TRADE UNION PRAXIS - 6
(Tewards a Secielogy of Trade Unioens)

~°LE OF TRADE UNIONS IN SOCIETY

By
Jerome Jeseph

WP88()
LTI
10O
(88U

WP No‘."‘im
1y 19987

Tha main eb jective of the wotkng paper series
of the 1IMA isg te help faculty members te test
out their research findings at the pre-publi-
cation stage

INDIAN INSTITUTE OF MANAGEMENT
AHMEOABAD-380 056

INDXA




VIERAN BARABNEA' (IORAPRY
L L M, ARMBDARLD

-



TRADE UNION PRAXIS - 6

(Towards a Sociology of Trade Unions)

ROLE OF TRADE UNIONS IN SOCIETY

WPSR0
| O 0 0
WP

1990:480

- JEROME JOSEPH
PERSONNEL AND INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS AREA
INDIAN INSTITUTE OF MANAGEMENT
AHMEDABAD 380 056

JULY 1990



TRADE UNION FRAXIS - &

(Towards a Sociology of Trade Unions)

4.1 Trade Union praxis - The Role of Trade Unions in Society ’

Whatever may be the position taken, there 1is empirical

support for the contention that the path adopted for econqﬁic

development by Indian society include elements like
privatization, liberalization, collaboration with foreign
capital, deregulation, competition, profit maximization and
individualistic self-aggrandizement which are juxtaposed not

only with state entetprises but also with the all pervasive
regulatory role of the state and its agencies. Indian society. is
characterized by a Mixed economy, pluralist politics and ethnic

diversity. -

Industrial relations 1n the above context constitutes a
complex of laws and sanctions, substantive rules and procedural
mechanisms - all oriented to conferring as well as curbing the
democratic rights of the working classes. Empirical realities
demonstrate that in spite of redoubled efforts to evalve
leg{slations to guell democratic labour movements, antagonistic
labour—management telations persist as evidenced by working class

struggles,

Work organizational structures and processes given the mixed
economy framework of Indian society and antagonistic labour-

management relations cantribute to the praxis of alienation of



the working classes. “Scientific” management, division of
labour, classical and neo-classical approaches to work
arganizations, the management -~ worker dichotomy, politico-
economic vinequities, socio-cultural disparities buttress the

processes of the alienation of activity.
-~

The alienation of the working classes camn be classified into
two conceptually distinguishablé forms — "fundamental" alienation
and "peripheral" alienation. The fundamentai alienation aof the
working classes is a concomitant of the system of wage labour
which is the instrument of fhe exproptrliation of surplus value for
private entrepreneurs or Tfor the state given the mode of
productioh ar the type of enterprise 1in a mixed economy.
Feripheral alienation refars to - the socio—psychological
experience of powerlessness, sel f-astrangement, cultural
estrangement, notrmlessness and meaninglessness. A clearer grasp
of the relative significance of the two forms of alienation 1is
possible with the hélp of Burawoy s conceptual scheme which he

describes in his book "Manufacturing Consent" (1982).

"In ordetr to make history, men and women 6u5t survive,
and, in order to survive, they must transform nature
into useful things. Buch activities we call economic
activities. A soclety comes into being when men and
women enter into social relations with ane another as
they. transfaorm nature, The particular relations so

produced ar reptroduced define the character of economic

activities, that 13, the manner gr mode of productiaon.



History 1is constituted out of diffetent modes of
production, that is, different pafterns of social
relations into which men and women enter as they

transfaorm nature. In other words, history 1s periodized

. , 1
into a succession of dominant modes of production'.
Thus, - "“"the mode aof production® concept becomes an important tool
in analvzing society. Burawoy than goes on to describe the

distinguishing features of a class society given antagonistic

sopcio—-economic formations:

"The defining set aof social relations in a class
society 1s between these who produce the necessities af
life and those whao live off the product of others;

between those who produce surplus and those who

\

axpropriate surplus;' between these who are exploited
and those who ewploit; between peasant and lords
between worker and capitalist.Class societies can be
distinguished from one another by the particular manner
in which éurplus labour is expropriated from the direct

ot immediate producers, that is, by the relations of

3
o

production®.

Thus, "the relations of production" refers to the mechanisms
appropriaté to a particular mode of production for expropriating

surplus value - rent, interest, wages, for instance.

]
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But Burawoy 'goes on to contend that a mode of praoduction
is not only a method of,exprapﬂiating surplus."It is alsno a

particular manner of apptropriating nature, or producing useful

-
things™ . This, for Burawoy, is the "labour process" which he

defines as "“the relations of production...c.a=. combined with a

corresponding set of relations into which men and women enter as

they confront nature,. as they transform raw materials into
4

objects of their imagination" . The labour process "has two

analytically distinct but concretely inseparable components - a

S

relational and a practical aspect® .

Tﬁe term used by Burawoy Tor the relational aspect of the
labour process is “relations in production" or "prnduction
relations". "The practical aspect of the labour procéss is a set
of activities that transform raw materials into useful aobjects or
fractions of useful objects with the assistance of instruments of
production“b

Burawoy 's concepts of "relations of production" and
"relations in production" atre useful inrexplaining “fundamental
alienation” and “Feripheral élienation”. Relations of production
as explained earlier refers to the method of expropriation of
surplus given a specific mode of production. Since the system of
wage labour is the method of expropriation of surplus value,
fundamental alienation may be defined as the alienation of the
wotrking cléss under the bondage of the wage labour system of

.

antagonistic socio-economic farmations. Feripheral alienation

flows primarily from the relations in production as well as from



the practical aspects of the labou+ process. Nhile:it has been
pastulated that transition to the socialist mode of productién
will eméncipate the working class from wage labour based
fundamental alienation, it can also :be postulafed that the
petripheral alienation of the relational and practical aspects of

the labour process will continue.

The concepts of "relations of praduttion", "the relational

and practical- aspects of the labour process", “fundamental
alienation" and "peripheral alienation® can now be utilized to
address the central issue aof the concluding chapter. ‘Do trade

unions in the context of a given path to development form part of
- ; :
the praxis of alienation or do they form part of the praxis of

disalienation of the working classes?

’

The logic of the state given its class character has been
one of using its legislative power to evolve legal instruments
which appear {0 protect and promote the leiticél'rights of tﬁe
workihg class while simultaneously the same legislative power 1is
used to place numerous curbs on the exercise of these rights. The
political purpose of the behaviour of the state can be expglained
only in the context of its socio—-economic formation. Indust+ial
relations both 1in its legal as well as its practical aaﬁects
therefore beﬁpmes a praocess of control of work organiz#tional
structutres and processes. The right to associate, the right of
ﬁecognition,the right of representation, the right of bargaining
and the right to strike are conceded by the state but are hemmed

in heavily by a tangle of legal and political restraints.



The strategy of the state therefore is to ‘progressively
curb the political rights of the working classes. Simultaneously,
the state leo tries to ensure certin minimum levels of living tq
the warking classes thrqugh wage, welfare and social security
legislations in all the modes of production. However, most of
these facilities are available only to those who have the good

fortune of holding a job in the organized sector.

The strateqy of the employer in the thrust towards increased
productivity and higher profitability is to call into play legal,
behavioural and ecaonomic measures in order to elicit the co-
operation of the workforce. A major manageriall strategem
discernible in the industrial relationg sphere in recent years is
the progressive introduction of calle;tive bargaining as a
meschanism to institutionalize labour-management conflict. Even
the ameﬁdments ta the Trade Unions Act, {(1226) and the Industrial
Disputes Act, (1947) envisaged py t the state give pivotal
importance to collective bargaining in labour management
relations. Mast of the major soﬁrces of frictions betwesn labour
and management - wages, honus, technolcgyr upgradation, service
conditions - have become subjects for collective bargaining.
While the mechanism itself is a useful instrument for -healthy
labaur - management relatiaons, the manne+r in which collectaive
bargaining is beineg- introduced is a matter for concern. There
has been little or no commitment to the democratization of the
process af determininé the bargaining agent given the reality of

/
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multiple unionism in the Indian industrial relations environment.
The subordination of working class interests to the expediéncy of
electoral interests has not helped the cause of the development
of trade unions which truly Fépresent working class interests.
Yet aﬁother managerial strategem has been‘on the one hand to
keep Dn. increasing the economic, waelfare and social security
benefits to the workforce through the collective bargaining
mechanism while on the other hand certain vital proletarian

rights have been curbed progressively.
7IKRAM SARABHAI LIBRARY
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The scenatrio of managerial strategems described above has
been both the cause as well as the consequence of the economism
and the sectarianism of trade unions. The leadership as wall as
membership 1n the organizéd sactor fall prey to the ever rising
demands of ecanpmism and sectarianism which leads to the
progressive estrangement o% even the progressive, democratic
forces from substantive working class interests. The strateqy of
the =mployer isloriented to satisfying workforce needs which flow
from -the twin trap of economism and SEctarianism. Thus, the
entire industrial relations system is oriented to sectarian self-
aggrandizement with little or no commitment to the dictates of a
genuine path to socio-economic development oriented to the
creation of. a socio-economic formation which would reflect the

social character of production and distribution structures and

processes.



Trade unions ‘cadght in the trap of ecoﬁomism and
sectarianism only intensify the contradictions befween town and
cauntry, industry gnd agricul ture, ‘the otrganized and the
unorgaqized sector, . those whao produce and those who 1live off
thoégtwho produce, the empldyed and the unemployed, the right to
work of all able bodied citizens and the rights of a pﬁivileged
few. Trade unions informed by economism and sectarianism protect
and promote the interests of wége labour but do not call into
question the foundations of a system which spews the crippling
system of wage labour itself. Thus trade unions limited by
aconomism and sectarianism may be contributing to .the
disg;ienationvof.the warkforce from peripheral alienation but may
alsa be covertly or overtly contributing to the buttressing of

the phenomenon of fundamental alienation.

Trade unions buttress the praxis of fundamental alienatidn

even 1f they appear to be contributing to the praxis of
B oy T RN SO AL

pe»iphéral disalisnation. Whether the trade union exists in the
context of private capital or bureaucratic capital is immaterial.
Whethgr labour—-management relations has been institutionalized in
the forﬁ of collective bargaining or not 1is inconseguential.
Whether the trade union is overtly left-of-centre or right-of-
centre 1s 1rrelevant. If the trade union and its ideological
orientations, strategies and tactics are informed by an overt or
covert acceptance of the abrogation of the democratic rights of

lattour and manifests itself in the form of economism and

sectarianism, it is part of the praxis of fundamental alienation



2ven 1f 1t aépears to be contributing to the praxis of peripheral
disalienation. So long as the trade union is not committed to
_ the cbeatinn of a saciety in which the relations of production
reflect _thé social character of the relational and practical
aspectgﬁﬁof‘ the labour process, ié is part of the praxis of
alienation of the working classes. Even 1if fundamental
alienation no longer exists, there will always be scope for
ﬁisalienatian from periphérél alienation. It is this insight
vwhich perhaps explains the need for Glasnost and Ferestroika in
mg&ggﬂ,_sacialist societies éo much =0 that even the dilution of
state capital and the legitimikation of private and collective
ownership are vieﬁéd as elements in the pr&cess . of

denocratization.

Man as the subject of history therefore is committed to the
humanization of socio—economic formations through the praxis of
disalienation. The praxis of disalienation i1s both a continuous
procEsE “ad WeT1“as a necessary process in both antagonistic as
well as non—antagonistic socio—econaomic formations. Whila

emancipation - from fundamental alienation has been viewed as the

" PFT#Ery task of the working classes, recent developments for the
restoration of democratic rights shows that progreassive

disalienation from peripheral alienation has become the most
impartant preoccupation of the working classes today. This has
became more than‘evident in the recent developments in socialist
countries. Hyman commenting on the question of whether conflict
would be eliminated in a socialist society, has said, "Cosflict

in  industry would not be eliminated in a society in which



'

:mnsqiously axptressead s§c1al needs replaced profit as the@ main
dynamic of economic activity. MNo social order can provide
parfect and permanent harmany. Whatever the institutionSI
framéworh, watk relations can be expected to generate some
frustration and discontent and‘thus give rise to antagonism. But
1in = socialist society, industrial conflict need not be rooted in
an antagonistic social structure; it would not stem from the
gxercise of control on ‘he interests of a ;minority class of
capltalfsts, or by an authoritarian bureaucracy. Conflict would
thqs be frictional rather than fundamental : there would exist a
AN

practical basis for commitment to agreed rules defining economic

interra2lationships".

The praxis of disalienation of the working classes will
therefore have different ‘meanings and a different agen;a
depending ' upon the <society 1in gquestion. Socio—economic
forwatlons, whether at the societal or at the enterprise level,
based an the primacy, of private ownership over social or
collective ownership, private profit ovear sociai need,
individualistic self-aggrandizement over social consciousqess

xperience fundamental as well as peripheral alienation.

It has Eeen arqgued that the praxis of trade unions in
socio-economic. formations characterized predaminantly by
2conomism  and sectarianism has only been oriented to the praxis
aof  periphetral disalienation. More wages, better wotrking

conditions, ‘tmproved welfare measures, . a more cong=nial



oﬁganlzatimnal climate, greater employee power, gteater inroads
into managefial praraogative may have been achieved by the
uwnionized, organized sector in  the process. But if the goal of
the working classes i1s to =2stablish a socigty which reflects the
56c131 character of production proceses, attention inevitably

turns to the praxis of fundamental disalienation.

The basic question for those committed to the praxis of

fundamental disalienation thereforsz appears to be:

1. Whether structural transtormation should b2 viewed as a bye-
product of a unilinear cancept of historical development 1in
which the conflusnce of objective condicions becomes an

important prereguisite for such a transftormation.

-3

2. Or whether considering that the working classes are the
subljects and not objects of human hiztor}, structural
transtormation  can be brought about by the creative énd
constructive synthesis of the elements.of both capitalist
and socialist socio-economic formations through the

instruments and processes of parliamentary democracy.

The praxis ot disalienation of trade unions then becomes a

function of @

1. A greater commitment to the task of critical =sducation, mass
action and organization for bringing . about a structural
transtormation in the gquality of working life as well as the

quality aof life of the working classes.



]
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& crictical review of the prevailing diversity of views on
the guestion of the forces supp. 19 and Torces opposing
such a strucitural transfarmation witn a view to arriving at

a consansus chiroush dialogue.

A vigourous =27fort 1in the direction of the nretworking of

all forces committed. to the praxis  of dizalienation

coLting ACTOES politico-aconemis ard socio—cultural

A critical evaluation of the strategles and tactics

available or used earlier for initiating a  sStructural

transrtor ation

A concerted effort to build linkages with the intarnational

working class movemsnt.

"Total commitment to =conomic sel. .aliance and productivity

on th=2 one hand and constany vigil €9 protect the
daemocratic rights of labour like rignt to work, right to
quality' of work life, right to asscociate and represent

labowur effactively on th= other -:nd.

)

of Periph=ral Alienation : .
It has be=2n argued that In capitalist snCclo—economic

formations, workars expaspriepnce fundamental as well as peripheral

alienation. As  society makes a tra-sition to a socialistic



pattern of formation, while'fundamental alienation is overcome,
peripheral alienation will continue to persist unless certain

‘progressive actions are. taken.

However, ‘it is also evident from earlier diScstioﬁs that
even in capitalist sacio—ecdnomic-f;rmations characterizgd by
fundamental alienation, initiatives are taken by cabital and 1its
representatives in relation to the peripﬁe»al disalienation of
iabaur ih the relentless process of the reprﬁductioniof capital.
The efforts made by capital for the disalienatiun/of labour while
the fundamental alienation of labour igmainﬁ unchanged, may take
several forms. Basically, mast of the efforts revolve around
yarious farms of worker involvement in ownership and worker
participation 1in management. Recent trendé in socialist socio-
economlic formations shows that'disalienaticn tékes the . form ‘af
not only democratization of enterprise management but also of the

democratization of the ownership of enterprises.’ Mixed socio-—

economic: formations have also experimented with participatory

A

mechanisms.

Corpotrate experience shows thkat worker invalvement in
ownership can be partial or total depending very much on the
legal form ownership takes. The modalities of the partnership in

ownership continuum are as follows ¢



Form gf Quwnership Level of Worker Fartnership

Sale.pfoprietobship_ | . Nil
Partnership . _ Nil
' Private Limited - Nil
Fublic Limited | Nil or Partial/Unequal
' one share, one vote.
State owned - \ Nil o :
Joint Sector | ) Nil
Traditional Co-operatives - Differential
fndustrial Co—-operatives . . Worker owned/Equal and

collective awnership.

It is evident that neither the ﬁrivate nor the 'natiqnaliz;d”
sector has given any impbrtaﬁce to worker involvement in
ownership. Even the tradi£;6nal co—operative has ‘pfomated
oligarchic ownership. It is only in marginal cases of industrial
co—operatives that collective ownership has been promoted. Thus
ane can cunclude‘that this form of collectivéﬁowneréhip is-fthe
highest form of peripheral disalienation iﬁrespective of whetber

the given socio—-economic formation is characterized by

fundamental alienation o+ not.

Carporate . - experience again shows that peripheral
, N
disalienation through participation 1in management under a

capitalist socio-economic formation is a function of five

' critical ,variab}es 3 Farm, purpose, contenﬁ, level lof
égparticipation' énd the modality of representation for worker

~

Eiparticipation in management. Each of these variables is described

imbélaw : ' ' o

14



are .3

Committees,

may be tha form,

the potential

Workers’. participation in management has
several forms in the Indian context.
2 Suggestions
Shopfloor Committees,
Functional
recreation, culture) and Worker Directors.
what is critical for
af a specific mechanism in terms of

taken
Some of these
Schemes, Quality Circles,
Works Committees, Flant Level
Commi ttees (safety,
Whatever
determining

peripheral disalienation is the extent to which its

structure

making processes.
the purpose for
forums are used.

function of

FURFOSE The

of exercising power. ‘ »
the participatory

shared through

determine its
The extent of powersharing therefore
function of the purpose for which power

disalienation.
becames a
sharing

and function contribute to the

mechanisms are being used.

decision-
in the organization. This is a
which, participative

7

process of decision—making 'is really a process

The extent to which power is
forums will

potential for peripheral

The extent of

powersharing can be viewed as a continuum :

"Furpose aof Forum
Managerial Prerogative
Information shating
and gathering

. Communication
‘Consultation
Delegation

Jbint Decision-Making

Autonomous Work Groups.

N

Worker Self-Management

13

Extent of Fower Sharing

‘Here

1 decide, you do.

1 want

I just want you to know :

to know. ‘ ,

I decide for the following
reasond.

I would like to talk to you

before I decide.

Here is a_decisioh, you take the
decision, I'm still accountable.

is a decision to be made,
let’'s do it together._

Let workteams take decisions.

Let workers and/or their
representatives take decisions.



LEVEL

CONTENT

REPRESENTATION

Besides form and purpose, the level at which
participatory mechanisms are introduced is critical

for the peripheral disalienation process. Such.
mechanisms could be introduced at one 'or more aof
the following levels = shopfloor, department,

plant, division, corporate, industry and even at
the level of the economy as a whole. '

The kind  of decisions which .come up  for
consideration in the participatory mechanisms

. determine the degree of peripheral disalienation of

the participatory processes. If only innocuous
issues are processed in the participatory forums
and more substantive i1ssues are taken up outside
the forums, certain obvious conclusions follow
about the efficacy of such forums in°~ the
disalienation process. : i

The extent to which the participatory processes are
informed by democratic principles and practices
would determine the extent of peripheral
disalienation. Nominated representation on
participatory forums would be less efficacious than
elected representation in the = peripheral
disalienation process. :

The analysis of the participation of workers in ownership

and management of organizatibnsnfrom the perépective of the

praxis

. alienation and disalienation  yields certain

generalizations ‘which - will be useful from the  point of trade

unions. The following generalizations emerge 3

The praxis of alienation and disalienation varies
with the socio-economic formations in  which the
processes are being analyzed.

The variations in the processes of alienation and
disalienation can be captured better if alienation-
is viewed as being basically two-dimensional :
fundamental alienation and peripheral alienation.
Fundamental alienation is the alienation which is
inhereqt in the relations of production in a given

16



socio-economic formation.
\

Several propositions related to the efforts made by

capital

to reduce peripheral alienation can be

formulated:

*

The greater the share of workers in the
ownership of the organization, the greater
the disalienation of workers from peripheral
alienation.

Worker ownership and worker control would
therefore be the highest form of disaliena-
tion from peripheral alienation in a
capitalist socio—economic formation.

The greater the share of workers in
decision—-making processes in the
otrganization, the greater the disalienation
from peripheral alienation in a capitalist
socio-economic formation.: ' '

The greater the share of workers in
decision—-making, the more potent will be the
participatory forums in contributing to
disalienation from peripheral alienation.

The closer managerial decision-making is to
self-management in its - purpose. the
greater the likelihood of its contribution
to disalienation from peripheral alienation.

The more substantive the decisions taken in
the participatory forums, the greater will
be the contribution towards disalienation
from peripheral alienation.

The greater will be the potential of
participatory forums for disalienation from
peripheral alienation, the more such farums
are located at all levels in the
organization.

The morsa democratic the process of
determining representation on participatory
forums, the qreater the likelihocod of their
contribution to disalienation from

peripheral alienation.

Trade union acceptance of some of the above
initiatives towards disalienation from
peripheral alienation will at most lead to
the bhumanization of work. i



The commitment of the working classes to the praxis of
disalienation is a continuous process. Many of Athe problems
faced by soﬁialist socio—economic formations can be traced to the
failure of trade wunions to play the role of protecting and

-promoting working class interests. Recent developments in the
socialist countries show a resurgence and awakening with
rereraence to the funcbioning of trade ﬁnions. The Perestroika
movement in the Soviet Union, for instan;e, has revolved around

the following concerns :

1. The demucratizatian of society through the conferment of

civil rights.

2. The democratization of political processes in Farty and 1in
Gavernment. .
3. The democratization of work organizational structures and

processes tiirough collective ownership and worketr self-
management schemes. Frivate ownetrship 'has also - been
legitimized and is now viewed as an element in the

democratization process.

The praxis of trade unions therefore is a function of the
continuous commitment of the working classes to the praxis of
disalienation although in concrete historical contexts the

meaning”and modalities of the praxis of disalienation may vary.

-~ o



Thé meaning and modalities of the praxis of disalienation of
trade wnions in today’'s conteuxt givén global trends shﬁuld,
thereforsa, focus on the presérvation and promotion afA the
cemocratic 'rights of labour in drder to énsure labour’'s and
society’'s right %o both guality of waorking life as well as
quality of life. AaAnd the role af trade unionism-as defined above
nolds irrespective of wheﬁher the sociro—-economic TfTormation in

question is capltalist, socialist cr a mixed =2conomy.

T



——

TRADE UNION PRAXIS — & : LIST OF REFERENCES

1. Burawoy, Michael

2. Ibid

3. Ibid
4., 1Ibid

7. Hyman, Richard

8. Sau, K

Manufacturing Consent. University of
Chicago Press, Chicago, 1982, p.14.

p.15..

p.135.
p.l15.

Industrial Relations = A Marxist
Introduction, Macmillan Fress Ltd.,
1984, pp.202-203.

India’'s Economic Develapment,
Aspects of Class Relations, Orient
Longmans, 1981 : pp.81-83. '

~ ety

VEERANI BARAMTL' LIBRAPY
1 L& ABMED,



