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TRADE UNIONS IN SOCIAL REALITY

N R Sheth

I had several occasions in recent yesrs to ask managers and
administrators their views on the role of trade wmions in society.
Typical responses I received are: unions should help management in
raising productivity; wnions should enforce discipline among workers;
yniOns should provide education and welfare to workers; unions should
participate in the national plens for economic stability and growth.
In almost each case, in the middle of a group discussion someone would
raise the question: but shouldn't unions primarily serve workers

who are their members?

This information is quite valusble in understanding\the role
and -effectiveness of trade unionism in our country. It is not uncommon
for tho 'elite' in business and sdministration to look upom trade
unions as agencies designed for general socio-economic development which
also care for workers' interests. In the backgroumnd of this expectation,
it is easy to take umions to task when thejir eetivities appear to
disturb established authority and economic activity. Striking or
agiyating trade wnionists are.often quickly condemned as irresponsible,
disruptionist or anti-social. It is common knowledge that a large
proportion of India's econoric 'elite' felt greatly happy with the
prospect of wninterrupted peace and production during the recent

period of government-sponsored'emergency' when normal union activities



ware sharply curtailed, At the seue time, there was = widespr-ed fear
during emergency among thc capteins of industry that the subdued

union agctivitics would begin with renewed force as soon as government
lifted its control. This prediction seems to have been well-founded
judging by the large number of strikes and mass agitstions reported
lfrom various parts of the country immediaztely following the

revocation of ‘emergency'. .Such incidents should proéide confirmatory
data to those who believe in the anti-social or irresponsigie”
character of Indian Unions. On the other hand, workers are likely to
put pressure on trade unions to ventilate their gricvances and dewsnds
which may have remain?d wmexpressed during 'emergency'e. Consequently,

trede wnions in India in mid-!977 are vulmersble to internal as well

as external forces.

This is perhaps an opportune time to exa@ine popular assumptions
and judgoments on trade unions in relation to the fundamental premises
on which they exist sand grow as a part of the wider society. In
this paper1, I shall first briefly discuss fﬁo logic of trade unionisn
and thc structure nnd functions of & trmdc union in a democratic
society. Subsequently, I shall rnalyse the gencsis, structure
and functions of Indian trade\unions in the context of their
historical, social, political =nd economic environrent. At the end,

I propose to consider some alternstive approaches to the task of

naking unions more effective in fulfilment of their basic objectives.



Unfortunately, the existing literature on Indign trade unions
is far from adequagte to allow firm generaslizations on their structure
and functions. Most of the general compilations on trade unions
have repeatcdly chronicled the emergence and growth of the 'movement'’
in the wake of industrializafion »nd dwelt upon its strengths and
woaknesses in the background of government policy, moral values and
the maze of the Indian economic and political Systeme. There have

not been nany attcnpts to study the structure and dynarics of trade
unionism at the grass-roots level and its role in the larger 50ciety3.
A satisfactory understanding of these aspects would require a nore
solid foundation of primary research than we have at present.
Meanwhile, it may be useful to begin a discussion on the subject

with the help of the relevant conceptual materiel »nd the available

information, - ‘ .

I. The Logic of Trade Unionism - An idcal type

In n democratic scciety, a trade union is a legitimate voluntary
association of pecople engaged =8 empIOyeés in industrial and similar
other enterprise (o.z. commercial and service~based orgsmizations).
These peopls nrc expected to form such associations to pursue
their common interests, A trade union therefore assumes the
character of a formal orgsnization cst-blished to achieve specific

objectives embodying its members' intercsts. In this sense, &



trade union is similar to other types of formal organizations such
as a joint-stock company. The primary responsibility of a trade
union is towards its members just s the primary responsibility of
e joint-stock company is towards its sharcholders. Other forms of
gocial responsibility (industrial harmony, participation in
rogrammes for increased productivity and economic development etc.)
should follow and not precede a union's responsibility +towards its

renbers.,

The common interests of union members arise from their common
exporicnoes in rclation to their employment snd » set of common
objectives they wey want to achieve és enployess or as citizens.
For instance, thoy are intorested in protecting their jobs, in
improving thoir social and economic status, in schieving better working
conditions and in getting humane trestment from supervisors and
nanagers. For one thing, trade unions may help-members in the
process of articulation and cxpression of their common interests.
Second, trade unions nmay act as an agency through which the common
interests.are protected and promoted cr a continuing basis. Trade
unionism thus has a psychological function for workers, as it ray
provide to them a sense of belongingness and security. Third,
trade unions, by their continuing activity on behalf of members,
may-tend to gencrate snd reinforce among them the consciousness
of common experience and interest. Trade umion activity often

makes workers awarc that their ecomoric return, working conditions,



and ‘rights as employees are unsatisfactory and that these could be
changed thriugh concerted action, Finally. like other interest
groups, trade unions may help their members to achieve the status
of citizens in the government of industry as well as in the wider
society. The members' interests as citizens include their general
welfare and education. Hence trade unions often act as welfare
agencies for their members to promote their physical well-being,

social security, education and political consciousness.

In the process of expressing, protecting and promoting workers'
interests, tradc unions encounter an important aspect of social
relations in an industrial organization - that workers' interests
are often in conflict with those of the orgsnization and its
management.4 Every formal organization such as an industrial enter—
prise implies digtribution of material resources (e.g. wages and
salaries in relation to total earnings, allocation of time, physical
conditions of work). It also involves distribution of authority
and power, Jistribution of material resources leads to some
degree of economic inequality among the various parts of the
organization (sharcholders, managers, workers). The authority and
power relationships within an organization imply the imposition of
some degree of compulsion on subordinates from superiors. This
leads to a conflict of interests between the two Trade umions seek
to reduce the existing inequelity of material resources and authority

by striving for enhancement of workers' economic benefits and power



over their work cnvironment. A trade union cen thus be regarded
as' a conflict {or protest) group vis-a-vis industrial enterprise.5
This facet of trade wnionism.as representing a conflict group

has been clearly recogniscd in law and so dety which allow trade
unions to withhold labour and agitate against employers, although
such action is permitted within certsin legal and moral norms of
group behaviour (for instance, union members arc not perm tted to

damage company property or indulge in violence against managers).

We 8hould however remember that trade unions would not porform
any meaningful social function if they were to remain in perpetual
conflict with management or anyone else. The element of protest and
conflict inherent in trade unionism needs to get institutionalized for
employers end enployees to be able to cooperate fer renlization
of their respective objectives. This process of institutionalization
implies some interaction between management snd union to discuss snd
arrive at an agreement on the various issues under dispute. Such
interaction is known as collective bargaining. This tern implies
acceptance of trade union as a party (rebresenting workers) with
which management would negotinte as a social equal and reach agreement
on specific issues of employment (such as wages, wofking conditions,
preductivity, employeec grievances etc.). The partics alsc often
negotiate procedures for regulating their bargeining relationship
mmd implementation of the substantive terms of their agreement.

The two parties arc thus involved in the process of nmeking rules



on industrial relations matters and also regulating the conflict
of interests between them. This rule~making role of trade unions
leads t0 regular review And redefinition of existing rights of
management and workers. In this sense, collective bargaining helps
trade unions and their members to influence manesgement decisions on
ﬁatters related to employrment. This is a signifieant aspect of

labour participation in management.

Apart from the social functions of trade unions in relation
to industri2l organization in a given time-place context, they
have a larger rcle as.part of the totsl society. Unions pursue
their rembers' interosts by influencing public opinion and
pressurizing government and the community (through demonstration,
agitation, withdrawal of services etc.) Unions thus act as political
pressure groups. _ In this role, they highlight the social, economic
and political inocquglities in the sociecty aloné with the conscquent
disabilitios suffercd by the working classcs and seck to remove
such disabilitics. Tuv some extent, thercefore, unions are ideology-
based organizotions akin to political pefties. In order to perform
this role, trade unions in scme cowntries (such as Britain) form
their ovm politicel parties whlle clsewhere (in India and some
western Buropean countries) they identify themselves wi th existing
political parties. Most pcople Who are oricnted to a profession
(e.g. cuployers, managers, administrators, ac~demicians) find

it difficult to accept this political role of trade unions. In such



Ipeople's vicw, the political dimension of a trade union's activity
makes it less professional and hence 'inferior' in comparison

ﬁith business organizstions. We should however remcmber that all
associations cof busincssmen and industriaslists contain an ideological
basis which is reflected in tileir dealings with trade unions,
government =nd the public (e.g. when an employers' faderation
attempts to influcnce government decisions and public opinion

on the concept of bonus in industry or on automation). Those
professionals who advocate the maintenance of existing economic and
social privilcges are in reality advocates of an ideology favouring
status gquo. There is therefore a scnse in which all social orgeni-
zations have 2 political dimension. 4 trade union is one such

form cf social organization,

II, TRADE UNION OﬂGANIZATION6— STRUCTURE LND DYNAMICS:

(i) Multiplicity of objectives

411 formal organizations have'multiple oquctives. However, the
basic objectives of o business enterprise are articulated in economic
terms (especially in terms of the concept of profitability).

In the cese of a trade union, the common interests of its members
cen ofton be articulated in econcmic terms ¢improvement in wage
rates, fringe benefits, incentives, welfare measures etc.)

At the seme time, a large part of union objectives relstes to non-

economic 1issues such as resolution of workers' grievances against



managenent, promotion of their status as employees and citizens

and resistancg agrinst what workers might regard as unreasonable
exercise of managerial authority. This special significence

of non~cconomic objectives of wnion members has two major implications
for wion organization: (i) The employer's stress on economic
calculus gives him the adventagec of precision snnd clarity implied inm
quantitstive measures. For instgﬁbe, the cost of a strike cén be
easily computed in money terms. But it is much more difficult for a
union to est-blish that the strike would serve the members' objective
of securing greater respect and status within their orgenization.
(ii) As Munson suggests, the union's concern with non-economic
objectives may lcad union leaders to lock upon money "as a secondary
and perhaps inferior goal. This sense of moral superiority is
increased in the trade union leader, becauss the money he secks is
not for himsclf but for his members. It is satisfying, perscnally,
to have g--unds for feeling morally above an ovponent. It also
contributes directly to orgenizational strength". (Munson 1970:
P«8)e This hypothesis however needs o be exaﬁined with the help

of empirical dato. For the sense of moral superiority among union
leaders may cncourage them to underemphasize the importence of

cconomic issues or create among them o 'superiority complex'

which m~y cventually weeken members' support.

(ii) Union Structurc in a Social contcxt

Let us now examine the major structurrl characteristics of

trade unior crgmmizstion.



As I have ergued errlier, 2 trade union is a formal orgesnization
pursuing goals derived from mombers' interests. The unicn hierarchy
broadly consists of two levels, members mnd leaders. Vhile the
authority of managerent in industry is derived by delegation
from nbove (i.e. from owners' representatives), the authority of
union lenders is derived by delegafion from below (i.c. members).
Howevor, while thc owners as a group do not usually participate in
the day=to=day affnirs of industry, thc mambers of a union are more
closely involved in union affairs. In fact, most of the activities
of union leaders directly influcnce members' interests and satiesfactionse.
libreover, union lenders who dcrive their ~uthority from members are
required at the same time to exercise authority over the members.

For instance, lenders sre expected to guide members sbout how much wego
rise should be domanded when demands should be made on management,

when a strike should be cealled, ot what stege it should be withdrawn,
#nd 80 on. In exercising authority over members on such matters,
leaders connot noeglect the fact that members con easily withdraw

their support to the union by refusing to.paycunion dues and
porticipate in wnion activitics, Also the financial »nd technologieal
base of union crganization is weaker than the corresponding base
within industrial and other oréanizations. Union funds are subject

to uncertain factors such as mombers' discretion and the efficiency

of collectcors of union dues., Union londers therefore tend to

work under conditions of relative insecurity.



Another important festure of union organization is heteroge-
neity among its members., For instance, the members of an industry-
based union werk under differcnt c¢mployers vith disprrate wage
rates and working conditions, When the union secures economic or
other bencfits for cne section of membership, others may suffer
from a feeling of relntive disadvantage, especially if they have
participated in a struggle with employers on behalf of their
fellow unionists. Sémetimes, various sections of wmion members nake
conflicting demands on the same issues., While some members may want
to occept menagement's decision to dismiss a worker found guilty
of a major misconduct, others may went to oppose the decision in

the interest of workers' unity.

Lt their work-places, union members work under the authority
of managers ns representertives of employcrs. Managerial roles and
authority are mere precisely defined end viablevduo to the precise
techno-gcconomic bnrsis of industriesl orgsnizstion. Fhile managerial
authority is a matter of continuous expericnce for employees, union
authority is cxperienced intermittantly du}ing inportant events of
industrial reclations. Moreover, managerial authority hes & greater
degreé.of socinl acceptonce then the authority vested in union
nleaders. Probably due to the fact thot industrial enterprise
proceded wnion organizrtion (which is widely perceived as ~nti-

managemenrt ), the la tter secms to suffer from low socirl approvsl
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in all democratic societies. The unions' philosophy nnd methodology
based on the acceptance of prctest against established authority

for ochicvement of orgrnizational gorls supports this peopular

belief implying low legitimacy as well as positive hostilidty.

Tho business of & tredc union is not execlusively its ocwn.
It is well within the field of mansagement activity to provide to
workers the cccnomic, social #nd psychological bene fits which the
union may try to sccure for them. Hence union leaders may at times
find thomselves competing with progressive managements interested

in employee welf~rc ond prosperity.

As a voluntary association of members, a trade union has to
face actual or pctential competition from rivel unions. If a signi-
ficant proportion of union members beocome dissrtisfied with their
leaders, they may-easily form or joirn snother umion. In those
countries such as India where 2 very small numﬁer of persons can
officially form o union, most trade unions function under n perpece

tual threat of inter-union rivalry.

The tasks to be performed by urion leaders arc relatively
unstructured, uneccrtain =mmd subject to 2 variety of forces in the
economic, social and political ;nvironment. Fcr instmnce,
sensitive prcblems ~f decision~making mry orise from the providen-

tial inability of a manager to supply appropriate tocls to a

turbulent group of employces. Or sometimes a2 union ideology may
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make it necessmry to give up short-term demnnds for incressed wages
in the intecrest of a long-ternm plsn to acquire better wages and

power for workers.

These structurnl cheoracteristics of trade wions provide
justification for tho contention thatJthey are ephemeral organizations.
In practice, the rank-end-file mqmbers are only peripherally
involved in the union's routine orgsnizntion~l process, FHence
lendors constitute the crucinl part of the organizetion. In fact,
as Munson dramatically suggests, "the lender igs the union, in sO
far as many members perceive the rclation® (Munsons 19702 pe6.).

At the seme time, in view of the various challenges posed by
internal and extornal forces as indicated enrlier, the sense of
security amcn; lenders is = crucial verinble nffecting organizational
success in serving mcmbers' interests. To some extent, union leaders'
sensc of security would depend on their personal qualities and
expericncc &s leaders. Ir theory onc can conceive of trede union
leaders who crn nchicve results for their rembers with the help ¢f
their perscnal rceputaticn or charisma. Hh%ever, iﬁ most cases, the
ability of union leaders to perform their role and achieve union
objectives would depend on thei2 ability to adapt the union

structurc to the demands nade on it by members and other outside

forces such as politicel partics, government and employers.

The simplest (and, from the members' point of view,,the most

effective) approach to the task of structuring wion activities is
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to respond to the menmbers' immediate interests and needs. Urions
following this strategy arc called by Mumson (1970 p.10. ff.) as
'member-centred’ unions. Union lesders in such cases may find it
necessary to work closely with the renk-and-file, undsrstand the
economi ¢, Soclal and paychological satisfactions needed by members
from time to time and desl with managements towards efficient
achievement of members' needs. Such union orgsenizations are thercfore
likely to be le ss bureaucrstic and more democratic in as much as

the effcctive achievement of desired objectives would primarily
depend on menbers' involvement in the various activities. This form
of union structure cen be developed where a union has strong

support from the majority of potential members to give it sufficient

bargaining power.

In thosec cases where a union's membership strength and hence
bargaining power are low, the le aders may have té depend on factors
extraneous to members' immediate concerns. One such extrsneous
factor is political i ::0logy. In India, for instance, the political
idcology associated with Gandhi, Marx or some combination of the
two leaders is often used by union leaders to gein and maintain
nenbers' loyalty. This type of 1léadership implies what lunson
calls political unionism. As political ideology is at best of remote
concern to thc rank-and-file, the strength of such unions is likely
to depend more on the charismatic quglities of the leaders. As the

rnain besis for unionizstion in this casc is commitment to an ideology
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and loyalty to persons holding such ideology, the leaders may be
able to exercise authority over members without much resistance.
The wnion leadership may consequently bceome more authoritarien

or bureaucratic than member-centred unions.

An altemative approach of wnion leaders towards structuring
the organization in a situation of low membership and bargaiming
power is to depend on some external agency for union activities.
Some Unions may depend heavily on management's cooperation and
convinco members that what is decided in friendly negotiations
between union and management'is in the pembers' best interest.
Others may depend on a third party such as government. The leaders'
main task may thon consist of influencing government decisions on
union affairs and persuading members to accept government's advice
or decisions. Such unions are labelled by Munson as dependent
wmions, In this cage, as in the cese of political unions, the main
source of union strength resides outside the social field of
interaction between lerders and members. Hence, the leadership is

likely to be morc authoritarian than democratic.’

1Y

(iii) Mejor Union Tasks - Response to Environment

The primary need for any socigl organization is to survive.
For survival, the organisation should be able to maintain a minimum
membership and member commitment. It should therefore domonstrate

some achievement of its stated objectives in relation to its members.



16

These objectives in turn can be achieved only if the union retains
a degree of acceptebility among the horganizations with which it has
to interact (especially, msnagement and govermmont). The union
should also be able to wield enough power to keep its competitors

and adversaries at a distance so that they do not destroy it.

'If a trade union faces significant threat in its environment,
its activities may be primarily oriented to the need for survival.
In such a situation, members' interests may become irrelevant or
secondary to the need for survival. For instsnce, in a situation
of intense inter-union rivalry o union mey have to demonstrate
its superiority over its rivasls to retain members' .10yalty. In such
cases, unions often find it expedient to resort to violence or
make unreasonable demands orn management although it may be awsreof
the futility of sugf: action., A similar need for the umion to
demonstrate its concern for members may arisec wﬁen management begins
to stcal ihe show from it on workers' grievences and bencfits. Here,
the union organizatior is closely identified with its leaders and
mombers assume the role of clients whose interests become secondary

to the need for organigzational survival.

\

On the other hand, when a2 union acqQuires strong support fron
members and becomes a viable social end economi ¢ orgeani zation,
it may bogin to provide to members direct economic benefits such

as financial credit, welfare and recreational facilities and

employment rela ted security. Most of thesc tasks involve economic
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calculations of investment and return. Hence, union activitics
in such ceses are likely to assume the form of economic activitios
similar to business.. Here 21s0, union lecaders may neglect the
needs of workors in relation to.. their employers. In fact the
provision of welfhre facilities on economic terms meay sometimes
compromise members' self-gsteem as citizens when, for instance,

a borrower of union loan cannot repey it in time for good reason.

The main function of union leadership is to negotiate members'
demands with management and organize worker-protest in order to
secure maxix;um benefit for members. This function can be effectively
performed by ls aders when they are not compelled to fight for the
survival of their unions and also not too much preoccupied with the
general welfare of members. Fowever, lunson throws interesting
sidelight on thisA function of trade wmions to strive for member
benefits. In his view (Munson s 1970 : pp.18—é1 ), the continuous
interaction between a union snd nonagement on emplojyee benefits and
‘welfare compels union leaders to collaborate ;n various shop~floor
issues relating to productivity, safety, 8iscipline, grievance etc.
Conecquently, to some extent, the union leader becomes 2 pert of
enterprise personnel nmanagement attitudes. In that sense, the union
leader tends to be "psychologically abs'orbed by management."
Similarly, scholars such as Allen (1971) and Baumen (1972) have
pointed out that British trade unions which emerged as protest

groups against the Elite system eventually became part of the same
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system. It would be quite interesting to pursue this hypothesis in
the context of Indian trade unions and cxamine its implications for

trade wnmion effectiveness.7

III, TRADE UNIONS IN INDIA

Indian trade unionss, like their counterparts elsewhere, omerged
as a by-product of the modern industrial enterprise. Arbitrary
and high-handed trestment of workers by employers as well as
exploitative working conditions (long hours of work, mcagre wages,
inadequate rogard for safety ond welfare) created among workers a
shared sense of helplessness and dissatisfaction with employers.
In the beginning (around 1880) sporadic attempts were made by employees
to express their discontent towards employers and government through
strikes and protest meetings. . few employee sssociations were also
formed during this é;rly period, but they were more like wolfare

organi zations than trade unions. Genuine trade unionism in India began

when Madras Labour union was formed in 1918,

The oarlicr welfare associations as well'as the moral reel trade
unions were all led by philanthropists, social workers or political
leaders. These representetives of workers possessed both the
ideclogical fervour to help thc downtrodeen as well as the
intellectual capacity to arti culate workers' needs and interests
in relation to an English-speaking alicn government., Simultaneously,

the political mass struggle for nationalism began to take root
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in thc country. The potentisl trrde unionists werc closely associated
vith this politiecal movement. ALt the same time, the political
movenent nceded support from organizablc masses such as industrisl
workers. Hence trade union lendorship developed a close identity

with political leadership.

The close link between political =and trade wmion leadership has
been described bty most writers on Indian trade unions. Sinee 1929,
when factionalism within the congress led to o split within the
A11 India Trade Union Oongress associated with it, Indian trade
uions have followed the cleavages and rerlignments among political
parties from time to time. During the last decade, individual
members and small groups within political parties have been shifting
their allegiances from party to party. In msny such cases, union
leaders continue t0 hold importsnt positions in tremde unions with
which they have long association =lthough they may move tc political
parties with a diffcrent union base. For instancc, a large number of
socizlists joined the eongress aftcr 1970 but éontinued to hold
executive positions in the Hind Marzdoor Sa£he which orned allegiance
to some non-congress political partics. Conscquontly, some unions
(such as HMS) arc now less clenfly associated with speccific
political nartics than others (such as AITUC which is closcly
linked with the right-wing Communist Part of India). L growing

number of tradc union federations now claim that they are indcpendent



20

of political parties., Howcver, the close bond betweon unions and
political partics was dramaticelly demonstreted recently when the
pre-congress INTUC and the pro-communist AITUC unsuccessfully
contemplated merger in the wake of the politicel alliance between

the congress and the Communist Party. Sirmilerly, while several
attempts at creating a wnited forum of trade wmions feiled in the pest,
the chances of unity emong the unions associated with the constituents

of the nowly formed Janatha Party appear quite good.

One major consequence of the politicel origin of Indian trade
mionism is fragmenta'tion of the cxpression of workers' needs and
interests. The notorious phenomenon of union multiplicity and rivalry
at all levels of industri-l orgenization does not need to be discussed v
at length here. Its implications for union structure and fun ctions

will be discussed.later.

Another consequence of politicel unionism is theat the objectives”
end metheds of trade union orgenization depend mainly on the ideology
of a union. ¥hile radical unions such as'lITaC tend to exsmine
workers! intercsts mainly in terms o f the Marxist class-~struggle,
conservative unions such as INTUC are likely to be concerned with
the idecals of peace, harmony an‘d productivity. For instance, the
Netional Commission on Lebour summarized the views of the major

trade wmion centres on the function of unions in Indian Socicty

as follows:
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The INTUC whilc acknowledging tho need for adequate attention
to ﬁllﬁlling the traditional rolc of unions, has suggested that
wions should (i) serve their membership and cater to the meny-
sided requireicnts of workers as responsible citizems; (ii) plan
for sustaining thc intercsts of their memborship during times of
industrisl peace by orgenizing intellectual, social, culturml and
recreational activities, consumer co-operatives, credit co-operstives
and co~opcrctive housing socicties; and (iii) educate the rank and
filc so that the trnditional »gitational role should gradually be
trensformed into one of understending. It has pleaded that the
union should be given an effective role in the affairs of the
industry, including in its management as co-partmer in industry.
The other view is ecqually cogently put forth by the HMS when it
points out that "if the tr~de unions 2llow thoemselves to be diverted
from their traditggnal role in the name cf requirements of economic
developmiit, the weoker and explcited sections of the working class
will find thomsclwes *errorised end deprived of safeguards to an even
greater extont," The AITUC strikes 2 different note altogether.
In its view,. "the ultimate aim of the trade union movement is to
abolish capitalism »nd wage-slavery snd estrblish socialism in which
~not only the working class but all laysrs of society are freed
free from exploitation." To evoke proper response from wnions, it
suggests a vide range of institutional changes. Other centrel
orgrnizntions have indicated views which lie between thesc extreres,

(National Commission: on Labour : 1969 : p.287)
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The vide veriety of ideoclogical responses made by Indien unions
have of ten influenced the process of gowrmment decision-making on
vitel issucs of 1nbour policy. The cretvhile tripertite forums on
labour rclations (Indinn Labour Conference »nd Strnding Lebour
Committeo) and the National Commission on Lebour arrived at many
conclusions through consensus among parties. Such conscensus of ten
turns intg compromise among parties holding verying views.

The followving conclusion recorded by the National Commission on
Labour on the function of trade unions will illustratc the compromising

nature of decision-making through consensus:

Ve

The tradc wnion movement, which we expoct will evolve on the basis
of changes in its structu;e recomnended carlier, has indeed to pay
‘greater attention to the basie needs of its membersS,eeesss 4t the
same time, it is dnmperative that unions kcep the wwell-being and progress
of the communist constantly boeforc them even in the midst of their
endesvours to help the rorking class. Unions have a stake in the
success of the national plané for economic devélopmant, since these
arc formulated and implemented as much fo£ maxinising preduction
as for distributing the product in an equitable manner, Unions have
to adapt thomscelves to changing‘social necds, and rise above
divisive forc.s of caste, religion sand languege; and indecd, in
this rcgard, the role of the unions has been crcditable. It is only

thus that théy can progressively bccome instruments for constructive

Errposas. (National Commission on Labour s 1969 : p. 287).



An interesting question regarding politicel uniopism is:
to what extent does the ideological basis of union leadership
influence the interests of the members? There is little evidence
to arrive at any valid conclusion in this matter. However,
Ramaswamy's study (1974) of trede unionism in a South Indian
industrial town suggests that

"trade union end politicsl matters constitute fairly

discrete spheres of activity. The outsiders (leaders)

are in control of a powerful union seeking to advance

its members' job-related interests. They also have a

deep political commitment. They are able to pursue
both these goals without having to mix the two. (p.170)

In one sense, Indian trade unionism grew out of government
action. In 1920, the British Indian government realized the need for
a trade union federation to represent the Indien working class at
the newly-formed International Labour Conference. The government
also -wanted a Labour organization to advise it (government) on matter
of labour poligy. The first major trade wnion orgsnization (A1l

Ingia Trade Union Oongress) was launched by the Congress Party in

reaponse to these govermment-felt needs.

.

At the same time, the government came under pressure both from
industrialists in Fnglend end from Indien politicel elite (for
different reasons) to give legal recognition to employees' right
to orgenize. BHence in 1926 the Indisn Trade Union Act provided for
registration of trsde unions and protection of umion leaders against

legal action for legitimate union activity. Trade unions thus acquired
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legal rights and privileges to<function as formal voluntary
organizations roprescenting workcrs' interests. Thus, while trade
unions in thc Test acquired legal rccognition long after they
began to organize and represent workers' interests, Indisn trade
unions had hardly geincd acceptance among workers when they got
legal status and protection. It secms this historical accident
has has had a significant cffect on the social status, function
and acceptability of trade unions in India. As the unions seen to
have started more with the support fron the supcrstructure of
nationalist politics and governnent than with thc support of the
infrastructurc of membership, the latter support perhaps continued
to reuwain weak., But this hypothcsis nceds to be examined with in

the light of historical and sociological analysis.

Thilec legislation on trade unions and industrial relatiore bas
undergonc some changes since it was first enacted, its major
fenturcs have remeined virtuslly unchrnged. These are: (i) almost
total frecdonm for pcoplc to form unions, (ii) absence of any provision
for identification and rccognition of a maﬁority union to represent
vorkers in case of inter—union rivelry ~nd (iii) stnatements on
deéirﬁbility of colloctive bargdining between unions and cmployers,
but, at thc same tire, inmposition of government's conciliation and
adjudication nmachincry at governrment's discretion for resolution

of industrial disputos.
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This legal framework has several implications for union
organization and leadership. The freedom to form wmions has
been used with great enthusiasm by politicel parties and other
union leaders to form or support rival unions. As there is no
provision for selection of a majorit} union for the purpose of
bargaining with employers, all unions concerned with an industrial
unit, industry or region tend to meke conflicting demands on
employers as well as employees. Moreover, as government is capable
of intervening in o dispute when it wishes, the employers and unions
involved in a dispute are relstively unconcerned about the outcome
of bilateral negotiations. .This makes all of them dependent on
governmont and its industrial relations machinery (comciliation,
labcour courts, tribunals etc.) Thus while employees have the freedom
to wionize, their freedom to protest in pursuit of their cormon

)

interests is heavily restricted.

The trade wnions' dependence on government's legal machinery
has congiderably influenced the nature of union leadership. More
often then not, the success of a union 1eaéer and the support he
receiyes from members depend on his acquaintance with labour laws and
skill in interpretation of these laws. A union leader cannot get away
from the Qomineting influence of labour laws, whether he belives in third-
party arbitration of disputes or in direct ection end bila teral settle-

ment.9 This is an important reason for umion leadership roles to be

nainly performed by lawyers, political leaders and such other



intellectunls vho look for a career in trade unionism, Not many
intelle ctuals cnn be easily attracted to such 2 career becauss of

its many hazards, unccrtrinities and the social image of unionism

.
s,

as I shall discuss later. Hence a relatively small number of uniog
lcaders are associated with large numbers of unions. /s Munson
(1970: p.71) observes, the orgenizations legelly registercd as
trade wnions (c.z. 2 union of employees working in a wit or ,-‘v
industry) arc not unions in social reality. Sociologically, a union’
organization correspond to an office, a place from which one or a

few leaders manage the affairs of a large number of officially
registered wnions. This office may belong to one or more of the umions
located in it, or it way be a neutral location from which all the unions
nay function. The few lcaders managing the office usually occupy

the highest executive positions (president, secretary, treasurer etc.)
in the various unions. Some of these leaders develop charismatic
qualities by virtue of their long association with union activities

or the recognition achieved by then in the politicsl or social field.
Often, these lcaders belong to higher socid-economic strata in

. . 10
comparison twith workers.

The education, experience and socio=-cconormic status of these
'leaders as well as their formal leadership positions in many umnion
seguents all combine to give them consideresble authority and power
over thoi r members. In so far as union management relations are

based on government and le gzl machinery, union msmbers are more



dependent on lcaders then leaders depend on members. For workers,

a union a.d its lcaders. often plsy the role of a legal agency

which could protecct .3 help thenm in resolving their grievances
against nmanagenent. Union lcaders are awars of this perception of
nembers and may validate it by their bebhaviour towards the latter.

It is not uncommon to hear that leaders show arrogance towards
nembers and that they care little for them. JIn fact, I have heard
union nmcmbors conplaining that their leaders are more arrcgant

and officious then thoir supervisors at the work place.11 While
there is little systematic information on this aspect, there is

some commoﬁ observation to suggest that the umion leaders' dependen ce
on governrent and their physical, orgenizational and social distance
fron the rank-and-file contribute to the developrent of authoritarian
bureaucracy azmong union organizations.12 This bureaucratic phenomenon
among unions wouzd no doubt vary from unicn +to union, depcending on

the specific situation of a union and the personality characteristics

of the leaders mmnaging it.

On thc other hand, the multiplicity of unions and the consequent
problems of union rivalry creote considerable insccurity among the
union leaders and their orgenizations., To a large extent unions
seen to be interested in maintaining or creating rivalries among
themnselwes, cach of them h0piﬁg thereby to widen its politicel or
organi zational support. It is possible for them to do so in the

contoxt of the freedom to unionize and sbsence of the right of



recognition by cmployers. For this reason, insecurity seems to
pervade 2ll unions in a given situation. Hence all of them have to
strugglce for survivel. This struggle for survival often compels
unions to vie with each other to reccive c¢mployers' and members'
attention. Hence unions often indulge in spectacular sctivities
regardless of their sbility to serve workers' interests. Union
leeders are knowvn to launch strikes or sgitations without

A adequate consideration of relevant issues if they find themselves

13

loging control over members in some orgsnizstion or industry.

The sensc of indecurity among wmion .leaders arising from inter-
union rivalry is reinforced by the attitudes of union members as well
as management. I heve already referred to the negetive attitude of
union members towards their leaders. On their part, entrepreneurs
and managers in iwdustry usunlly look upon unions as a necessary evil.14
Thile managers may publicly pay ~ lip service to the need for trnde
unions ia a democracy, many of thcem in real life hate trade unions for
their nuisancc valuc. For such people, umions nre desirable only

to the extent that they help mansagement to keep workers under

control,

N
The leaders' insscurity srising from the various forces as

m.ntioncd above may cncourage them to fall back on government
intervention in union matters, since govermment vields power to

regul ztc industrial relations. Thus the problem of Indiamn trade



union orgesnization as I have discussed here can be summarized with

the aid of the following diagram.

Legal framowork of

. Law-oricnted Authori tari
, labour rela tions — . g -
1 9(Union dopondence on union leadors 7 structure
govornment ) i
Political Inter~union Insscurity among Resentment
unionism > rivalry — > leaders —> emong membe
l employers

I must clarify here that the observations made in the above paragraphs
aim only at mojecting a general picture of Indian trade union orgenization
Undoubtedly there must be exceptions to the gemeral picture. Some
trade unions in places such as Bombay, Calcutta, Madras and other industrial
centres arc known to have established themselves as effective interest
groups of employces sorting out their disputes with management through

bilateral negoti ations.

IV. NEED FOR _CHANGE

The orgeani zational snd functionel weaknqsses; of trade unions in
the context of their rationale in a democratic society have been
realized and discussed over a lon\g period. In view of the role
played by the existing legislation in supporting these wosknesses,
it is often suggested that trade unions and industrial relations
in the country can be made more effective by a few simple modifications

in labour law. For instence, it is suggested that a union should be
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permi tted legnl rogistration only if it has a sizeablec support

from potuutial members., It has r2s80 been suggested that a bargaining
agent should be sclecied by conccrned employess within en organiza-
tion or industry through the process of secret ballot. £Llso, some
people advocate minimization of government intervention in

industrisl rolations by mnking colle ctive bargaining compulsory.

Such changes would no doubt contribute to greater effectiveness
of trade unionism in the cowmtry. In fact, these charges were
contempla ted twice during the period 1947-52. In. 1947, a law enacted
by Parliament provided among other things, for compulsory recognition
of representative unions as well as protection to employees againsf
unfair labour practices on the part of employers and unions, lgein,
in 1950, »two bills were drafted by government. These bills reintroduced
the provisions of the 1947 legislation mad also made collective
bargaining compulsory. However, both the 1947 Act and the 1950 Bills

were mac: ineffective by governrent's executive authority. Let

us exnmine the ground for the rejection of these chenges.

There was reluctance among all sectioné of the industrial
relations community to accept changes in current legislation.
Employers were reluctant because they feored that the proposed
changes might strcng’chén trade union movement. Government was
reluctont to accept the éhanges in relation to its own employees,
Non;-INTUC unions were reluctont to accept the changes unless

they were applicd to government employees as well. Besides,
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government and its trrde wnién wing (INTUC) were afraidr that any
more> towards compulsory recognition of a collective bargeining
agent might result in a set-back in the existing majority =and
strongth of INTUC as other unions (HMS, AITUC) which had then
become more popular among workers. Thus, there was & common
understonding among the concerned parties ngainst a democratic

choice of bargaining agent each for a different reason.

Subseqrently, whoen problems of inter-union rivelry became more
difficult, thc government, in consultation vith employe.rs and trede
union leaders{ recommondcd # voluntary appronch to identification
of majority unions and mutusl non-interference among unions, Thus,
in 1957 government persusded employers and tr~de unions to accept
a code of éiScipline vhich provided for voluntary recognition of
wmions by employers on the basis of verification of union mcmbership
by government agencies., The success of such measures depended

entirely on mornl commitment on the part of union leaders and

Y

\ . 1
employers. Not surprisingly, this cffort soon proved futile. 6

Later, the National Commigsion on Labour discussed the problems of
trade unionism. The Commission recommended thnt the minimum

\
number of persons to form 2 union should be raised to ten per cent
of the cmployees in a plant. The Commission nlso suggested that a

upion sceking recognition as a bergaining agent should have a

membership of atleast thirty per cent of workers in an estrblishment.
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The power to decide the representative character of a union for
collective bargaining was vested in an inﬁustrial relations commission
at the national or state level. ft was also suggested that the
recognized union should be statutorily given certain exclusive

rights and facilities in the interest of effective bargaining.1

These recommencdations were made clearly with a view to shifting

the incdustrial relations scene towards stronger unions, fewer union
rivalries, collective bargaining and less interference by government

in bipartite relations. Unfortumately, the Commission's recommencdations

have not travelled beyond promises of timely implementation.

V. AN LAPPROACH TO CHANGE

In the background of this analysis of the state of affairs
regar’ing trade unionism, what choices are available to government

and trade unions to achieve union goals more effectively?

As union leadership often represents political and personal
vested interests, and since workers often show indifference
to union action, some people like to conxlude that.trade unions
should not be given much importance in our so;iety vhere, it is
stressed, the prime need of the howr is uninterrupted production’
for economic Jdevelopment. Those wh‘o argue on these lines could
comfortably stress as evidence the peaceful industrial relations
climgte in the country during the period of ‘emergency'. ¥With

the revival of the institution of workers' participation in

menagement, it is still easier and more convincing to predict that
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employers and workers may eventually colléborate as a single interest
group anc that they may resolve a1l disputes bilaterally with the

help of government.

These arc alluring thoughts, especially for those of us who
regard, and perhaps have experienced, trade unions as sn agency
with a nuisance value for employers and the community. ™ shoulad
however, rcmember that as long as we live in a society wedded to
representative lemocracy, it is .inevitable that there are many
interest groups representing people's interests in their multifarious
roles. It is also inevitable that, to some extent, those interest
groups will make incompatible ~nd even conflicting demernds on the
gocicty and its various sub~3ystemsﬁ likewise, it is unavdidable
that employees in relation tn their superiors in industry
comstitute = confligt group in the context of the authority and
power structure within industrinl organizstion. For all these
reasons, it is of utmost importrice thet we socially (and not just
legnlly) recognize trade unions as representing the fact of

employeecs' common interests.

At the some time, we should squarely face the numerous dys-—
functional aspects of current trq\de wmionism in the country.
Vhile multiplicity of trnde unions cannot be altogether removed
in a democratic society, there is a clear need to ensure that

trade unions work for the genuine common interests of their

constituents -nad not merely for perpetuating organizotional power
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or out-mrnoeuvring one another. This would require ~n effort at
re-structuring industrial relations at the plant #snd industry

level vhere material issues of workers' interests are h-ndled.

Inspite of many plans and promises in the past, government has so far
failed to streamline the process of representetion of workers ~nd
bargaining between manngement and unions at the grass=roots level

of work-organizations. In this matter, there is no viable altoernatiwve
to the institution of selecting bargaining agent through democratic
procedurc ~nd obligation on management and thc bargaining agent to
bergnin as separate but interdependent interest groups to resolve

their differences.

In such an arrangement, thz st-tus of minority unions needs to be
clearly cdefined., In the first ploce, too many minority unions are
obviously a hazard tg the strength of workers' organization as well as
to the effectiveness of union mnrhngement negotiations. Hence, it is of
utmost imporisnce to restrict the rumber of unions representiﬁg a
group of workers. I believe the suggestion thnt‘only those unions
which heve support from at least ten per cent of employces in a
mit should be allowed to regisfep\as unions is worth serious consi-
derntion. Some obsorvers arc gre~tly concerned sbout the role of
existing minority unions which cnjoy rights and privilcges
as workers. It is suggested that the industrinrl relations climate

would improve to everyonc's satisfaction if all unions are allowed
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to bargain jointly with the employers. This appears to be a good
democratic solution to the difficult problem of wion rivalries.
However, rccent experience shows thnt rival unions may not be

able to bargain jointly beybnd the period of initial euphoria

after agreeing to do so.18 It appoars that minority wnions should
play only the role of minority unions if we want bipartite relations
to become really effective. Fence, the role of a minority union
has to bex limited to répresentation of individual grievances and

such rele tively minor issuees.

So far government has resisted an unambiguous system of
collective bargmining on the assumption theat election by voting
among workers is detrimental to their unity snd the fear that
western-type collective bargaining process may lead to perpetual
conflict between the perties. It is now necessary for government
to make a cendid assessment of the inmpact of its labour policy..
One cannot get away from the fact that the ad hoc policy of
government on union recognition for effective bargaining has '
hardly led to a System of effective resolution of industrial conflict.
The ad hoc policy was no doubt convenient for some governments,
some managements and some unions 'to\ solw problems as they wished,
But it ﬁas hardly led to a stable arrsngement for resolving
disputes, Hence it is necessary to revive the proposal for
collective bargaining between bargsining agents on the two sides.
Collective bargaining is a vital ingredient of a democratic

industrial relations systom.
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It should be added thet collecﬁwjargaining should be adopted
for the efficiency it implies in resolving industri=l disputes
and not just for the fz;eedom it gives to the two parties. There is
no doubt that the partiés' freedom would have to be defined
carefully to ensure that freedom and responsibility are combined
rationally., It is worth considering vhether mutually acceptable
mediation and arbitration with a legal sanction bshind them will
serve the purpose more effectively than government controlled

adjudication 28 at present.

Lpart from this legal dimension of promoting collective bargaining,

it may gain étrengtb on the basis of concrete experience. In

many cases, those wmions which have little or no support from
government agencies tnke recourse to genuine collective bargaining

by identifying and representing members' interests., If such efforts
are successful, the union leaders nre encouraged further to adopt
collective bargaining as a means for achieving workers' ends.
Progressive succcss may establish effectiveneiss Sf the effort

and hence one can expect that collective bargnining will eventually

become an accepted system of deéling with labour probless.
\

Ollective bargaining may prove detrimentel to a social order
in a situation of extreme economic stress. Strikes, lockouts
and other forms of work disruption nay involwve great risk to social

stability. In such ~ situation, government should consider a
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viable altex;na'l:ive to collective barg~ining. If for instance, state
control over industrial relations is necessary, it should be

designed clesrly and unequivocally. Industrisl relations in such

an eventuality will havé to follow the norms or directives emanating
fron government or its nominee. State control msy be necessary

in sore situations, But it is harnful to 2 democratic systen and its
riembers to express lip-synpathy to democracy while the systen is
actually managed arbitrarily, ;s it happens now in the Indian *

Industrisl relntions systcn.

The lnck of professionrlisnm nmong union leadership, the use of
organizational power Ffor survival nnd the inndequate .concern with
the long tern intercsts of workers along with those of the wider
society have becn lanented time ~nd oagesin by students of trade
unionisn in our countf}. It is time attempts were mrde at the
societal level to bring bore to trade union elite that unions have to
pursue long torm social objectivos and not merely the irmediate
econoric nnd politienl interests of workers and 1eéders. The social
objectives necd t° be rodofined fron time to time in view of the
chenging conditions within the so<-:ie\tyv. For instrnece, it would
be socinlly ~bsurd for r~ny trnde union to continuously struggle
for higher economic returns and be tter working conditions bec~use,
beyond ~ point, such demnnds mry meske the employer inenpable of
maint~ining a vinable econoric unit. In such en eventuality,

union leaders twould hove to find other, socizlly more relevent
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ways of expressing nnd meeting workers' needs - such as their

psycholegi cal nnd need for socinl recognition :and human dignity.

If trnde unions have to achieve this kind of soeinl purpose,
the politicnl dimension of trnde unionism will have to be
reexamined. Of course, trade wnions will always have to act as
protest groups or conflict groups. But once they acquire a new
social purpose, the limits of their politicrl action will have to
be redefineds Also, perhops as protest groups their target of
protest would have to vary according to the sodal situation at a
point of tire. The nature of protest too will have to very according
to the situation. As trade unionism, through its buresucratic
tendencies ond vested interests, often creates less of freedon
of individual workers, they will have to be .vigilant to ensure that

such loss o f individugl freedom is minimized.

If tr~de unions move in this new direction of scrving workers'
interests, they will by necessity have to evolve a new type of
loadership with néw goals in view. This moy cre~te an opportwmity
for unions to nttract competent people who would be as professionnl
as those in other goal-oriented org:nizations. This may eventually
bridgc the credibility grp ~bout union lendership among employers,

workers and others and thus lend to more refined professionnlism.

’

@oaee
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NOTES

I vish to acknowledge my gratitude to Mr. Pagaram Tulpule,
Mr.A.C. Nanda end Dr.E.A.Ramaswamy for their valuable
comments and siggestions on an earlier draft of this essay.
I am also indebted to Professor Morris D.Morris for the
inspiration I received from him,

For instence, Giri (1958); Punekar (1948); Sharma (1962);
Singh (1963); Johri (1967); Karmik (1966); Kennedy (1966);
Crouch (1966); Vaid (1965).

Among the studies of Indien trade unions at the grass-roots
level are: Sheth (1960); Vaid (1962; 1965); Bogaert (1970);
Sheth et al (1968 a; 1968 b); Pendey et al (1969); Munson (1970);
Ramaswamy (1977); Reindorp (1971); I also know of several
empirical studies of trade unions undertaken by scholars

in universities for doctoral research.

I refer to management as representative of employers .or
owners in industry.

The concept of a trade umion as a conflict group is based
on Dahrendorf's (1958) penetrating analysis of authority,
power and conf?ict in industrial society.

Some of the propositions stated in this part of the paper
are based on the conceptual framework suggested by Munson
(1970) (-especially chaptcrs 1 and 2).

Munson (1970), while identifying three:tymps of union
leadership function (survival of the organization,
pursuit of members' interests in relation {o employers
and providing direct benefits to members), postulates

a continuum along which the three major functions can be
placed-obviously most union leaders are likely to perform
all the three functions simulteneously. The emphasis may
vary from situation to situation.

For details, please refer to Karmik (1966), Sharma (1962)
and other studies mentioned in note 2 above.
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In this connection Yunson (1970 : p.107) gives an interesting
example of a veteran political revolutionary who took to
union leadership. "He still called himself a rewolutionary
and he %111 liked conflict, but......his satisfactions come
from how he had compromised an impossible case, scored a

a debating point on a famous. lawyer, secured an adjournment
which no one thought would be possible, or won a big
settlement for his uwniont™

There are stray references in some studies to the social,
economi ¢ and educational superiority of union leaders in
comparison with members (e.g. Sheth : 1960; Grouch: 1966).
However, there the aveilable informetion is very inadequate.
Studies cn wnion leadership (Mathur: n.d; Punekar et al :
197; Reindorp : 1971 ) offer no enlightenment in this regard.

See, for instance, Sheth (1960)

Kennedy (1966: pp 86-87) and Crouch (19%6) offer some
general remarks on this subject.

See, for instance, Dayal et al (1972); Sheth et al (1976),
Kennedy (1966 :.p.89); Sheth et =1 (1976),

The most unequivocal and clear~headed recommendations in
this regard are made by Kennedy (1966: Chapters 3-4).

Sec National Commission on Labour (1969), p.346.

.

JIbid. pp. %X, XXiV

Some @rganizations such as Indiam Airlines and Hindustan
Steel recently tried to solve industrial relations problems
in joint meetings with all unions concerned with their
employees, These experiments failed soon after they

were launched.
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