residence has been going on from before; but the 

Covid-19 pandemic made this back-and-forth visible. The result now is extremely rickety 

production cycles, and widespread labor-shortage in big cities like Delhi-Chennai-

Bangalore, where there are reported to be 20-30% fewer workers left, ix and as per some 

reports the averge daily wage has increased in certain parts.x

It is natural that in this process the lower sections of the middle classes are also being 

pushed to the brink everyday. The security cover provided by 20th century welfare 

Keynsianism is almost done for. Based on these shifts, many nationalist and identitarian 

movements emerge, but with rather small life-spans. The hit-and-miss game of the ruling 

classes is likely to go on indefinitely, going by current trends. It is possible that sections of 

the middle class might also turn towards a more class conscious politics.

viii https://www.wsj.com/articles/indias-food-supply-chain-frays-as-people-stay-home-11586343607
ix https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/bengaluru/karnataka-stares-at-another-labour-crisis-amid-surge-in-covid-  

cases/articleshow/81980568.cms
 https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/chennai/tamil-nadu-housing-sector-hit-hard-by-second-wave/articleshow/

83080041.cms 
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/chennai/guest-workers-are-in-no-mans-land-all-over-again/articleshow/
82508136.cms
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/no-jobs-fear-of-third-wave-may-keep-migrants-away-
101621987465604.html 

x https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/business/india-business/temps-wages-surge-30-on-labour-shortage/  
articleshow/82020999.cms 

i https://kaamsechhutti.home.blog/2020/06/02/little-strokes-big-oaks-recession-pandemic-lockdown-and-the-social-
strike/

ii https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/amritsar/kisan-morcha-urges-migrants-not-to-go-home-but-join-delhi-
protest/articleshow/82173055.cms?utm_source=twitter.com&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=TOIMobile

iii https://scroll.in/article/989447/beaten-not-broken-meet-shiv-kumar-and-nodeep-kaur-young-labour-activists-
inspired-by-bhagat-singh

iv https://indianexpress.com/article/cities/mumbai/small-marginal-tribal-farmers-and-labourers-from-state-gather-
missing-protest-was-not-an-option-7161656/

v https://www.mumbailive.com/en/civic/farmers-hold-day-long-protest-at-bkc-59443
vi https://inc42.com/infocus/year-end-review-2020/from-swiggy-to-ola-a-year-of-protests-by-indias-gig-workers/

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/chennai/tamil-nadu-housing-sector-hit-hard-by-second-wave/articleshow/83080041.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/chennai/tamil-nadu-housing-sector-hit-hard-by-second-wave/articleshow/83080041.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/business/india-business/temps-wages-surge-30-on-labour-shortage/articleshow/82020999.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/business/india-business/temps-wages-surge-30-on-labour-shortage/articleshow/82020999.cms
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/no-jobs-fear-of-third-wave-may-keep-migrants-away-101621987465604.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/no-jobs-fear-of-third-wave-may-keep-migrants-away-101621987465604.html
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/chennai/guest-workers-are-in-no-mans-land-all-over-again/articleshow/82508136.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/chennai/guest-workers-are-in-no-mans-land-all-over-again/articleshow/82508136.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/bengaluru/karnataka-stares-at-another-labour-crisis-amid-surge-in-covid-cases/articleshow/81980568.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/bengaluru/karnataka-stares-at-another-labour-crisis-amid-surge-in-covid-cases/articleshow/81980568.cms


The questions before the working class immediately are - 1) their increasingly becoming 

rendered surplus population, and the increasingly temporary nature of work, and 2) the 

urgent need to negate the managerial class’ habit to stick to primitive means and to push 

down wages. Not only does direct-action on part of the working class reflect these 

concerns, it could also lead to radical shifts. And at the same time, the rapid destruction of 

nature under the leadership of the ruling classes also stares us in the face.

vii https://tradingeconomics.com/india/exports


