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Labour Laws: The Evolution & Dilution of 

Laws 
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ABSTRACT 

The ongoing pandemic is hitting life across the globe - toppling structures and economies 

globally. This article highlights the overview of the ongoing amendments in the labour 

laws across the state for alluring the foreign investment because Indian economy is 

reeling under a demand depression, rising unemployment, and lowering of industrial 

output and profits. Specifically, tweaking of welfare labour laws would deliver a big blow 

socially, jeopardising social prospects of the working class of the country. Labour law 

defines the rights and obligations as workers, union members and employers in the 

workplace. Minimum wages laws are constitutional right bestowed upon art. 23 of the 

Indian constitution and any violation is a fundamental violation of the livelihood for the 

working class. This article states the long-term approach which should be validated 

rather than short-run remedies because the peoples from the unorganised sector will play 

a key role in national reconstruction required after the pandemic, and attending to them 

at this hour is the key.  

Keyword: Pandemic, Labour Laws, Foreign Investment, Working Class. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION: LABOUR LAWS, SOUL & SPIRIT OF THE WORKING CLASS 

The ongoing pandemic is hitting life across the globe - toppling structures and economies 

globally. This article highlights the Indian overview of the pandemic on the Labour laws of 

Indian focusing on short-run remedies and ignoring long-term approaches. The working class 

will play a key role in national reconstruction required after the pandemic, and attending to 

them at this hour is the key. Labour law also understood as labour legislation, is the socialist 

law, consolidating the body of laws, administrative rulings and legal precedents which 

addresses and validates the legal rights of, and restrictions on, working people and their 

concerned organisation. In other words, Labour law defines the rights and obligations as 

workers, union members and employers in the workplace2. Labour laws constitute the soul & 

spirit of the working class as it covers: Industrial relations which means the stamping of trade 

                                                      
1Author is a student at JEMTEC School of Law, India. 
2 R.C. Sharma, Industrial Relations and Labour Legislation 579 (1st Edition, PHI Learning, 2016) 
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unions, collective labour bargaining & labour-management relations; Health & safety; and 

Employment standards which includes working hours and minimum wage.  Labour 

legislation which was propounded at the treaty of Versailles following the establishment of 

International labour Organisation, is adapted addressing the socio-economic challenges 

fulfilling three crucial roles: Establishment of a legal structure facilitating productivity of an 

individual and labour-management relations; Providing an outlook and effective framework 

for harmonious industrial relations relying on workplace democracy; and providing a 

guarantee of fundamentals principles which can be implemented and enforced. 

II. BACKGROUND: UNDERSTANDING THE CONTEMPORARY CHANGES 

In the past few weeks, several states exercising their federal powers have moved to amend 

their labour laws ahead of restarting economic activities after the Covid lockdown. States 

such as Uttar Pradesh, Maharashtra, Rajasthan, Gujarat, Goa, MP, Uttarakhand, Assam, 

Punjab, Haryana and Himachal Pradesh have increased the working hours from 8 to 12 hours. 

Uttar Pradesh, however, later withdrew the order of a 12-hour shift for workers following a 

notice from the Allahabad High Court. Rajasthan also followed suit3.While Uttar Pradesh and 

Madhya Pradesh scrapped key labour laws for the next three years, Gujarat did the same for 

1,200 days.In MP, factory licenses will now be required to be renewed only once in 10 years 

instead of annually. Also, MSMEs (micro, small and medium enterprises) will be able to hire 

labourers according to their requirements to increase productivity. In UP, only three labour 

laws will be applicable in the state for the next three years apart from provisions related to 

children and women in the suspended laws. The three include the Building and Other 

Construction Workers Act, 1996, Workmen Compensation Act, 1923, and the Bonded 

Labour Act, 1976.  

III. THE WORKING CLASS: THE SCAPEGOAT FOR THE ECONOMIC CRISIS 

As the economy struggles with the lockdown and thousands of firms and workers stare at an 

uncertain future, the state governments across the nation have unilaterally decided to dissolve 

the labour laws, in other words, labourers were held to be the scapegoat of this unprecedented 

and uncertain economic crisis. Millions of workers have lost their livelihood and all the three 

sectors of the economy have been crippled for almost two months. UP has initiated the 

change in labour laws after queries by Japanese firms that are looking at moving their 

                                                      
3Y. S. Sharma, Uttar Pradesh govt withdraws controversial order of 12-hour shifts for workers in industrial 

units, The Economics Times (May 16, 2020, 12.54 PM), available at: 

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/uttar-pradesh-govt-withdraws-controversial-

order-of-12-hour-shifts-for-workers-in-industrial-units/articleshow/75772375.cms 
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investments out of China4. It is expected that by enhancing labour flexibility laws and 

regulations, these changes would enable businesses to recoup and relocate themselves from 

the impact of the lockdown resulting in attracting investment. The noxious impact of diluting 

major labour laws means, a firm may fire all existing employees and hire them again at lower 

wages. Even the Minimum Wages Act that covers most of the workers has been abolished 

that has opened a huge opportunity for employers to underpay their workers contravening the 

supreme court judgment which has recognised that the mandate to pay the minimum wages 

stems from Article 23 of the constitution and non-payment of minimum wages, therefore, 

amounts to forced labour5.The nexus of capital and state has already decimated the trade 

union movements in recent years. This is visible in the declining memberships of trade 

unions, and a steep fall in the number of strikes and lockouts over the years. The waning 

power of these unions has enabled the employers to rule the roost in the matters pertaining to 

employment contracts, fixing wages, and hiring and firing of labour with workers having 

minimal say in these issues. The pro-employer stance of the judiciary, as witnessed in several 

landmark judgments in the past years has also weakened the position of labour vis-à-vis their 

employers. 

IV. SHORT-RUN REMEDY OVERSHADOWING LONG-TERM APPROACH 

Theoretically, it is possible to generate more scope for employment in a market with 

“flexible” and fewer labour regulations. However, as the experience of states that have 

relaxed labour laws in the past suggests, the approach for dismantling worker protection laws 

have failed to attract investments and increase employment, while not affecting worker 

exploitation or deterioration of working conditions. A study of four states: Rajasthan, Uttar 

Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh, and Madhya Pradesh, by the VV Giri National Labour Institute 

found that “amendments in labour laws neither succeeded in attracting big investments, boost 

to industrialisation or job creation.”6 The Indian economy is suffering from low consumption 

demand in recent times and there is a need to boost domestic demand by ensuring disposable 

income in the hands of people. However, labour law relaxations, as we have seen in the past, 

will lead to the creation of low-wage employment that will slow the process of economic 

revival in the coming months. The corporate class is already well pampered and is availing 

                                                      
4R.M. Chaturvedi, UP woos Japanese, EU companies relocating from China, The Economics Times ( May 09, 

2020, 09.53 AM), available at: https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/up-woos-

japanese-eu-companies-relocating-from-china/articleshow/75640377.cms. 
5 People’s Union for Democratic v. Union of India, 1982 AIR 1473, 1983 SCR (1) 456 
6S. Upadhyaya & P. Kumar, Amendments in Labour Laws & Other Labour Reform Initiative Undertaken by 

State Governments of Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh, Haryana and Uttar Pradesh, NLI Research Studies Series 

2017, V.V Giri National Labour Institute.  
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several concessions. But even if the state governments are willing to woo capitalists to attract 

investments, they can think about other incentives like providing tax holidays for a stipulated 

period. The conundrum of the trade unions and civil rights society is if the intention was to 

ensure more people have jobs, then states should not have increased the working hours 

duration from 8 hours to 12 hours. They should have allowed two shifts of 8-hours each 

instead, so that job opportunity should be created and not the exploitation of existing 

employee. The government in positive terms should have partnered with the industry and 

allocated 3% or 5% of the GDP towards sharing the wage burden and ensuring the health of 

the labourers because if Covid hits industrial sector, the whole country would be sunk. 

V. CONCLUSION 

The neo-liberal discourse on labour regulation, in India, has long been arguing in favour of 

labour market flexibility and doing away with restrictive labour laws because they hinder 

investment and employment. As per this view, restrictions faced by employers in hiring and 

firing, use of contractual labour, pressure from trade unions have negatively impacted and 

further led to poor growth in employment and an overall disappointing industrial performance 

in the country. Employers in an open and competitive economy prefer flexible labour 

strategies where they have the freedom to hire and fire workers without any state 

interventions. A look at certain facts, however, illustrate that such an argument does not hold 

much ground as many of the important labour laws have been amended before this economic 

crisis in favour of industrial sectors or their compliance is extremely poor. This can be 

manifested from the rising informality in India’s manufacturing sector. The share of ad hoc 

workers in India’s organized manufacturing sector has increased from 15.59 per cent in 2000-

01 to 27.94 per cent in 2015-16. On the other hand, the share of directly hired workers has 

steeply fallen from 61.26 per cent to 50.44 per cent during the same period. The data 

illustrates that the wages of the directly hired working class have remained stagnant in real 

terms between 2000-01 and 2015-16, while the wages of ad hoc have increased at a meagre 

rate of 1.92 per cent per annum. This in corporate terms, led to bludgeoning profits for 

employers at the cost of wages of workers. The Report published in 2014 says that the other 

impact of the rise in the contractualisation of the workforce is the decline in the coverage of 

social security benefits for workers. Over 60 per cent of the regular workers and 93% of the 

casual workers were not eligible for any kind of social security benefits in 2011-12. These 

proportions were down at 48 per cent and 93 per cent in 2004-05 respectively7. 

                                                      
7A. Sood, P. Nath & S. Ghosh, Deregulating Capital, Regulating Labour, Vol. 49, Issue No. 26-27, 28 Jun, 2014 



1818 International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [Vol. 3 Iss 3; 1814] 

© 2020. International Journal of Law Management & Humanities   [ISSN 2581-5369] 

India’s economy relies on the true soul and spirit of the working class, most of the migrant 

labourers were left feeling like "stateless" and in a state of disarray created by the suddenness 

of lockdown. Labour force is a national asset, and petty interstate parochialism should not be 

misconstrued at all. The financial hit on India’s labour workforce w.r.t diminishing financial 

stability of the unorganised sector will tend to reshape how fiscal policies are fashioned, post-

pandemic.  

***** 


