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gome Thouohts on our Irade Unions

I. feel twice privileged and honoured to stand
before you to deliver fhis talk. My personal contact
with TISS has been quite modest and infrequent. But,
from a distance, I have always regarded the Institute as
one of the best centres’'of academic excellence in the
country. Similarly, 1 have stored within me a greaf
deal of regpect and admiration for Dr. Punekar as a
result of my achaintance with him and his academic
work. His interest spanned a b?oad spectrum of socio-
economic issues. I was quite fascinated recently to see
the two-volumeé compilation co-edited by him for the
Indian Council for Historical Research. [ feel privi-
leged to offer my tribute to Dr. Punekar's 1life and
work. His work with Manorama ©Savur on white-collar
employees had led them to express a deep concern about
the growing emphasis on economic development without
adequate attention to human values. They went on to
suggest that the first step in planned development was
to humanize the dehumanized groups. I.preseht this talk

to serve as my tribute to this aspect of Punekar’'s

research interest.



Punekar represented the first generation of post-
independence social scientists who began to examine the
social implications of urban and industrial growth in
our country. At that time, some western scholars inteer-
ested in human and social aspects of industrialization
in developing countries introduced their conceptual
modeles and intellectual concerns into the emerqing field
of urban-industrial socfal science covering the disci-
plines of socioloqy, psychology, economics and history.
Hence, as the process of planned industrial development
was being launched in the fifites, the awareness regard-
ing the human problems of modern industry began to
influence the minds of practitioﬁérs as well as schol-
ars. The research effort of social scientists then was
.dominated by the theoretical and prescriptive contribu-
tions of the human relations school which pased the
psychological, social and cultural needs of people
involved in industrial work as an important determinant
of the success and effectiveness of an enterprise. The
main lesson of these researches for management practice
was that the satisfaction of human needs should be
treated as a crﬁcial input in programmes for raising
industrial productivity and profitability. This ap-
proach, as we all know, has led to a wide variety of
interventions in management of people, ;ncluding models
of motivation, welfare, counselling, communication, Jjob

enrichment, humanization of work organization and par-
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tiélpqttvo management. The more recent thinking and
prescriptions on management of people are incorporated
in the body of knowledge bearing the title human re-
source development (HRD). While scholars and practising
managers may differ on the precise content and coverage
of ' the HRD approach, one of its more significant at-
tributes lies in the assumption that the well-being and
development of human beingi'issociated with an economic
enterprise constitute an integral part of the health and

growth of the enterprise.

These developments in application of social
science knowledge to the human problems in industry are
grounded on an important premise, which. many social
scientists may be reluctant to accept as it is apparent-
1y wunscientific. In my viewy acceptance of the human
relations or the HRD approach to management of people
implies acceptance of some basic human and social values
which can be best described within the framework of
values quiding our dream—society embodied in the Indian
constitution. Thus, we need to be committed to the view
that an enterprise exists to contribute both to the
conventional socio-economic goals of productivity and
growth as well as to the welfare and happiness of the
people working for it. Correspondingly, the technical

and economic system of the enterprise should be managed



in the context ot the fundamental principles of social
equality, justice, fairness and human dignity as we have

collectively adopted.

There are various ways in which we pursus these
collective values as a part'of human tesaurce management
in work-organizations. In the first place, the function
of management is performed within the parameters of the
law of the land which prescribes rights and obligations
for all concerned categories of people. These rights and
obligations are supposed to reflect the basic values
which I have Jjust listed. Second, the social conscience
and action of the people representing the ownership and
management of an organization are expecteg to be gquided
by these values. Third, the people who work in orqani-
zations ‘as employees arg entitled to take collective

action in pursuit of the values by forming trade unions.

Thé primary function of trade unions from employ-
ees’ point of view is to protest and fight against the
violation of their legal rights and the current norms of
fairness, squality and social justice. Unions are also
expected to strive continually for a better deal for
employees in respect of monetary rewards, working condi-
tions and caontrol over work situation. The protection
of‘ employees” rights and promotion of their interests
need to be organized within the norms of civic and

organizational responsibility. The product of protest



should normally emerge {in the form of agreed rules,
procedures and practices to guide the conduct of employ-
ment relatione in future. The involvement of trade
unions in the affairs of the larger community and in
social and economic policy at various levels is an
extension of their primary responsibility regarding the
rights and interests of employees. Let me underscore
the élementary principle of democratic logic that trade
unions are essentially designed to supply a ctountervail-
ing force on behalf of employees in the conduct of
employment relations. I am sure we need such a counter-
vailing force uniformly for all categories of employees
involved 1in employmentvrelations. It is indeed a pity
that we have not so far been able to deveiop a system af
mandatory and easily available trade union support for
employees in all sectors of our economy. As long as
trade unionism is voluntary, it is the shared responsi-
bility of employers, employees and the state to ensure
availability of effective trade unions to provide the

much—needed countervailing power to employees.

In ¢this background, let us scan the reality of
trade unionism. The vast majority of workers in agri-
culture and unorganized industry are without the support
of union power. Inrorganized industry, less than one-

third of employees are unionized. Those who are not



suppotrted by unions would have to depend on the social
conscience of employers or support by the state or
voluntary social service agencies. Insofar as trade
unions signify pursuit and promotion of human values,

our effort in this direction is woefully partial and

inadequate.

In those sectors where trade unions significantly
represent employees”’ interests,vthey have contributed to
improvement in wotrkers’ incomes, working and living
conditions and various other aspects of employment
relations including the behaviour and attitudes of
management. Moreover, trgdé ugion federations function-
ing at the national, regional or industry 1levels have
cumulatively played a major reole in periodical improve-
ments in the social and economic conditions of the
working classes by influencing government, employers and
the public at large through the multitude of tripartite
agencies and political a;tion on specific issues. We may
greatly differ 1in our agsessment of the net worth of
trade unions in India, bgé 1 am sure there cannot be any
difference on the conclusion that our problems of social
injustice and inequality would‘have been much warse than
they are if trade unions did not exist. Of course, in
such an eventuality, some of us would have been happier,

mightier and more irresponsible.



These simplistic statements on the value of Indian
trade unions have been presented here to ensure that my
reflections do not sound unbalanced. I really wish to
concentrate on the fast-growing popular belief that the
value and relevance of trade unions are steadily declin-
ing. Dramatic examples of this emerging opinion are
Journalistic catch-phrases such as “the shrinking power
of wnions" and "“the militant‘employer“. Trade unions
have become easy targets for anger, ridicule or plain
hatred. The other day, a senior academic administrator
expressed his frustration about the deteriorating quali-
ty of teaching in universities simply by exclaiming:
“"teachers have become, well, a union"”! Questions about
the relevance of trade unions in the years ta come are
based on three categories of public information. (1)
During the last few years, several academic and journal-
istic reports on trade unions have highlighted failures
of union leaders to undersﬁand the changing needs cf
workers and sustain their loyalty, resulting in decline
of their countervailing force. (2} A lot of corncern 1s
being expressed regarding the use of union power to
serve the vested interests of chosen individuals and
groups. Collusion between union leaders on the one hand
and government or employers on the other is believed to
be growing. Trade unionism iﬁ public opinion is easily
equated with militancy, absence of commitment to work,
irresponsible behaviour and uqreascnable demands on

emp loyers. (3) Many people with creative ideas and



aspiratione about the new society have begun to forecast
that wunions may become irrelevant in the twenty—first
century as their present functions will be performed by

more enlightened and humanistic management.

But let us nof-get overconcerned with these ultra-
modern views and predictions. For similar forces seem
to be at work 1in several western democratic societies.
Questions about the usefulness and relevance of unions
have been raised in North America and various countries
of Europe. A quictk survey of published literature on
the subject indicates a progressive decline in union
membership and popularity in these countries. In the
U.8.A., this decline has been guite sharp during the
post—-war period, from about one—third in the 1950°'s to
about seventeen per cent in 1987. This decline 1is
attributed to several factors such as a rapid shrinkage
of workforce in manufacturing and corresponding rise in
the service sector, saturation of economic needs among
wotrkers and the lethargy of union leadership in respond-
ing to their new needs. In PBRritain and other West
European countries, the drop in union membership is
related to their growing economic crisis and conseqguent
ttise in unemployment. Britain has been a major wvictim
of economic downfall since the 1%&0s. The early warn-—
ings 1led to dramatic reforms in the 1970s with a pro-

gressive tightening of control by the state over the



untons. Unions were weakened by the combined force of
unemployment and the employers who were pushed to the
wall with stifft competition and poor performance. This
eventuality led to the end of the Keynesian welfare
state and the process designated as corpaoratism which
inducted unions into a tripartite system of consultative
decision-making with government and employers. Such
»
consultative management of industrial relations inevita-
bly led unions to agree to proposals for restrictions on
wage demands and work stoppages as well as for raising
productivity through labour—-saving technology. Inspite
of well-orchastrated intentions to regulate the economy,
government could not formulate a viable incomes policy.
Social scientists developed the prinéiple of social
contract in, the field of labour relations whereby
employers and unions would accept commitment to honour
negotiated settlements on a long—-term basis. These
attempts however increasingly placed trade unions in a
defensive position against the combined force of gavern-—
ment and employers. This resulted in growing alienation
between unions and their members who had learnt to treat
union membership as a “"meal ticket®. In short, the
decline of membership is not merely a function of unem-
ployment. Most significantly, it is a function of
rising mistrust among workers for their leaders who are
increasingly unable to satisfy their urgent needs in the
areas of jab security and the right to protest or agi-

tate for a better deal. This‘leads to a serious dilemma



for union leadership. 11 they support workers, they
would be damned by employers and government as socially
irresponsible. If they support government and employers,
they would 1let the unions Be damned by alienation of
their\members. This dilemma has lately been managed by
increasing submission to the -needs of employers in view
of the critical economic situation in the country.
Similarly, unions in Scandinavian countries have made a
formal agreement with employers to concede an exclusive
right to management to manage their enterprises. This

is a significant evidence of shrinkage of unionpower.

Ironically, while unions in the western capitalist
soliefies have been losing their independance and power
vis—a-vis employers and government, the unions in sever-
al newly-liberated socialist countries of eastern Europe
have succéssfully pressured their governments ta qrant
them independence to become a separate socio—-political

force in employees’ intetrests.

Trade unions undoubtedly are not alone in facing
questions about their value and relevance in a changing
society. All institutions encounter such questions at
some stage or other, which reminds me of a belief in
intellectual circles that institutions show signs of

degeneration just as they celebrate their silver jubi-

lee. However, like human beings, institutions are lucky
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in varying degrees. Those which contain human interac-
tiona more intarnally and pose less immediate threat to
people in power or to the public at large (e.g. educa-
tional institutions) can continue comfortably inspite of
questions about their value and relevance. Those, like
unions, which carry aggressiveness and militancy as a

part of their mandate are more vulnerable ¢to public
I 4
criticism.

Let us examine the various social forces which
have contributed to the current crisis of Indian trade
unions. I would however like to begin by remembering
the founding fathers of Indian unions who, in the early
years of industrialization, developed special sensitivi-
ty to the workers’ experignces of poverty and exploita-
tion. These leaders raised the conscience of workers and
the general bublic in favour of the values of social
justice, fairness and equality. Many of our trade union
leaders duriné the pre-independence days were torch-
bearers of this legacy of creating trade unions to bseek
fulfilment of the basic values on behalf of workers.
One wishes this legacy had become the prime force to

nurture the growth of trade unionism in India.

Unfortunately, the dominant characteristics of our
trade union movement consist of fragmentation, disunity,
internecine wars and dependence on political patronage

for achievement of short—-term goals for specific seqg-
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ments or factions of employees. Fragmentation among
unions and employees is originally a product ot their
genesis and growth in close connection with political
parties. But this political foundation of fragmentation
and conflictes among unions is reinforced by the multi-
splendoured division of the society on the Ifnes of
caste, language, region and ;eligion. It is also sup-
to

ported by a permissive law allowing legal status

unions with insignificant membership and absence of a

viable method for identification of a representative
union in multi-union situations. These loopholes in
labour—law are well known and umpteen attempts have been
made since 1947 to modify the law in the -interest of
strong and effective trade unionism. Virtually every
new government goes through the ritual of planning for
change in labour law for more effective and disciplined
industrial relations. There have also been a couple of
comprehensive reviews of labour relations in the country
leading to popular expectations of a major turnaround.

I find it sadly amusing that every periodical exercise

by government to amend the law for this purpose inspires

emplaoyers, professional managers, trade wunion leaders
and academicians to engage 1n furious debates on the
implications of the proposed amendments. Ultimately, on

each occasion, the intellectual controversies are con-
signed to the archives of social memory as government

abandons the effort to pursue the legal reform.



It {s Quite wasy to understand why we have been
indulging in such fruitless rituals for ovcr.four dec-
ades inspite of successive failures. Everyone knows
that 1legally approved fragmentation among unions leads
to serious overall disaBility of the trade union move-
ment in achieving its primary objective. It is equally
well-known that disunityramong unions results in power-
oriented conflicts among union leaders which, in turn,
genetrates indiscipline and losses in productivity. When
these problems reach a critical stage as a result of
popular reactions, the politicians in power find 1t
expedient to initiate action for changing the law.

However, any proposal for change in law invites con-

flicting responses from unions and employers. *Ultimate-

ly, expediency dictates that the proposal for change is

duly shelved.

fhe disunity among the major union federations at
the national level is a product of their respective
political loyalties and ideologies. There are of course
many cases in the post-independence trade union history
where union leaders have crossed ideological and politi-
cal boundaries for different reasons. However, the
major ideological orientations such as Gandhism, social-
trade

ism, Marxism and communalism continue to divide

unjons at the national level. Each ideology produces



its own utopia and union leadere saszsume an obligation to
lead their unifons in search of their respective utopias.

This search serves to cement the walls among unions.

We should also consider another crucial aspect of
this phenomenon. The fragmentation and disunity under-
lying the trade wunion system has provided endless
opportunities to politicians and their parties to sup-
port or oppose unions according to their political
conventience and hence make chosen unions dependent on
their political mentors. ' This dependence is reinfarced
by the superimposing role assigned to government by law
in matters of industrial disputes,. The government’'s
competence to intervene in industrial diSPQtes at any
stage at its discretion has left the field wide open for
politicians in power to support, cajole, coerce or
exploit any group of employers or trade unions according
to their political convenience. Unions associated with
ruling parties at a given time acquire special counter-—
vailing power which can be used against employers, rival
unions or one’'s own membership according to political
need or compulsion. Our histary of industrial relations
is full of events of misuse or abuse of political power
in this regard. In states like Tamil Nadu gqovernments
and their associate unions have often coerced employers
into submission to their dictates with total disregard
fqr law, discipline, productivity or even workers’

interests. Marxist unions in West Bengal have been
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nst workers’ interaests to anable

n

helping employ=rs aga
thaif patron—-politicians to show a good re2cord of eco—
nomic and industrial p=rformance. In this background,
peopla2 in powar can =astly reckon that any chang= in law

______ —t=z oFf fragmentation among unicns
would imply raduction in th=ir own leverage to exnloit
tr;de union power for political ends. This is an impor-—
tant hidden agenda contributino to our collective ina-
bg?ity to change labour law for a socially relsvant and
effective system af industrial relaftons. I would
therefore advise all my friends not to %et unduly excit-—
ad at any government sponsored ezerci%e in raforming

labour law until you =sncounter some element as critical-

ly diff2rent from what you have seen so far since 1947,

While this legal-political hurdle in the growth of
healthy trade uwnion systems continues, the gospel of
trade unionism 1is spreading fast to be ambraced by
almost every category of peopl= gqualifying for thae title
of employee. In the early ye=ars trade \uniqns were
regarded as the suclusive preserve of blue—cnhlir work—
ers. As white-collar employees began to experience thea
impact of rising prices and stagnant incomes in the wake
aof the second world war and independence, they also
witnessed the economic gains achieved by blus—collar

workers by wmeans of trade union action. Along with

this, the white-collar began to lose their identifica-

,.
I
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tion with management as work otrganizations grew mara
caomplex and large in size. Hence the tbaditibnal inhi-
gitions about Joining unions started meltiﬁg. Tha sam=a
axnerianca then attracted supacvisary, technical and
mananerial personnel who realized the nead for collac-—
tive action to fight far socio-sconomic hbanefits  and
also to ensure protection against pressures;%rgm amploy—

ers aor fram other sections of fellaw—employees. In  the

tanking industry, for instance, ona most conseqgu=ntial
factor compelling senior afficers to unionize was the
collusion between top management and workers’'® uwnions

which eroded the authority and credibility of middle
management personnel. Collactive action with the ’help
of unions and associations for protection of rights and
interests has now spraad to cover professionals like
teachers, medical personnesl, bureaucrats, technocrats,
writers and artists. Indeed, w2 should note that 1t is
not entirely uncommon for people who would qualify to be
labzlled as employers——like chairmen of companies and
corporations——to discreetly indulge in collective action
for enhancement of their employment interests. Work—
stoppages and other forms of coercive action sponsored
by unions are becoming increasingly regular among medi-
cal and para-medical professionals, transport personnel,
teachers and other elite categories of employees. The
increasing incidence of such behaviour among the higher
strata of employeses has earned them the title "blue-

collar officers". Like Buddhism, trade unionism has
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spread well outside the arena of i%ts birth while the
nativa population - the deprived workers — have received

its grace rather parsimonicusly.

On  the face of it, the spread of trade unionism
among higher sécio—econcmic categaries can be regarded
as a healthy'étowth of the trade union spirit. However,
the cuncrete?@ehavinur of unionized aofficers, managers
and professionals does not lead us to such eupkoric
conclusions. These unions are usually managed H§ an
oligarchy of internal leaders who acquire and Pétain
power over management and union members by fair or Efoul
means. Union leadership then becomes an instrument to
be employed ¢to please, oblige, humiliate, coerce or
blackmail different people according to the need or
convenience of leaders. In some public—sector banks,
such unions haQe acquired considerable cantrol over the
function of perscaonel management. They can virtually
dictate théir managers’ decisions on transfers, promor

. \
tions, special benefits, employee grievances, discipline
etc. I have on a few occasions witnessed the soarry
spectacle of union leaders humiliating top—-level manag-
ars in the pregence of strangers and the managers re—
sponding aé if they were the hired minions aof union
bosses. This type of powser is far removed from the
countervailing power of unions to be employed in pursuit

of the basic human and social values as I had mentioned
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at the Gtaginning. It is such uwnion o=haviour which
invites the concern that unions have h=2come too powerful
and irresponsible. Also, such wnions uswually cover  the

f the working classes.
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Hance, insafar as these unions clinch spescial  economic
henefits and privilegas frum amplayars theough collec—
tive actian, theay cgntﬁ;bute to the wideniﬁg of the
socio—=economic  gnlf bet&éen the affluent and the de-
prived sections of emﬁyéyees. A large proportion of
the depriv?d sections O%JWDFhEPE are still denied =aven
the basic assurance about a reasonsble wage for their
labour. Labour aristocracy perhaps cannot be e2liminat-—

ad, but we should not overlook its role in the context

of trade unionism.

Trade unions are known for their oligarchic lead-
ership pattern inspite of corrective conceptual models
such as the iron law of democracy to balance the. well-
known model of the iron law of oligarchy. But the
nature of oligarchy is not uniform in the trade union
system. The leaders of the earlier bloae—-collar unions
were drawn into union‘leadE‘ship in connection with
their social and political ideologies and hence con-
tained a missionaryAapprcach which implied acceptance of
the basic human and social values which I have spoken

of. These leaders had a vested interaest in their union

positions and often acted as monitors or cantrollers of
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mambers’ acticns. But their behaviour was still guided
by tha spirit of service, commitment, honesty and integ—
ritv. With the axpansion of trade wnionism across
sagmenits and strata of working classes, the missionary

l=aders have besn replacad ar supplemented by ideologi-

pee

sadars wha aften bzhave like

[

cally neutral profsssiona
bureaucrats and businessmen ptrovidng legal and organiza-—
tional service far a fas=, Thus, human relationz among
leaders and members within wnions are increasingly
becoming commeretalized. At the same time, unions
.cannct turn into -%ully commercialized entities as their
original mandate }s to lead collective action in pursuit
of social values-ﬁ This ambivalent organizational reali-
ty invites Ilumpen elem=nts into roles of leadership.
Increasingly, we hear about union leaders who do not
hesitate to collude with managers in acts of victimiza-
tion against workers in return for favours for their
families or %riends. These leadetrs are not infraquently
guided by lust for powetr and greed and hence easily
indulge in corruptionv malpractices and coercion. Such
forces wnould naturaliy:e%cauarge cammercialization and
lumpanzation among workers for selfish gains. The union
powar is then vitiated by mutual distrust, suspicion and
non—cooparation among managers, union leaders and wark-—

ars. When such forces join hands, militancy in union

behaviour cannot be far behind. This kind of union-



powsr in reality makes unions weak. Ironically, 1t is-

this weaksnin owar which attracts the popular belisf

J
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that unions have bscome too powerful.

He should also take cognizance of  tha steadil?
widening professionalization of anterprise managemeng;
Frofessional managers as a rule constitute an indepéﬁé—
ant force in employment relations and are interestedrién
applying their knowledge and training ¢to concrete
managerial praoblems. Their knowledge and ¢training in
the area of employment relations usually include the
humanistic models of participative management, motiva-
tion, job enrichment, HRD etc. Many of these managers
are also trained to recognize the limitations of western
concepts and look for alternative styles of management
such as the so—-called Japanese system or an indigenous
system based on the téaditional Indian values o+ Bandhi-
an philosophy. These alternatives are sometimes pro-—
jected as a means to buiiding a relationship of mutuali-
ty between management and workers without the assistance
of a third agency. At the same time, these managers
develop apprehensions about the releavance af trade
unions in the background of their knowledge about the

various forces in trade union behaviour as I have re-

—ounted.
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This emerging trend i1s supported by the changing
socig—economic pru%ile of workers. Industrial jobs are
now progressively»ménned by a ralatively wvoung, educated
and socially mobile labour force influenced by the
modern consumerist culture. Increasing proportions of
middle and highet+ socio-aconomic strata have beeﬁ enter—
ing iIindustrial jobs.r From managemesnt’'s point of view,
these warkers.Qoald be expected to be more willing and
capable than the?f predecessors to respond positively to
management’'s programmes for participative management aqd
HRD. This would make managament and workers Equaf&y
committed to resolving all issues of management Icf
people hetween them without the involvement Df unioniy
While such an expectation is logically alluring, the new
generation of warkers is perhaps getting into more
sarious tensions and conflicts with management as a

result of the growing turmoil in the sconomic environ-

ment in recent years,

The accelerating turbulence in global business and
economy and its serious economic implications for Indian
economy have caused complex wuncertainties for large
segmants of industry. Many enterprises operating in
highly competitive markets are faced with the choice of
drastic reduction iAn the cost of labour or clasure of
business. In the interest of survival, they feel

obliged to adopt labour-saving technology, modify work-

wk?km SARABHAI LIBRARY
INDIAN INSINUs: OF MANAGEMEM
uaﬁwAnngummwmaulmmux



load stadards of labour to enhance productivity and +57

parcel out part of theier manufacturing responsibility to
ancillary producars. All these measuras are deitrimental
tn the immediate interest of employvees who are often
pushed 1inta accepting highér noras of waorkloads and
partial' rredundancy ot retren;hment. Th=2 smplovyats are
willing to offer a better pa&kage of rewards to workers
in view of the savings inﬁpabcur cost accruing from
ravision of workloads and aqullaPizatiDn of production.
They receive support in thisﬁendeavour from union 1éad—
ers ;ha are probably insensitive to the immediate con-
cern  of workers regarding wotrkloads and loss of jobs.
Union leaders expect to make workers happy with higher
economic rewards which are less important to workers
compared with gheir shop—-floor problems. The le=ad-
ers’'strategy is to yield to management’s need for ra-
tionalizaticn of jobs and workloads in the interest of
"survival of business and, in return, obtain concessions
from management on economic benefits and discipline.
Thus, while management aﬁd uniaon strike a collaborative
bargain far peace, proguctivity and prosperity, the
workers and shop—-floor leaders are aliesnated from both
and indulge in militant protest action. .The union thus
loses value for its members. We are perhaps in the
midst of a significant metamorphasis in trade unionism.
While conventionally, trade unions are supposed to

combine workers against employers, the employers have

begun to see methods of participative management as a

oy
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means to combinea with warkars against unions. Gn the
other hand, the new sconomic crisis tends o combine
employers and uwnions against  workars. Conflict and
coop=atation run In & circle,

t now

I muw hara with wyou the open secret that the

i
i

various forces contributing to the questions and appre—
héhsions about the value of trade unions in the emerging

scenario of industrial re=lations as I have analyzed do

C gz

not apply to all uwnions in our cnuntﬁx. I am deeply
aware of my extraemely limited competence to claim knowl-
edge or understanding of the complex and heterégeneous
reality of trade unions. I am sure khere are many
unions and associations which appraximaté closely to the
fundamental logic of unionism in the sense of represent-
ing employees’ interests and pursuing them vigorously
within the limits of social discipline. Thete must be
uniuné all over the country which function in a healthy
and effective manner regardless aof the political, so—-
cial, legal or ecqnnmic currents carrying the destruc—

)

tive power as I have summarized earlier. Probaﬁly the

healthy trade unions symbolize the exceptions which

prove the general trend of deterioration.

What prediction can we make from the existing
reality of trade unions? Past experience suggests that

the spectrum of employment relations including trade



unions is characterized by tendermindadness, ambivalencs
and expediency. We Shﬂuld-thEFefDPE expect yat anatherﬂﬂ
attempt by governmant to modify labour law fgf making
trade unions more effectivae and acceptable in the larger
commuinity. Maanwhile, the political and persanal games
ta explait trade urnions for selfish and facti;nal gains
will centinua. Concurrently, the enlighteneq“ﬁanagement
affarts to strengthen HRD and participative  managsment
for direct dealings with workars and fthe worgérs' alien—
ation from union leadership under eccnomic'g;igis will

also continua.

The most crucial part of the emerging trade union
scene 1s the widening gulf between union leaders and
workers. There is a real danger that if leaders respond
too favourably to the immediate needs of workers in
terms of job security and workload revisions, they may
be labelled as unrealistic or irresponsible by employers
and the public. As the recent British experience sug-
gasts, unions are gravely vulnerable to pressdures from
amployers and government during a period of aconomic
crisis. On the other hand, if union leaders show tao
much senéitivity to the problems aof industry apd the
larger scanomy, their alienation in relétion to workers
may grow. Clearly, the primary responsibility of unieon
leaders 1is towards workers. Hence serious efférts to
understand and sympathise with workerg-and respond to

their concrete problems and needs may be the most urgent
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task. But this responsibility will have th include
some concirete method of making #Qrkers aware of tha
acagnomic and sSocial constraints within which their
interasts can be meaningfully puééued. The procass of
liberalization af the =sconomy in the context of globali-
zation of markets implies that market farces hava =
quired crucial significance in all aapecfé of e=sconomic
activity i1ncluding employment relatibﬁé; Hernce2 all
segmants of busiﬁeaﬁ will need to make séérifices whila
pursuing their respective wants. Hnwever, thase =acri-
fices should be evenly distributed among various stake-
holders. The diStributiﬁn can z2 meaningfully organizsd
only if there is adeqguate trust between management;
unions and workers.  Such trust can be built only 1f the
parties maintain mutual understanding, tolerance and
respect. This 1is indeed a far cry from the current
situation which is dominated by tripartite distrust as a
vetetran traae unionist recently described it. For this
purpose; workers anﬁ union leaders may need to be con-
scientized to the value of playing the praotest role motre
maturely and realistically. Hence purposive sncial
training of workers may have to be developsd as an
important function of trade unions.. Trade unions can
perhaps design purposive and innovative methods of human
resource development for leaders and workers in this

perspective.

At

L.



The political, social and legal forces responsible
for  fragmentation within  the unions and within the
labour force are guibe overbearing in theair  impact on
trade wunion effactiveness. Hence a joint action by
trade wnions to contral political interferasnce and

ramove  the legal obstacles ta teade uwuniocn viability

seems to be most consequential  for enhancing the value

af trade unions. In view of the generally unfavourable
public opinion oan the current reality of trade unions,
unity among them has a lat of urgent value. The past

sxperiments in  achieving limited uwunity among trade
unions have been shackingly unsuccessful. Still it

should remain an urgent unfinished agenda.

Similarly, there is no escape from the need to
deal with the process of lumpenization of union leader-—

ship with all the union power one can command. As long

as peaple yield to immediate selfish goals; ﬁhér;"is no
way to lend credibility or acceptability to unions among
warkers, employ?rs and thé public. 1t is common knowl-
edge that pur;uiﬁ bf vgsted interest, corruption and
greed at any level in human relations gradually snow—
balls inta a debilitating ailment for the entire system.
We need to generate and apply as much counterpawer as we
can to check this evil. Corruption also reinforces
mistrust among union leaders, workers and’ managers.
Tripartite mistrust and tripartite wickedness afe com—

trades—in—arms. Together, they augment., their striking

26



!

pawer. - HWa 3ll kncw now oftan rasponsibla and  sensible

wdtkars argus they will not fulfil thsir obligation to

vers bacange they arsa noct trustworthy.,

UnNions o

m
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Such attitudes and hahaviowr ars dutifally reciprocated.
Tha q=w m=aithods 3f participative management  and

ﬁhD ara gulite conducive to the n2ed faor greatar under—
‘ standing and collabhoratiocn between managers and workers
1§nd resoluticon of concratse problems of management at the
.;perating levels. The spirit of proigssignal managament
has touchead managars, union leaders gnd some sections of
warkers who are sxposad ta  training vand development
a2fforts. As a part of this expcsure,lthey bhecome aware
of the dysfunctional aspects of coliective bargaining
and he=nce lock for non—bargaining hodels aof employment
relations. The bumanizing and participative models
constitute a special appeal for these people. Howaver,
such new approaches cannot aver eliminate the basic
function of wnions to lead collective action taowards
removal of inegquality and injustice in labour-management
!
relations. It is most important to undeéstand and
racognize that work-place harmony and conflict of inteer-—
ests are two sides of a coin and should be treated as
equally important. Neither can subsume or substitute

the other. Many people have realizaed from euxperience

that any attempt to promote harmony and copoperation in

o
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interasts #51il fail to vield desived r=sulbs.
Trada aniogns may alss n2=d o strangthen thetir
contributian to social and sScononic policy. it acp=ars

that the #0ol=z playad by uvuniops ia forauiation and inple-
mentation of lébogh policy has be=en praograssively
shrinking over theﬁ YRArSa
relativa insction afythe laval =f governmant and  Commu—
nity in the area af ravisw of labour golicy. But the
reduced-rale aof unions 13 also due to the growing multi-—
plicity of unions accompanied by raduced strength.  The

issue of trade union unity is important in this context.

In westarn countrias, thosa wunions which arae
facing problems of declining membership and social
.acceptance have . hegun to assume new functions in  the
areas of community welfare and problems in the environ-
amant. Their new tasks include compunity health and
education, hocusing for the pocr, and fight against
degradation of natural resources. Such a need for a new
social role of trade unions in India is alsa expressed
nccasionally by union leaders and otherg. Some unions
have developed concrete olans in this tragard. Whila
unions move in this divrection, we will need to continu-
ally raise and answer the profoundly simple guestion:

What are trade unions for?



Nota

I have consciously avoided citaticns af the rafsr-
encaes 1 consulted for wiriting this paper. I wish ¢£o
state that at various stages - the wnfoermaticn and

. -
raflaections coatainzd in the béper are drawn from o
inspired by the references lkated below. I owe much
gratitude to the authors of th%ée publications for what

I have learnt from them. My cblleague K. KEumar helped

in scanning library sources for which I am grateful.
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