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Making Cars in the New India

Auto manufacturing holds the promise of employing many young Indians in relatively well-

paid, high-skill employment, but this promise is threatened by the industry’s role as a site of 

immense conflict in recent years. Conflict between foreign vehicle manufacturers, domestic 

firms and state institutions has characterised much of the industry’s development. Labour 

relations have been characterised by high levels of industrial, social and political strife in 

urban manufacturing regions. 

This book asks: How do we explain this conflict? What are the implications of conflict 

for the ambitious economic development agendas of Indian governments? Based upon 

extensive field research in India’s National Capital Region, this book is the first to focus 

on labour relations in the Indian auto industry. It proposes the theory that conflict in the 

auto industry has been driven by twin forces: First, the intersection of global networks of 

auto manufacturing with regional social structures which have always relied on informal 

and precariously-employed workers; and, second, the systematic displacement of securely-

employed ‘regular workers’ by waves of precariously-employed ‘de facto informal workers’. 

Drawing upon a range of critical social and economic theories, Making Cars in the New 

India argues that the problem of conflict can be addressed by bringing together key elements 

of the Global Value Chain (GVC) and Global Production Network (GPN) traditions, which 

focus on firms and inter-firm relations, with social-relational explanations found in theories 

of social class, gender and caste. 

Tom Barnes is an economic sociologist at the Institute for Religion, Politics and Society at 

Australian Catholic University in Melbourne. His research primarily focuses on insecure, 

precarious and informal work in Asia, especially India and Indonesia, and Australia. He has 

published Informal Labour in Urban India: Three Cities, Three Journeys with Routledge in 2015.
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Development Trajectories in Global Value Chains

A feature of the current phase of globalisation is the outsourcing of production tasks and services 

across borders, and increasing organisation of production and trade through global value chains 

(GVCs), global commodity chains (GCCs), and global production networks (GPNs). With a large 

and growing literature on GVCs, GCCs, and GPNs, this series is distinguished by its focus on 

the implications of these new production systems for economic, social, and regional development.

This series publishes a wide range of theoretical, methodological, and empirical works, both 

research monographs and edited volumes, dealing with crucial issues of transformation in the 

global economy. How do GVCs change the ways in which lead and supplier firms shape regional 

and international economies? How do they affect local and regional development trajectories, 

and what implications do they have for workers and their communities? How is the organisation 

of value chains changing and how are these emerging forms contested as more traditional 

structures of North–South trade complemented and transformed by emerging South–South 

lead firms, investments, and trading links? How does the large-scale entry of women into value 

chain production impact on gender relations? What opportunities and limits do GVCs create 

for economic and social upgrading and innovation? In what ways are GVCs changing the nature 

of work and the role of labour in the global economy? And how might the increasing focus on 

logistics management, financialisation, or social standards and compliance portend important 

developments in the structure of regional economies?

This series includes contributions from all disciplines and interdisciplinary fields and approaches 

related to GVC analysis, including GCCs and GPNs, and is particularly focused on theoretically 

innovative and informed works that are grounded in the empirics of development related to these 

approaches. Through their focus on the changing organisational forms, governance systems, and 

production relations, volumes in this series contribute to on-going conversations about theories 

of development and development policy in the contemporary era of globalisation.

Series editors

Stephanie Barrientos is Professor of Global Development at the Global Development Institute, 

University of Manchester.

Gary Gereffi is Professor of Sociology and Director of the Center on Globalization, Governance 

and Competitiveness, Duke University.

Dev Nathan is Visiting Professor at the Institute for Human Development, New Delhi, and 

Visiting Research Fellow at the Center on Globalization, Governance and Competitiveness, 

Duke University.

John Pickles, Earl N. Phillips Distinguished Professor of International Studies at the University 

of North Carolina, Chapel Hill.

Other titles in the Series

1. Labour in Global Value Chains in Asia

 Edited by Dev Nathan, Meenu Tewari and Sandip Sarkar

2. The Sweatshop Regime: Labouring Bodies, Exploitation, and Garments ‘Made in India’

 Alessandra Mezzadri

3. The Intangible Economy: How Services Shape Global Production and Consumption

 Edited by Deborah K. Elms, Arian Hassani and Patrick Low
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This book is the outcome of a journey which began a decade ago when I shifted careers 

to return to my alma mater, the University of Sydney, to undertake doctoral research. 

I was motivated by a fascination with the rising powers of Asia and its implications 

for Australia’s society and economy. This was probably a fashionable thing at the 

time – Goldman Sachs staffers had, in 2003, declared the rise of the BRIC economies 

(Brazil-Russia-India-China) as the new shapers of the globe; in 2005, New York Times 

columnist, Thomas Friedman, declared a technology-driven ‘flattening’ of the world; 

and, in 2012 in Australia, the then-Federal Government published a white paper titled 

Australia in the Asian Century.

Initially interested in the impact of India as a rising power on Australia, I was later 

drawn into what I felt – and still feel – was the main story: the radical transformation 

of economic life in India through the country’s gradual integration with the world 

economy. Thus began seven years of research on informal work in India. This led to my 

first book, Informal Labour in Urban India (Routledge, 2015), which is the first book-

length study of the Economic Census, a key measure of ‘unorganised sector’ activity and 

employment. Combining an institutional and radical political economy, Informal Labour 

questioned dominant narratives about the supposed tendency of ‘informalisation’ to shift 

work away from waged labour towards self-employment and micro-entrepreneurship. 

On the contrary, this book argued that the economic development of urban regions in 

the global era produced a tendency towards class differentiation with a growing role 

for waged work among men and women.

As time went on, I increasingly applied this ‘classes of labour’ approach (Bernstein, 

2010) to work in auto manufacturing. During the time of my field research in India’s 

National Capital Region (NCR), a series of fierce and, at times, violent conflicts emerged 

in the local auto manufacturing sector. As documented in this book, a conflation of 

developmental factors – the rise of consumer society, the imposition of global production 

networks, and enhanced market competition – encouraged industrialists to systematically 

displace their once-securely, well-paid workers with legions of ‘de facto informal workers’ 

– people whose work is formally recognised by the state but who, in practice, are denied 

the agency to access these formal protections.

This book also represents an intellectual journey from political economy to economic 

sociology via development studies, with a dose of economic geography for good 
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measure. While focused on economic sociology, the critical importance of genuinely 

inter-disciplinary research – and a refusal to accept the intellectual silos and ‘blinkers’ of 

mainstream academia – has stayed with me. The manuscript was completed as I moved 

to Australian Catholic University (ACU) in Melbourne to undertake postdoctoral studies 

on industrial transformation in American and Australian cities. With Australia set to 

become one of few affluent societies – and the only Group of 20 (G20) member nation 

other than Saudi Arabia to lack an auto manufacturing industry, this research explores 

the mirror image of the Asian experience – a rather forlorn picture of industrial decline 

rather than rapid expansion.

At ACU, my research has formed part of a wider foray, envisaged by the renowned 

sociologist Bryan Turner, into the link between changes to the economic structure of 

society, individual flourishing and ‘happiness’. The structural factors that shape individual 

‘success’ are complex and include the quality and affordability of housing, healthcare, 

education and childcare services, mobility and mass public transport, rights to and at 

work, physical, economic and social security, and the capacity of civic organisations to 

unify and organise cross-sections of communities.

Within this catalogue, I have continued to focus on the response of civic and political 

organisations – above all, trade unions – to the transformation of work, including and 

especially the prevalence of insecure, precarious and informal work. This core concern 

with security, work and organisation has transported me between western and Asian 

societies, including a growing interest in manifestations of industrial transformation 

in Indonesia and comparisons between South and Southeast Asia.

Despite clear differences, my focus on auto manufacturing has clarified a remarkable 

similarity between these countries and regions: that the problem of insecure and 

precarious work is on the rise, regardless of whether regions are undergoing industrial 

decline or industrial expansion. In the former case, for which Australia is an unfortunate 

example, many ex-manufacturing workers are threatened with a future of growing labour 

market uncertainty and insecurity.

In the latter case, dominant institutions in emerging regions have taken advantage 

of labour market and workforce practices in which precarity, insecurity and informality 

are pre-established norms. As this book suggests, this is not the straightforward picture 

of growing prosperity that industry advocates have so enthusiastically pitched, and runs 

contrary to expectations that automotive expansion would bring about a new era of 

‘high road’ labour standards and employment relations. I hope that this research can 

contribute, even in a small way, to a new space for international comparative research 

on industrial transformation and insecure work in Asia and beyond.

This book has benefitted from the indispensable work and support of colleagues and 

friends. The field research results detailed in Chapter 5 updates my work with Krishna 

Shekhar Lal Das and Surendra Pratap from 2011 to 2013 (Barnes, Lal Das and Pratap, 

2015). Shekhar and Surendra proved to be the perfect research partners and I hope we 

can resume the partnership when time and circumstance permits.
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