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FIZLLZCEL IN A FaCTCRY

N.R, Sheth

1 studied a wmedium~sized engineering factory on the outskirts
of a ' large town in western India, The fieldwork on this research wes
done batween July 1956 and July 1958 .although the total time I spent
on actual data collection was about a year. 1 have narrated sy mjor
experiences as a fieldworkar in the book based on the resexrch, 1 1
take this opportunity to reflect as candidly as i can on how, in my
judgewent, the outcome of the resezrch was influenced by the nature of

‘tha field selected for study as well as by the academic and.persgonal

qualities of the researcher. I believe I can be less subjective now

" than in 1966 (when 1 prepared the final draft of the book) while examin-

" ing the strengths and weaknesses of my fieldwork in the context of the

field and the method chosen for the purpose,

In early 1956 my teacher Professor Srinivas suggested that it

""miat ca.demicauy wor thwhile for me to make a sociological study of

ﬁy the @ethod of participant-~observation commonly used by
social anthmpologista. 1 immeédiately welcomed this suggestion,
especially because it amounted to getting imwolved in a field of

.§ociolagical study which at that time was almost totally unexplored inm

our country, I must confess I was also happy about the prospect of

" undertaking a social anthropological research project without having to

go through the incomvenience of living in a rural or tribal community,
Who wants to forgo the opportunity to eat the cake and have it?

4 At that time, not many intensive studies in industrial sociology
were available in the library at my disposal., I developed acquaintance

“with some basic concepts by access to reports on the famous Hawthorne

studies as well as the writings of Homans, Gouldner, Warner and Low
etc. T also heard of the anthropologically oriented fieldwork in a
British factory undertaken by Tom Lupton, At the same time, my under-~
standing of social anthropological research pointed to the conclusion
that it wa:z unnecessary for me to be bogged down with concepts and
theories beforc developing insights into the social realities of the
community one wished to study. The sociological training I had re-
celved led mc to the assumption that my major task was to explore the
interaction between the patterns of relations determined by the modern

]"N R Sheth, The Social Framework of an Indian Factory, Manchester
University Press, danchester and Oxford Unmlversity Press, Bombay, 1968,



Bass production system and the network of social relations obtaining in
the traditional Indian society. In the context of teber's dichotony:

of traditional and rational social orders, 1 thought I would be able to
indicate how the Indien factoryman's loyalty towards his social
institutions outside the factory affect:d his role as factorymn, The
Indian sociclogists' current precccupation with the fAinduism-joint family-
caste=village cormunity nexus of our society clearly guided my perspective
on the study I wished to undertake,

On the o*her hand T was conscious of the fact that a factory
is a sign:l,fica"ntly different type of community from other comundties
conventionally studied- by social anthropologists. ¥eople work “n the
factory during fi: zad h-urs when the terms of their employment require
them to devote’ ‘their tiwé and energy minly to the processes related to
work. Hencé a sociologist can at best cover only a segment of his . @
people's social life, unless of coursa the majority of these pe0p1e ocecupy.
‘a compact territory such as a’ housing colony. In terms of my imége of a
social anChropolog;cal study as an .attempt to' undexstand _,tlg ‘it re
gamt of speial re‘lations within the community ehosen for fieldwork the.
eventuality of partial coverage of the factorymen's social life lenl: me
a sense of imadequacy as a researcher, In retrospect, such sense of
inadequacy ajpears totally uncalled for and unheal tY for the objective
of research. However, 1 recall that I was unable to get rid of this
feeling of inadequacy thrcughcut the petiod of ny research, Perhaps this
is an aspect of the fieldworker's p\_t’bonality Tather than of the mature
of the fiel.d he covers,

Quite early during the initial planning for research, 1 learnt
from’ my teacher about a mew trend among western schelars in sociologxcal
studies of formal ‘organizations, namely participation: by the scholar in
the activities of the organization as a regular employee. For gowd time,

I comsidered the obwious merit of understanding a workesituation through
full part:iclpation. 1 still believe that this is the begt technique to
study & small mrk-r:roup. However, T realized in time that I aimed not

at studying the structure of a work group but at understanding the totality
of social relations in a factory. Hence imvolvewment with one section of
the factory would create handicaps in approaching other sections. Moreover,
anyore working in the factory would be quickly identified with the level -
of orgam.zational hierarchy at which he worked. Accordingly, he would
find it very difficult to gain acceptability from people at levels other
than his own, For these reasons, 1 gave up the thought of participation
in the formal work process and decided to collect data through obser=
vation and verbal, communication.



In the beginning, T wished to seclect for my research a factory
which could be regarded as representative of the indusrtrial organisation
in the town where I had decided to work, One aspact of tiis urge to dis+
cover a repr-sentative factory was that T hoped to study the social back-
ground of a cross-section of industrial workers in the arca. Towards: thi
end, I collected some basic socio-economic data on the industrial establi
ments in the town where I had decided to conduct the study. However,
soon realized that it would be impossible to find a representative
organization in view of the technological heterogeneity of industry
operating in the area. More imortantly, it took me little time to
realize that I had not much scope to select a factory for study as most
employers were apathetic to any request for a sociclogical study of their
organizatien,

Meanwhile, the managing director of an engineering factory
permitted me to study that factory. He was a ve:sonal friend of my
teacher, He hac many and varied contacts with the acadamic world, He
knew & great deal about social research and its relevance to society,
Alsoc, due to my teacher's intimite friendship with him he had a virtual
guarantee-that I would not cause any tr-ruble in the administration of
. the factory. 1T wonder if I could have achi-ved my objective of resesrch
in the absence of the cimbination of these pcrscnal factors. I understand
it is sti’l rare in most’ societies to zain uninhibited access to formal
ozgsgﬁga:ions in the abscncé of persona) contécts between the researcher

the concerned mansgerent, kany executives or businessmen are cynical
about social research, They are suspicinic aZnut the advisability of
intrusion in thair organizations by cutaicers. lost of them consider
" social research as a waste of time as the resiarcher does not  promise
any tangible gains for the organizaticrn, as it hassened, however, the
factory I studied used scphisticaifed tuclinology, h:d progressive manage=
ment and was free from chronic labour »rcblems. . 'n thiz sense, it was a
typical modzrn factory. .

I had vicu. lio, o the ne2d to cowmmunicete the purpose of my
resbarch separatnly tc the mapagement and the workers, Regarding manage=
ment, the managing director first iptroduced me to the workshop superintendent
who was chief ecxecutive for edrinistrative matters, The workshop super=-
intendent in turn introduced me to other exceutives in charge of workshops
and departrents. They essured me of whatever help and cooperation I
needed in my work.



: Communication with workers was understandably less easy. A trade
union of engineering workers in the town commanded the following of nearly
seventy per cent of . the workers of the factory and there was no rival
‘union among these workers, Hence I thought the best way to approach the
workers was to contact their local union repregscntatives, As most of
these representatives were also members of the works comittee, I re-
quested the management.to convene a special meeting of thesé members.None
except one member turned/for the meeting. This was a great disappointment,
but the response’ was not quite unexpected as the union representat ives
could not have guessed the irportance of the meeting. I’ ald6 - prepared

a brief memorandur on the resecarch 'in both English and the local language
and circulated it among officers and workers, but this was of little

help in gaining acceptance frow the people. 1 found that there was no
substitute for face-to-face discussion on the subject, - Although sedpfe
night read written communication, they lookéd for persomal assurance from
the researbher that the research would not affect them adversely,

‘ At the beginning of the fieldwork, it was essenﬁiﬁd for m to
understand the elementary aspects of the organizatLon, including the
division of the production process, the company's development and
economic condltzon, the nature of hierarchy related to the job=structure
étc. This was done through perusal of company records, occasiontl
visits to the various parts of the factory and infcrrat discussions
with people at different levels,

Then, I decided to sbend some time (r2nging fror a few days to
saveral weeks) in each departrent of the factory. 1 treated this as
a substitute for actwal participant observation, T observed people at
work, participated in their intercctiorn during work, learnt some of their
mannerisms and nuances and noticed the extenzions of their social world
in the factory beycnc the immediatc work situation, THis observation
provided to me sowe ra:. insights into the way people behaved with
each other in & work ‘group, the beli.fs and attitudes they held about
themselves as well as others, the inforral work-norms they developed
and the. way in wnich they responded to the norms set by techaicians'’
and admimdstrators. In Some cases, I became a part of the work=groups*
rituals and jokes. This was all very useful and important for the
research, but I am sure I could have achieved ruch greater depth ints
the mature of work-grouns in the factory if I had developed a wider
perspective on the study I had undertaken. For instance, 1f 1 had
cared to collect data on the output of a work group during the time 1
sp=nt with it, I could have gained deeper understanding of the signd=



ficance of informl work=norms obtaining among the members. At the time
of fieldwork, I was perhaps obsessed with the urge to cover all sections
of the factory and consequently threw away an excellent opportunity for

a more intensive study. I think I had developed a truncated image of
the hazards involved in studying a factory from the social anthropologist!
point of view, Sometimes if you believe a task to be hazardous, you
exserience hazards mentally even when they do not exist, This seems to
have hanpened to me as a fieldworker. Perhaps such a response is «
function of one's besic personslity structure.

This part of the research also turned out to be the most painful.
There were various problems relating to authority and com:unication, 1
had assumed that the permission I received frowm the topmost members of
mzanagement implied that officers in charge of various departcments would
not object to my visits to any part of the factory. Consequently I failed
té rdcognize the need to meet each officer for specific permission to
visit his department. This led me into serious trcubles on two
occasions: the heads of the departments rebuked me publicly in loud
voice for talking to workers while at work. - In a factory situation, it
is hazardous to assure or neglcet the authority of sectional heads, This
is not only because the axecutives are "bureaucratic'’, often the nature
of tasks they have to nerferwm irplies the need to maintain secrecy and
therefore imvolves suspicion of outsicers. For inetance, in ome case
g‘utiﬁ’aftér ‘being "fired" by a departnent t.ad that he was extrermely
’kconc rned about the possibility of espilonag. by the factory's competitors
on ccrtain technological processes. Long after I had established rapport
with workers in that departient I was told by onme of then that their
departrent head repeatedly rarned them not tc divulge any trade secrets
to me '

another difficulty in partici-enteobservation on the shep floor
was the constant noise o~ machines. The people in the factory probably
get used to the level of noise they cnocunter and adjust their voecal
chords to meke cme ancther audible. Aoparently my vocal chords did not
lack the necessary olosticity, but tihe habitual softness of speech stood
in my way, I had tc struggle hard te raise my voice to an appropriate
level for sake of my rescarch.

As I began moving about in the workshops, I located the formal
union leaders as w21l &s some senior workers in each section, Eventually,
some of thzse leaders and I got enterested in one another and they began
to understand the nature of work I was dcing. Sowe of them showed consi-
derable interest in my personal and academic life. When they realized
that I was as ouch willing to be interviewed by them as I was anxious
to intarview them, they virtuilly began to function as my chief source



of data on tae historicil asuec s of soclal relations in the factory
and current events in various part: of the factory. 1In fact, I depended
heavily on twc or three workers for such informetion, For sore time,
when 1 went to the factory, cither I would seek ther out and gather the
current gessip (or their nostalgic marration of historicel events) or I
weuld find thew e:pro.ching rie of their own accord, Thege contacts proved
tc be of utmost iupor-ance for the min part of my research,

Howcver, tany workers and officers stiil did not quite understand
why I was spending time on the shop floor without doing any concrete
work they could corpreh‘_nd For thege people, I did sat &4 into the
" normal factory pattern of everyone around being part of the Brglnizatton.
Such people were anparently suspicious of me. ©On the other hand, they
saw e sharing the unnerving heat, noise and dust of the worig_shops. This
participation in the "wretchedness" of their work situation helped sp. a8 -
great deal in building confidence and trust among the workers, Occasionaily,
ny worker-friends invited me to their homes and some of them visited my
hore, I believe what helped me most in establishing viable acceptability
among workers was my decision to be open and free in notop} social behaviour
with the workers without trying too much to identify socfally and
culturally with them, In my understanding, factory workers in an urban
setting would like to see and regard a “"middle~-class" university-going
‘ren as such rather than as one who can dramatize his socio~cultural
equality with them.

Inspite of these positive aspects of my interaction with workers,
some of them never cared to respond to oy requests for meetings and dis~
cussions, Cn some faces I could always notice signs of disapproval or
"gneer at my presence around them, This happened to a much greater degree
among officers than among workers. One senior officur, for instance,
dismissed my request for a meeting by declaring to a colleague in my
prasence that I was a student of psychology wanting to waste the time of
coripany officers during holidays in my university. Another told me
bluntly that I bad nc “usiness tc intrude into his and his cdlleagues'
affairs by askiug questions of a personal nature, These experiences,
along with the initial mistakes 1 made by seepmingly overriding the
authority of some department hcads (as mentioned earlier) made me over=
cautious and hesitant in approaching thosé officers with whom I had not
already built a rapport, 1 cust admit that such experiences reinforced
my habitual shyness and withhild from me sowe extremely important segments
of sociological data. I am reascnably certain that with e little effort
and initfative on ry part I would have obtained valuable informtion
on the structure of authority and power relstions im the factory as well

7



as the operational aspects of the organizational rules, I fully agrece
with a critic of my book on this study that ry neglect of the political
relationships in the factory is a serious weceknass of my research, A
fieldworker's personel weaknesses and strangths provide a major influence
on the depth and quality of his research,

Weaknesses and strengths: The quality which is a weakness in one
sense could prove to be a s:trength in another. The shyness which pre=
" vented me fron acquiring some ipportant data also helped me to earn
absolute confidence of most of the officers and workers with whom I
formed adequate contact. On pany occasions people saw me walking from
the office of a senior officer to a group of workers lazing about in the
cantean or cutside a workshop entrance. Some officers and workers asked
embartassing questions to test whether I woculd pass on sensitive
information from one part of the organization to another, In such

situations ry shyness szrved as o valuable assct,

4t the end of my exercise in participant~observation in the varjious
departrmcnts, 7 realized that while 1 had developed sufficient understanding
of the social structure and culture of the factory, I did not have adequate
data on the social beclkground of the employees and their behaviour and
attitudes as mewbers of the factory as well as the world outside, Hence
I decided to interviow a sauple of the work-force. I did not want to
folfow much statistical rigour in chocsing the sample. I had by then
ecquired sufficient informetion on the neople to be able to select for
ny interview a cross=szction of the. populetion in terms of their
formael work-roles, end the socio®cultural categories reprosented in the
factory. The intervicws were partly structurcg, as I wanted some basic
information on the respondents! socio-=2cnnomic background and industrial
experience, Apart from this information, I decided to have what was
uppermost in an euployee's mind regarcding his work and the related social
emwiromment, although I took care to sea that I collectcd enough infors
mation on his attitude te the job and coworkers as well as his involvement
in the factory culture,

This appnroech proved vory rewarding. The interviews provided the
dirmension of interdependence beCWeen the factory and the wider society
in influencing tha erployee's behaviour and attitudes relating to their
worlk, My contact and acquaintancz with the workers on the shop~floor
facilitated the process of interviewing to a great extent, The initial
barrier common in such interviews existed cnly :in a few caszs where the
amployees had stored cpathy or - hostility to me or my work, Some
intervicws proved =on exercise in futility, as the employees interviewed



were alwost corpletely uncommurdeative, During the interviews, my
willingness to answer freely amd questions rcised by the respondent
was of grect help in reinfeccing the trust 1 had won from the mjority
of gﬁployaes.

On corpleting the interviews, ¥ found that there were certain
loose ends in my understanding of the history and the current organi-
zation of the factory. Hence T spent 2 few days again meating my key
informants and rcacding docurentary information available in the factory.
If I did not hzve the opportunity to indulge in this second bout of
unstructured data-cclleaction, there would ﬁave been mAnYy ‘more seriopus
gaps in my data and analysis than T now find in the report, -

When I began tc cnalyse the data I had collected, they led me
towards two somewhat disparate strezams of sociological theory amd -~
literature. On the one hand, I could relate my information to the
theorics of forinl organizations, on which & vast amount of socio-
logical litz=rature was available, Secondly, it was possible for me to
analyse my data in the context of the current sociological thinking
on the soelal irmplications of industrialization of a society such as
ours and the way in which technology and society conditioned each other
in an industrial situation. Some readers of my bock have asked e how
and why 1 developed a biefocal theoretical perspective. This happened
meinly because I allowed the data to take their own course and then
looked for relevant theoretical frareworks. It was truly a post=factum
excursion into theory. In one sense, this approach was rewarding, as
I beliecve I could contribute to two distinct aspects of industrial’
sociclogy through one study at a time when there was hardly any material
evailable in the field. 1In another sense, however, the attempt at
a¥ploration of the new field remained at the most elementary level. It
appears to me that the amunt of effort I spent on the fieldwork would
have yizlded grezter saociological dividend i{f I had approached the field
on a broader theoretical foundation, For instance, {f I had made a
more intensive study of available sociological literature on the nature
of industrial organization and the cultural context of modern technology,
I would have perhaps been induced to ccllect the data on relationships
within the factory in a more systemtic manmer and with a greater urge
for relevant quantificetion of information, This might have ecnabled
me to provide grester validity tc the observations and conclusions drawn
in the report. During a seminar on my research while I was still
analysing the datl, a colleapgue had warned me against falling a victim
tc the fallacy of apt illustration, lhretrogpect, I only hope I was
able to keep away frenm this deadly fallacy. Exploratory studies, of



course, cannct be expscted te be p.rfect, Dut even exploratory studies
can be substzncially enriched by zdequate theoresticel insights, as
Gouldner® has so conpetently cemonstrated.

To add up the ~rosent reflections, I have a2lways been glad for
the first attemp: st ficldwork I made during 1956-58, With all its
limitations, the exrerience was academically very rewarding. What is
more important, the ficldwork provided to me excellent opportunity for
perscnil and academic socialization. In the first place, it helped me
to understand th: seculiar ethos of an industrisl organization. It also
drew pe closc to some vital huiman experiences resulting from the fact
of beinz a factory worker. “hen a worker, brcoding over his association
with the factory, told me in 2 deeply scotimentzl tome that he had al-
most uelted himself with the steel and iron in the factory for two
decades, he had in fact allowed me a rare insight into his inner world
of axperience as an employee, I also beceme aware of the cluster of
jokes, gossip and scandal built around the specific tcols, machines
ani outlay in the factory., 1In my judgement, such insights provided
to me some amount of ewotional maturity in understanding and handling
my own roles amd relationships in work-situations and elsewhere, The
fieldwork helped me te lecarn some valuablue lesséns in understanding other
people, listening to them and dealing with them, A¢ I have mentioned
earlier, I occasionally faced intricate probtlems of resnording to
people's_curiosities and demands without losing the researcher's
neutrality. In such situations, one le:rns devices of coping with
the apoarent role conflict between researcher and human being. The
acacemic and human aspects of a researcher are only conceptually
separable. In recal life, they are interlocked and lend depth to each
othar, This is a special feature of the social scientist's

socialization.?

1Alvin W Gouldmer, Patterns of Industrial Bureaucracy, The Free
Press, Glencoe, Il1, 1954,

21 ar grateful to Professor M N Srinivas for his coments on an
earlier draft of this paper, !



