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Sociology for Industrual Relations

N.R Sheth

My -objective in this paper is to present some thoughts on the
role of sociology in the area of indusirial relations in the Indian
contaxt1. Scholafs, prastitioners and other observers of industrial
raelations, regardless of their disciplinary background and interest,-
have lately shown considerable awareness about the importance of what
are alternatively called ‘'social', 'sociological' or 'behavioural'
factors in influencing the shape of labour=management relations. It
is now rare tO come across studies, predictions,; programmes or Sarmons
on industrial relations which do not include some reference to social
and cultural factors. Such references are often couched in broad terms, »
alluding to socio-cultural reality as constraining influence and solici-
ting help from sociologists to throw more light on this reality to overcome
the perceived handicaps. Sociologists, on their part, have so far shouwn
at best a moderate interest in issues of industrial relations. It will
therefore be useful to reflect on the contribution sociology can make to
the field of industrial relations. 1 propose *o deal with this subject
in the first part of this essay. This will be fellowed by a brief over—-
view of the existing sociological literature on industrial relations,
Finally, I shall try te identify some concrete areas and issues which
sociologists should pursue to develop a significant body of knowleadge

relating to an important dimension of industrial relations.



The Scope of Inquiry

The concept of industrial relations has changed cver time, as
most people interested in the field would be awars. During the early
period of institutionalization of trade unionism and ingustrial
democracy in the west, the term industrial relations exclusively
covered the norms and institutions relationg to regulation of employment
conditions at thg workplace. Academically, this fisld attrac ted only
economists and economic historians who were concerned with the economic
cohsequences of job regulation at the micro and macro levels, Psycholo-
gists and soccioclogists concerned with industrial organization and
workers usually neglected or overlooked the facts of joh regulation,:
This continued until Dunlop (1958) persuassively proposed the acceptance’
of industrial relations as a distinct academic discipline. Dunlop
tonceived of industrial relations as an identifiable sub-system within
society, gonsisting of actors (employers, employees their respective
organizations and government), rules created to govern the actors
(rules of discipline, compensation etc.), contexts (market, technology
etc.) and ideology (e.g. the democratic framework in some societies).
But in this perspective also, the major emphasis continued to be placed
on the rules and régulations of employment which were regarded as the
output of the industrial relations system. Subsequently, however,
sociologists, psychologists and political scientists began to examine
issues in job regulation from the uariéus disciplinary perspectives.
It was then realized that the classical emphasis on rules and regula—

tions in a static system model resulted in the neglect of a pandJrama of



behavioural, cultural and political factors which were often as
important as, or even more important than, th: formal rules and
ipnstitutions characterizing employment relutions, In this sense,
the discipline of industrial relations is concernsd uith.the social
actions of people involved in employment relations in concrete
situations and the patterns of cooperation and conflict between
them in relation to the norms and institutions of job regulation

on the one hand and the social, econcmic and political forces in

the wider society on the other hand.

The usage of the term Yindustrial relations® nesds an explanation.
The meaning of the word 'industrial' was unambiguous as long as employ=-
ment relations were regulated by rules and institutions exclusively in
the manufacturing and related sectors which are clearly defined as
industry. However, the sphere of economic activities covered by job
regulations or unionization or both has been steadily expanding to
include not only large and small industry, but commercial enterprise,
all types of services and even agriculture., .J.me Indian statas, for
instance, have already made laws on miniﬁué wages in rural empleoyment
including agricultdre and constituted appropriate administrative autho-

rity to enforce these laws. '"Industrial relations® should therefors

be replaced by a more appropriate title such as "employment relations"

or labour relations® to convey tho inclusien of all organized cconomic
activity involving an explicit or implicit contract of employmentz.
For the present, however, I shall caontinue to use the conventional

term industrial relations in its current sense but occasicnally use



the other terms synonymously.

Industrial relations, as defined earlier, deserves to he reckoned
as a distinct field of inquiry since no other social science dealing
with employment relations can claim interest in all aspacts of job
regulation. At the same time, it is obuvious that the normative, ineti-
tutional and behavioural aspects of employment relations reflect the
norms, institutions and behaviour of people im the wider socletys Hence,
industrial relations must draw upon the cofceptual and theoretical
repertoirs of economics, sociology, psycholegy and political science
to gain understanding and develop theories regarding the various
aSpécts of the employment relations reality relevant to these disciplines,
This hdweuer is not merely a matter of sociology assisting industrial
relatioﬁs in emphasizing the role of social (often impressively called

economics emphasizing

sociological) factors, feconomic facters, and so on, to adg up to an
intellectual agglomeration to be conceived as & discipline in its own
right. Each of the contributing disciplines should be able to subscribe
a fund of knowledge which can form an integral part of the effort to

achieve a comprehensive understanding of the. industrial relations

phenomena in a society.

Take, for example, sociclogy which is relevant for the purpose
3 . .
of this paper . Socioclogy is concerned with relatively durable social

Telationships among people within the framework of their divisions into
groups, classes and categories and the patterns of norms, institutions,
values and ideologies which provide models of social behaviour. The

" various parts of a society are to some extent interrelated and inter—



dependent. 1t is therefore the task of sociclogy to study the parts
in relation to one anotter. This should mot nowever blind us to the
fact that a society and its parts constitute a dynamic, changing
reality. The structure of social divisions, nocrms .nd institutions
cannot be meaningfully studied except by taking cognizance of the
toncrete social actions of people, the ways in which they interpret,
accept, reject or challenge the structural norms and institutions,
the forces which induce the behavicur of acceptance, rejection or

challenge, and the nature of authority and powsr employed at various

levels to generate cooperation and conformity.

Moreover, sociology cannot contribute to a substantial unde s
standing of the contemporary social structure unless the various
structural components are examined in a historical perspective to
identify the social, economic and political forces which facilitate
the specific modes of social divisions, institutions and behaviour
obtaining at a given time. This historical perspective is crucial in
understanding, for example, why trade union i.aders in India rzact to
management's paternalism differently than their counterparts in Japan,
This dynamic view of the figld of sociclogy is likely to enable the
sociologist not only to explain social reality or social issues and
problems in a comprehensive manner, but also to predict the behavioup
and responses of members of the society in specific situations. Such
sociology, let us note, is likely to hbe socially more useful than the

sociology devoted to building moduls of sociesl structurc.



Sociological studies of industrial relations, then, should cover
the following areas ¢ (i) the structurs of employment relations in
the various sectors of the economy, including the allocation af
authority and responsibility among employers, managurs,; emplDyees,
vnions and government agencicsy the legal and organizational norms
relating to labour and employment, institutionalized foxms of trade
unionism, employers' organizations, bipartite and tripartite forums
of consultation and conflict-resoletiong (ii} the dynamic aspects of
the structure of industrial relations - e.g. how workers, unions,
government and employers deal with work-related problems and resolve
differences; how c¢iscipline and productivity are managed in realityj how
the various parties influence wage regulation, empleyec welifare,
collective bapgaining, conciliation and adjudication; and (iii) the
behaviour cf the various sets of actors in concrete work-tolated
situations, e.g. employees’ reoaction to the autherity, control and
powsr underlying employment relationsj managers' reaction to conflic—
ting pressures from employers and workers, uriion leaders® reaction to
aﬁhitiuus or enlightened workers. Tho sociclogist shculd be interested
in stucying these aspects in relation tﬁ o;a another and, importantly,
in relation to the secial dgivislens, norms, institutions and processes
within the larger industrial and social structurc of which dplo,mont
_relatimns are a part. Mleo, es argued carlier, sociology shculd be
instrumental in explaining the current roality of labour relations

with reference te social history and traditicn.



The Early Studies

Until mid-1950s, studies in industrial relations in India were
undertaken mainly by economists and administrators who were interested
in practical issucs such as trade union rivalries, labcur cost as a

proportion of total cost of production, low productivity and loss of
mandays in industry. Some of these studies incideptally referred to

tho social and cultural factors affecting productivity, e.g. maladjustme
of workers with industrial disciplinc and employers' paternalism -
Workers' maladjustmont was generally attributed to their attachment to
traditional institutions like caste, oxtended family, rcligion and
agriculturc. The workers were belicved to feel alienated in the urban-
industrial environment. Such conclusions werc usually reached on the
basis of general impressions and crude observation, and therefore

lacked substancc.

A small measurc of sociclogical interest in industrial relations
developed in the mid=1950s when a band of American social scicntists
launched an inguiry into the patterns of industrialization and the
problem of industrial relations in the devcloping countries including
India (sec Kerr gt al ¢ 1960). One of the major concerns of this study
was to identify the role played by tho culture of a country in struc-
turing its managers and the managcd and the “complex web of rules
binding the worker into the industrial process, to hi% job, to his
community, to patterns of behaviour® (Kerr et al : 1960 s 8).  !=

" The Indian part of this inquiry, undertaken by Mycre (1958) covercd

the whole spectrum of industrial relations in the organised sector.



One of the significant issuocs included in this stud was the degrec

of commitment of industrial workers to the industrial way of 1ife in
tho background of an assumed conflict botween the norms of modorn
industry and those of the traditional culture of a newly industrialie
zing socicty. The intellectual ground for tho conczrn with this issuc
in our country was alrcady laid by the generalizations made by carlicr
oconomists and administrators as mcentioned above. Myers largely
supported the vicw that Indian traditional instituticns wcre rosponsi-
ble for the absence of full commitment among industrial workers to

thoir work and to the industrial way of lifo.

This study alsec toek rotc of =ame cther cultural factors such as
authoritarianism and paternalism among cmploycrs and tho implications
of these factors for shop-flocr labour rclations., In tho roport on
.tho eross=cultural study, Kerr and his collgpagues (1660) hrought out
the significance of the naturo of the elite leading thc process af
industrialization and-tho colonial lenacy of a sccioty for the struc-—
ture of industrial rclations, apart from the .ffect of priﬁordial bonds
of caste, family and rcligion. They oxplained tho phenomenon of

exccssivo stato control over industrial rclations and suppression of

protest (by appeal to the national interecst) with reforcnce to the
historical fact of the industrialization process in India boing lcd
by nationalist leaders rather than by other clits groups such as the
mliddle class or reuulutiénary intcllectuals. Howcver, thesc casual

sociclogical propositions woro net pursued to yield any substantive



analysis of industrial rclations, cither by the ploncors such as Myers
or by tho scholars who followed them in studying lebour rolations in

India, espocially Dufty (1964) and Crouch (1966).

Scholars like Morris (1960) and kennody (1967) howover provided
somc valuablc sociological clucs to the industrial relations problem.
Morris arguod on the basis of historical and contcmporary data that
workors in Jamshcdpur and Bombay did not demonstrate any scrious lack
of commitment and that lack of commitmont among workors oftcn arose

from cmployers' intorust in unstable cmployces or lack of oconomic
opportunity. Morris also oxplained the labour wolfarc bias of the
stato in India by omphasizing that the liboral humanitarian tradition
of tho west cntored India at tho begimning of industrialization during
the 1850s, whilo the British acquired this bias long after industriali-
zation bogan. Konnedy, on his part, was struck by India's reluctanco
to dovolop offectivo trade unionism and collecctive bargaining in
industry inspito of the adoption of thc westorn oconomic and political
modol. Ho cxplained this parado  in relatic: to cultural and historical
factors. In his view, India contains a porsonality and culturo tralt
which hc called "tendermindodness®, This is dofined as "holding high
idoals for human and socizl bettermont along with a belicef in the
ability of mon to adapt their behaviour to thcso idoals, (but)ees.

an inability to put highmindod notions and certain kinds of policy
~choices to tho acid test of fact, accumulated knowledge and rigorous

intellectual analysis and to accept thc consequences of such tosts?

(Kenncdy : 1967 s 11). Konnedy also pointed out that whilc the normal
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process of economic development was drastically telesceped in India,
political development hac lagged behind and + ~ce goverrment and
politicians wanted te retain control over shep-fleor industrial rela-
tions, The other factors influencing industrial riiations in Kennedy's
vieu were (i) the British colenial heritage, ‘1i) Indian history and
culture, amphasiziné spiritualism and a tendency to liye with centra-
dictions in policies, (iii) the family system which blunts the edges

of individuality and (iv) the caste system, crsating a gulf between

the elite and the masses, and sonial slindness among the elite about the

problems of the masses.

Msanwhile, sociologists had slowly developed Intersst in industrial
relations. The first major effort im %iis regard was made by Lambert ,
(1963;. He used as his point of departure the concepiual dichotomy
bstween industrial and pre—industrisl cultures ai’d studicd the process
of recruitment and commitment of workers in different technological
settings in a moderately industrialized urban cormurlty. Lambart
concluded that industrial relations in India ose in a :éstticted
labour market in which workers were often-recruiced and rewarded on
considarations other than suitability for a joo and performance on job.

 %130, uorkers' commitment in industry varied socording to the osgres

“of compatibility between traditional norms and the norms imposed hy
technology. Lambert also pointed out that unions anc government
support demands for wage increase and wage gifferentials that rein-
force the. importance of social status (in terms of saniority, fommal

-pdupation etc.) as opposed to merit. Indian culture was thus pestulated
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as an important obstacle to the emernence of an industrial relations
structure marked by collective bargaining betueen labour and management

guided by rational economic interests,

This study, in my retrospective view, provided an excellent
epportunity for the growth of the sociology of industrial relations.
In reality, however, sociological studies which followed Lambert's
work becams preoccupied with the labour commitment aspect of the subject.
For instance, in my study of social relations in a factory (Sheth s 1968},
I explored the interrelatedness of the various sets of social bonds =—
those guided by the techno-economic structure, those oriented to the
traditional norms and institutions, those developed by people sponta—
neously at the workplace and those governed hy trade unionism. UWhile
this exploration led me to guestion the earlier observations on the
effect of traditional institutions on workers' commitment and postu-~
late a coexistence of various normative patterns from which workers {and
others) could make choices, I failed to examine my rindirgs fer their
industrial relations significances. Gther soc_ologists déaling with
social relations in industry =zlso locked-upon labour commitment as a Cruw

cial issue for research (sae,?or instance, Vaid ¢ 1968 and Sharma 1974).

The concept of commitment was subsequently tied to the concept of
alignation of labour in the techtnological scciety as postulated Dy post-
Marx western social scientists as well as to the theories of motivation
and satisfaction as postulated by the human relations school of social
sciences. The theories of alienation, meotivation and satisfaction were

essentially developed and pursued by industrial sociologists and social
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psychologists with mahagerial goals of productivity and efficiency as
the important gnd=variables. The problem of labour commitment was
~therefore moulded within the motivation-satisfaction framework and
the degree of motivation or satisfaction was examined in relation to
social and demographic factors such as caste, religion, family, rural-
urban background, age, sducation and occupational background. Social
institutions thus assumed for the sociologist the form of static

. "factors" which cast their long shadows on people's behaviour which
also constituted a factor (or syndrome of factors). This *factoph
approach in sociological analysis soon caught on to cover various
aspects of industrial relations, including absenteeism, trade union

- leadership, workers' inyolvement in unions, management attitudes etce

" (see, for instance, Sharma 3 19703 Punekar and Madhuri 's 1967 3 Sheth an;
Jain 3 1968; Mhetras ¢ 1966). Such studies led researchers to draw
implications of their findings for better, more harmonious or more
productive labour relations at the workplace or in socisty in general,
This type of studies may provide some understi 1ding of the interconnec-—
tions among various organizational and soq}al factors influencing indus—
trial relations, apart from their pragmatic value to managements.
However, their value in terms of understanding the complex phenomenon

.af industrial relations is likely to be extremely limited,,because they
-hardly take into account the dynamics of the reality of behavioural,

- organizational and social forces constituting this phenomenon. The

_ éonclusions and recommendations drawn from such studies are usually too

‘general and of little value to practitioners of incustrial relations.,
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Some exceptions deserve to be notsd. A few cdase studies of
specific issues in industrial relations such s absenteeism, strikes
and trade unionism were conducted in a broadar sociological perspec—
tive than the studies mentioned above and dealt with their chosen
themes in terms of the historical, social, and other forces contri-
buting to the industrial relations phenomenon (see, for instance,
Bogaert 3 19703 Munson s 19703 Bayal 3 19725 Dayal and Sharma : 19703
Vaid s 1967). One also occasionally comes across valuable sociolo-
ﬁidal analysis of industrial relations events in academic periodicals

such as the Economic and Political Wesckly. Most of these studigs

however are either oriented to managerial problems or journalistic.
The information-base of these studies is of'ten weak and fragmented.

““Yhey have therefors limited valus as sociological studies,

Im this background of lamentably insufficient sociological research
in industrial relations, it is encoufaging to note that some valuable
assets have been added during the past few years. This is the result
of the efforts of a few socioclogists who useu wide perspectives
of sociclogical inquiry to understand the substance of industrial
relations, 1 shall briefly summarize these studiss aelow and assess

their contribution to the field of industrial relaticns.

Some Reccnt Studies

Holmstrom (1976), like several other sociologists in the past,
was interested in the problem of workers!? commitment to modern induse

try. He however realized 4hat the carlicr studiss which were oriented
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to the structural view of scciety and industrial organization had

led the scholars to be oblivious to the divergence in beheviour and
atbtitudes amcng workers. When divergence was empirieally ncticeable,
it was compressed into a few types {(e.ge. comnitted, partially comm—
itted, over-committec, uncomnitted; conformist vs. non—conformist).
Holmstrom adopted what he calls a dislectical approach to urban
sccial reality as against the functionalist approach of most rural
aociologists. He took a holistic view of workers' social 1ife. Uhile
ha was interestec in workers' social background and attitude to WO K,
he was concerned primarily with wcrkers' uncerstending of their total
social situation inmcluding factory work, interes:t in union, involue~
ment in the loccal community anc loyalty to traditional instituticns
end values. He assumed, and his research helped -him tc propose,
that workers were not merely passive recipients or victims of the
organizational structure at the workplacs and the social structure
outside the workplace. These structures offer choices to individual
workers in conducting their affairs and respc.ding to concrete situa=—
tions at werk and cutside the morkplacé.. Workers from similar back-—
jrounds and with the same material interests can arrive at sharply

dpposed ideclogical positions,.

Accordingly, Kolmstrom diviced ¢he ucrkers in Bangalore covered
In his study into several types in terms of their intentions for the
future seen in the light of their past. These typeas are4 ¢t (i) pater—
nalists, who are guided by an idevlogy of loyalty ©o a patecrnalistic

managament; (ii) militant unionists. whn are dedicated to the
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intarests of the 'wofking class' which is equated w:ith pecple like
themselves; (iii) those who use the union or ~olitics as an alterha—
tive career ladder either for pecuniary gain or for political pousr

or for the idealism of service 3 (iv) workers from a middle or
lower-middle class family who feel secure in their jobs, expect some
promotion and share an ideology of moderate social reform; (v) workers—
especially unskilled ones without much education for whom there are
N0 alternatives anyway and little chance of anything better than
promotion by seniority; (vi) those who cling to a job which is getting
~too much for them — their promction is blosked, they are constantly
getting into trouble with the management; {vii) those who sing prai-
ses of the factory they work in though they have no special attachment
ssee the conditions are much better than in othor Jjobs they know of....
1yiii) factory owner's kith and kin, several of whom are in supervisory
jpbs; not necéssarily because they gct prefercnce, but many of them
~have been in the factory since it opened; (ix) tho:» who sce chances
of personal advancement through their cwn cfforts, and havc an ideology
of personal achicvemonts (%) thosc who sce possibilities of personal
advancement but hesitate to take them bucause of thu risk involved;
{xi; the ambitious, motivated men who sec factory employment as a
stepping-stone toubﬂtter things and for whom thore is a loose prac—
tical relation between what they do in the factory and what they

hope to do aftérmards; (xii) thosc for whom thc main thing im life

if not their carcer at all, the carcer is brackoteou away as a rcla-

tively -unimportant seriss of incidents in a lifetime, which has



16

moaning only as part of a larger scenarioj (xiii) those who sce their
intergsts as bound up with thc common interewts of some casto op
+language group or religion, so that their own life chancos dopend
mainly on the fortunes of the group; (xiv) these whe belong te the
local Lingayat scct and havc imbibed the Lingayat tradition - a

variant of the Protocstant ethic - which includes an idoology of careful
work and descrvod promotion within the organization as woll as a my&—

tical thecology and rcligious and moral universalism.

Thesc types arc not nocessarily mutually exclusive., Nor are
they ncecessarily testable in othor situations. The main lcssopn
emerging from Holmstrom's analysis, however, is that you gannot
understand and predict the behavicur of workers as partners in the
industrial relations game unless you take into account the complex
web of factors contributing to their experience as employees

and as members of their community .

Ramaswamy's study (1977) of textile workers in Coimbatare is
concerned with workers' involvement in union activities in the
background of the theoretical formulations on union demccracy which
are popular ameng ' -stern social scientists., Ramaswamy questions
the fashionable attempts to explain workers' involvement in upion
work in relation te social factors such as age, sex, education,
caste etc. and stresses, like Holmstrdh, the need for understanding
workers' interest and participation in unions in relation to their
work experience, social experience, union leaders! behaviour,

Management behaviour and the meaning of the union in terms of their
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concrete expectations and nesds. The workers studicd by Famaswamy
had deuelOped.sucial, economic as well as poi tical interests in the
: hackgrognd, of a special legacy of political cofsciousness and ideo=
logy in the region, workers' interest in their jobs, exploitative
_management practices and an effective union leadership at tha plant

levsel.

Ramaswamy discovered a mutiplex social, econiemic and political
_Eond connecting workers with their cnion which served them as a
ﬁhroad-hased imstrumentality. Union politics wis not just a matter
of politicians using the union for their own cndsy workers had partly
adopted politics as an end in itself and partly uscd it to serve
their economic ends. UWworkers accepted the unicn leacers only insofar
as they supported and promoted their (workers'; multiple stakes in the
- workplace and in society. Union leadership was thzrefore much more
democratic and rssponsive to members' nzeds than is generaily assumed,
In contrast, another union in the sane town and industry depended more
on political aspifatiuns of its leaders and h .ce was undér greater
control of thz political party with which-it was associated. It vas
forced to make alliances with smployers at the cost of member intere—
8ts in the context of a formidablz rival union. This union therefore
was oligarchic in its structure and workings This research served to
place the problems of union politics and demccracy in o cloarer pers-—
pectivé. Ramaswamy pointed cut that the controversy regarding the
‘role of non—workers (conventionally called outsiders); espocially

thosa with political vested interests, may not have much relevance
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for achievement of workers' goals. Insofar 2s workers are poldtically
socialized, they are likely Y€ use union polizics to serve their

genuine social and economic interests.

The workers and the unions studied by Ramasvamy cannet cf course
be regarded as typical or representative of the reality of unions and
workers in India. This is clearly bornme out by Mamkoottam's study
(1982} of trade unionism among the employees of the Tata Iron and Steel
Company (TISCO)} at Jamshedpur. Unlike the workcrs studied by
Ramaswamy, TISCO workers were qﬁite apathetic tc ths unicn and its
activities, This apathy is zxplained by Momkoottam in terms of a
complex set of sccial, economic 2nd organizatiecnal factors. The
workers were socially dividsed according tc their caste, regional and

religious affiliations on the one hand, and according to skill and
Wage differentials on the other. These multifaricus lines of divie
éion cut across each other to preclude any effective bond to unite
employees as an interest group. At the same timey the company's pater—
nalistic style of management and economic affluence anabled it to
provide attractive perquisites and social penefits to esmployess and
their familites, which reinforced the workers' apathy to the union.
Moreover, the Tatas' image as progressive employers lent them a good
deal af credibility to cover their hostility to unions behind a
facade of an effective relationship of collective sargaining and
participatiue-mahagement in the intsrast of markarS; while in reality
they were hostile to the unicn and used it to control workersf

fraedom and aspirations.
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The union teadership, on its part, was rivin by factionalism and
power struggle among of fice~bearers bankering after sersonal glori-
fication. Hence, bcth collective bargaining and the much—pubiicized arrd
idealized joint consultative committess wero Used by union lsaders oL
maintain their internal balance of power and collude with the manage;
ment to control and discipline workers rather than articulating and pro-
moting their intcrests. Mamkoottam has presented considerable informa-
tion to suggest that the maﬂagemen£ and the union jointly used ths
institutions of bargaining, dispute resolution, grievanco redressal
and joint consultation to divide, exploit and victimize worksrs, This
collaboration exacerbated the workers! apathy towards the union and

made the Jlatter distinctly oligarchic.

Murphy's incisive study (1981) of the origin, growth and dynamics
cf trade unionisn in the Tamil Nadu textile industry duringthe period
1918=1940 seoks to examine the popular view {supported by many students
of trade unionism in India) that Indian trade unions were basically a
product of the structure and dyramics of the pclitics of the nation-
alist struggles Murphy argues that the firpst uni;ns in Tamil Nadu
resulted not only from political unrest but alsc from the debilitating
¢ffect of inflation on the workers who scught leadership from outside
to fight emplcyers for o better ceal, Union leaders wers not merely
outsiders and politigians —~ fres agents manipulating a pliabls
workforce. They had te depend cn the support of workers and plant—

level leaders for successful trade unicn activigy. The rank and

file workers locked for alternative leadership when existing leaders
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igncred or betrayed the. The unity and divisicns anong werkers were
related tc the managerial, technologlical anc wccromic structure of the
employing mills, the social structure of the community around the mill
and the relation of jobbers (first~line supervisors—cum-—-recruiting
agents] to tha unions. The strongest unions developed among relativel
more sducated and comnitted workers in longereestablished and finan-
cially more viable mills with mero raticnalized tschnology. While
caste and community played some role in dividing wcrkers intc rival
unions, these primaordial bonds cften accentuatad.or cqmplicatéd union

rivalries rather than serving as the basis for swch rivalries,

Uma Ramaswamy {1983) studied the social life of industrial
workers in and around Coimbztore in a holistic perspective. 'er
main concarn was with the oxtent to which the workers had acquired the
attributes of the working class as understuod in the west. The urban
workers; whc lived in the main parts of the city, had develcped the
characteristics of an industrial prolstariat as they were entirely
dependent on factory jobs for their economic existsnce. Thedir sccial
1ife in the factory as well as in the community of residence was
criented to work. They werc interested in work, resisted unwelcome
managerial pressures, actively participated in union work and had
developed pelitical consciousness. They aspired for higher incomes
énd jobs with higher status but wers aware of their restricted
cpportunities tu rise in the sccial znd oroanizational hierarchy.

These forces had largely reduced the significance of traditional

bonds such as caste. On the other hand, many wcrkers pessessad
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a distinct status—consciousness in ths senss that they looked upon
factory jobs as a necessary precursor to their settling in agricul-
tural or commercial enterprise., The workers living in the suburban

or rural areas showed a clear trend in this direction by involving
themselves or their kin in petty income—generating tasks outside fac-~
tory werking hours.;'ln the light of these data, the author characterizes
the Coimbatore werkers as an industrial working class with a tings

of Indian culture., The "wwrking classg" aspect however is regarded as

constituting the dominant part of their social existence.

One major advantage of sociological studies based on a totalistic
view of social reality is that the researcher often develops interest
and insights into issues which may me peripheral to the main inquiry.
For instance, Ramaswamy's ressarch on workers and unions led him to
gexamine the factors contributing to strikes and their conseGuences
for management and workers {Ramaswamyj 1978s 14-40;. Contrary to the
age-0ld managerial and popular views on strikes, hamaswamy demonstra-
ted that strikes were not always conseqGuent up : werkplace relations nor
were they always a result of indisciplined,; frustrated or greedy
workers or selfish politicians and union leaders. éome strikes arose
from workers! consciousness of rights or unicns' assertion of their
right to represent workers'! interests. Some reflected workers’
reaction to management's or union leaders' use of power which was
perceived as exploitative, Some symbolized workers' reaction to the

action of government or politicians. Also, strikes often served to

provide the safety valve to workers' frustrations and hostility
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towards management and hence had a positive effect on the climate of

ingustrial relations,

tach of the studies summarized above suffers from limitations,
Each study was restricted to a specific industrial community irn a
small geographical region and hence cannot bo claimed as rapresentatiué
or typical of the labour scene in India, Secondly, these studiss
(except Murphy's historical amalysis) were conducted by the methed of
participation-cum-observation. It is therefore possible to gquestion
the reliability and validity of the data underlying the scholar's
conclusions in terms of some current norms of mathedology in social
sciences. The most significant value of these studies, however, lies
in their gestalt approach to the behaviour of workors and wunion
leaders under study. Each actor's behaviour was noticed and analysed
as a mesting point of the myriad forces emanating from a variety of
institutional sources —— the work o?ganization, the union, the wider,
sconomic and political structures and the traditional social bonds,
The actor was perceived net as a victim of theoa forces or as the
torch-bearer of any specific structural unit (e.g. traditional institu-
tions) but as a recelver, interpreter and, occasionally manipulatour
of the forces to suit his experience, interest and ambition. This
approach, I believe, has enabled thu scholars to contribute substan=—
tial knowledge about industrial workers and unicns, Altheough these
scholars were not uniformly concerned with the core issuss in
industrial relations, one can draw the following lessons in indus-

trial relations from their studies g
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1. UWorkers have a psychological, economic and social stake ip
their jobs and work organizations,

2, A worker's intcrest in, and attitude to, work and managerial
discipline.depends on his economic necds, education, political
awareness and the managemcnt's wse of its authority and pewer. Acts
of indiscipline, intransigence and low productivity on the part of
workers cannot be explained adequately unless these are analysed not.
only in relation to the multifarious social bonds influencing wogkers
but alseo in relation to the power structure in the werk organization,
in the union, in government labour administration and between wHese
organizations.

3. The political connections and actions of union leaders are
not always detrimental to workers' interests, Workers are likely to
use union politics for their economic goals, especially if #hey are
politically socialized. Hence, questions regarding politicians! er
outsigers' dominance over workers may net have much rolevance for effecti-
veness of unions in serving workers! intereste

4. A union becomes oligarchic and exploitative for workers when
union politics or leaders' authority is Qsed to pr;mote the leaders'
selfish interests, often with the collusion of an expleitative manage-
ment, in the face of a fragmented work-ferce which is susceptible to
exploitation.

5. Institugions of joint consultation and participative manage-
ment may Ssrve management as a facade to exploit, victimize and

divide workers with the help of a celluding union.
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6. A strike docs not Necessarily roflect an inoustrial disputes.
Nor do strikes always signify indiscipline or intransigence among
workers and unions. ustrikes neoed to bg understood in their soeial and

political contexts.

Possibilities for the Future

The studies I have summarized above should serve us as pathrinders.
They should help us to reflect on the capability of sociology to
contribute to the understanding of the reality of industrial relations
Spectrum, In this perspective, let me share my thoughts on what

sociology needs to do for industrial relasions.

For far too long and soo widely;15-CiDlogy of industrial rela-
tions has been equated with sociological investigations into Managae=
rial problems «- disciplins, productivity, commitment, alienation,
outsiders in trade unions etc. These studies are usually cla;med as
unbiased and non—partisan as they are conducted in the Spirit of
scientific inquiry., we should however recognize that such studies
incorporate an implicit acceptance of managerial values of porformance,
peace and stability of the existing industrial order, 1t is, of course,
true that these values fﬁlllw from the corresponding value system in
the larger society. It is also true that industrial management as
well as the sociologists concerned with industrial relations
dsmonstrate a measure of acceptance of the ideas of equality,
fairness, social justice, human welfare and participative management
enshrined in our social and legal Superstructure. HNoverthsless,

sociologists (as well as others, necd to be constantly aware that
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work organizations, trade unions and administrative systems involved
in industrial relatiors are basically hiegrarc .cal structures with
uneven distribution of power &nd control. A sociological inguiry
into labour problems may therefore-result in partisan sociology unless
the problems are examined in terms of the relovant experiences of

the people at both ends of the power structure.

This simple yet often overlooked fact has led somg western
sociologists to dovelop a radical approach to the sociology of
industrial relations. This approach (sse, for instance, Fox: 1977)
repudiates the pluralist view that trade unionism and colloctive
bargaining represent a balance of power in  labour management rela—
tions. According tﬁ the radicals,; collective bargaining and agree-
ments are built upon the foundaticn of a fundamental inequality
between the two parties which tends to pe treatud as sacrosanct by
people in power., On this view, industrial relations need to be
studied in terms of tho amount of control uxercised by workers over
the wark situation and employment conditions. This approach may
imply for the sociologist the substitution of one set of ideclogies
(the managerial) by another (the working class)., Howsver, it enables
us to draw the lesson that sociologists who wittingly or unwittingly,
accept discipline, stability etc., as their end-variables in research
represent a bias for a sectional ideology and that this bias can be
at least partially corrected by taking into account the experiences
and ldoologies of all sections concerned with industrial relations.

Only a sociology built on this premise may have some predictive value.
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One important dimesnion of the theory and practice of industrial
ralations is the assumed dichotﬁmy betweon empioyers and employaes or
management and workers. It is necessary to recmember that workers and
managers aexist at many lesvels in organizational hierarchies. White-—
collar employecs in the commercial and service sectors, technicians,
administrators and professionals contain several characteristics
traditionally associated with blue-collar workcrs, Ffor instance,
administrators and managers at the misele levels in industry, business
and government increasingly express a sense of powcrlessness and
victimization from various ends--employers, subordinate employecs and
trede unions. Many managerial and technical employee-groups have
formed or joined trade unions whose activities comparc favourably with
those of blue-collar unions. UWhile labour law and employers' policies
make occasion:l adaptations to this changing reality of the definition
of workers, the sociological understanding of this reality has so far
hardly risen above vague generalizations and progneostications. The
questions we need to raise in this regard sho d inclﬁde i Uhat are
the similarities and differences in the behaviour of the various
categories of workers at the workplace ? What are their comparative
experiences of the employment situation, managerical control, trade
union structures and activities and traditional norms and institutions 7
There is limitless scope here for sociclogical studies on the pattern
adopted by Holmstrdm and Uma Ramaswamy. Such studies can help us to
derive meaningful implications for comprehending the structures of

industrial relations in a variety of industrial situations.
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We alsc need to stretch sociological attention beyond the induse
trial situations conventionally holding the f:vours of scholars in
industrial relations. The ties and discords between employers and emplo-
yees in the infopmal, unorganized, semi-urban and rural sectors of
industry may not be less important, from any point of view, than those
in the large, organized, formal and urban sectors, The economic fortu—
nes of the wunorganized sector seem to be getting progressively more
dependent on the organized sector in consequence of government's poliey to
decentralize production and encourage small enterprise. Also, the |
people manning jobs in the organized and the unorganized sectors
May be tied by bonds of kinship, caste, neighbourhood and common
experience as wage sarners. Hence, the workers in the tuwo sectors
may set a demonstration effect for each othsr in terms of behaviour
at worky, life-style in society and socio~sconomic aspirations. This
trend has obvious implications for the structure and management of
industrial relations in the society as = whole, Sociological studies
of werkers and management in the unorganized soctor, therefore, can
make valuable contribution to the understanding and predictions with
regard to industrial relations at various levels. The broag Questions
we should deal with in this regard inmcluce : 7o what extent have
workers in the unorganized sector developed an identity as a working
class vis~a-vis their more fortunate counterparts in the Drganiéed
sentdr ? What are their social attitudes, problems, frustrations,
hopes and aspirations ? Under what conditions are they 1likely to he

drawn inte or keep away from trade unicns %
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Trade unions are still often projected as enigmatic, ephemeral
and seeially ,uestionable organizations. A large population of
pcliticians, bureaucrats, empléyers and managers Sesm to have mastered
tHe art of eulogizing the role of +trade uniens in industry and society
in public pronouncements and avolding, manipulating or blackmailing
gnions fer immediate managerial gains in concrete action. Trade
unionists, on their part, seem to popssess adeguate skills in blackmailing
or managing workers and employers in their own interest. But we have
1ittle sociological knowledge in these matters. éOCiDlOgical studies
centred on specific technological, regional, political and social
situations should help us to grasp the real meaning of trade unionism.
what business are unions in 7 UWhat they have to offer to their
members ? What do the members expect unions to do ? uwhat political,
social, economic and historical factors contribute to the varying
degrees of invclvement of leaders and members in union activities 7
What conditiocns prompt managements and unions to collabcfate, collide
or collude 2 None of these guestions is new or entirely unanswered.
But we nced concrete, situational information, analysis and conceptua=

1ization. Scholars such as Ramaswamy and Mamkoottam have only paved

the way.

Socinlogical interest in industrial relations at the workplace
has largely been restricted to 1ssues such as@tisfaction and
commitment, as I have mentioned éarlier. There is rocm for deeper
sociological (as well as psychological) inguiry into employees’
interest in and attitude to uorks. The host of rules and institutions

regulating industrial relations at the enterprise level — maintenance
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ef discipline, handling grieuances, collective bargaining, wagae
structmres, conciliatien, adjudication, labour welfare and joint
consultatien — are uUsually analysed in terms of broad categories

of actors (werkers, unions, employers, labcur administration, labour
courts, etc.). Sociological studies mey provide broader perspectives
and deeper insights in this core structure of employment relations.
what contribution is made by social, sconomic and political forces
to the structure of effort-reward relationship in specific social and
technolegical contexts ? To what extent do status and pewar influence
the process of implementation of disciplinary norms 7 Hew does the
bargaining process reflect the power structurs betwaeH managers,
workers and union leaders 7 How do legal norms euolué and changa in
relation to social and historical forces 7 To what extent do conci-
liation and adjudication reflect the social Liases of the presiding

officials and the culture of the local community ?

An adequate fund of sociolegical knowledge in the various
dimensions of the industrial rzlations phenomenon should enable us to
examine the industrial relatiors structure as a part of Indian society
and culture. All industrializing, as well as industrialized, socie-
ties adopt optimum productivity as a crucial social objectivej and
they should, The structure of industrial relations therefore needs
to bs regarded as an instrument in the task of achievement of this
goal of productivity. However, this cannot be looked upen as a neat

administrative exercise in choosing means tc match adopted goals.

As Dore (1973, 1975) has suggested, the industrial relations structure
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in different industrializing socicties tend to develop in different
dipections. A late=devcloping society takes ©er technological and
organizational characteristics {auvtomation, collective bargaining etc.)
which would have arisen in developed societies long after they took

to industrialization. But the late developer also retains some organi-
sational focrms based in its traditional culture. For instance, Japan's
well~known institution of a life-long mutuality of obligations between
employers and employees in a highly sophisticated technological
anvironment reflects the coexistence of traditicnal and modern cultures.
Dore goes on to argue that the ornanization-oriented culture in Japaness

industry may eventually be adopted in the market—oriented western

industry which may need a stable work-force in consequence of rapid

technologicel changes and scarcity of highly skilled manpower.

Such observaticns and predictions may not have much value in the
Indian context. However, the type of research and reflections
represented by such studies should provide intellectual inspiration
to the sociclogists of industrial reiations in India. We need to
prganize studies to find out the ways in which the imdustrial rela-
tions structure reflects elements of (i) the traditional culturs,
(ii) the industrial civilization of the west and (iii} the overall
socio-economic conditions in the country at present. Such studiss
may provide some clues to questlons such as 3 What is the proportion
of paternalism and professionalism in the various sectors of manage-
ment ? Is there any sense in which paternalism is conducive to

performance and achievement of employees' goals ? what are the
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implicaticns of religious, regional and caste chawinism for iﬁdustrial
relations if the impression that such chawin’ n is growing in the
country is valid ? what is the validity in the fear expressed by

a section of intellectuals that industrial relations in India will

be guided more by social expediency as perceived by people in power
rather than by market forces as in the west or by the organization—
orisnted culture as in Japan ? How are the varisus sections of the
industrial relations community likely to respond to such expedient

actions in the short run as well as in the long run 7

In short, the field of industrial relations seems to be as

" inviting for the sociologist as it is uncultivated.
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NOGTES

as I am primarily concerned with industrial relations in India,
1 shall avoid explicit mention of the Indian context unless such

as mention is essential for clarity or comparative statements.
I owe this thought to Beyms (1980).

This subject has been discussed in the turopean context hy
Allen {1971), Bain and Clegg (1974) and Hill and Thurley (1974) .

These authors have influenced my views in parts,

This part has been summarized from Holmstram (1976

pp.86-121. 1 have used Holmstrom's language in an edited form.

Sengupta (1979) provides an interesting example of insightful

seciological research on this subject.
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