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Trade Union in an Indian Factory 
A Sociological Analysis 

AS trade unionism grows, the study 
of its social imp l ica t ions , espe

c ia l ly in non-Western societies, 
attains increasing academic as well 
as pract ical impor tance. Most stu
dies of the trade un ion movement, 
however, t i l l now focussed their at
tent ion on membersh ip , finances, 
wage-structure., labour legislat ion, 
agreements and the l ike. Wh i le a l l 
these are extremely impor tant it is 
also necessary to know how a trade 
union works in a concrete s i tuat ion, 
say. among indust r ia l workers in a 
given local i ty or fac tory . The so
ciologist's emphasis is moreover on 
the pattern of interact ions and inter
relations between the var ious sections 
of a trade un ion , viz. workers, their 
representat ives professional leaders 
and employers. In this paper the 
author attempts to describe the 
g rowth and work ing of unionism in 
an Ind ian factory against the social 
background of its personnel and the 
e m p l o y e r - e m p l o v c e relat ionships 
w i th in the factory. 

The factory which the author 
studied is referred to as the Or ienta l . 
It is located on the outskirts of 
Kajnagar. a tow n of over 250.000 
populat ion in Western India (both 
names are fictitious!. The Or ienta l is 
an engineer ing factory wh ich deve
loped out of the repairs workshop 
of a pharmaceut ical fac tory in 1943. 
It is the largest and 'most prosperous 
among engineer ing factories in Raj-
nagar. In the midd le of 1957. the 
factory employed nearly 700 work 
ers. (This f igure is olny approx i 
mate for there were constant though 
minor f luctuations.') Rajnagar was 
the capi tal of a pr ince lv state p r io r 
to its merger w i th the I nd ian Un ion 
in 1949. It is now a flourishing 
educat ional and commercia l centre 
and is moderately industr ia l ized. 

I 

Need for Union 

Trade unions w i th di f ferent pol i
t ical affi l iations were work ing in 
Rajnagar when the Or ienta l became 
an independent factory. Most of the 
workers of the Or ienta l were un
doubtedly conversant w i t h the acti
vit ies of the unions through their 
relatives, neighbour? or f r iends 

work ing in other factories. These 
contacts made the workers aware 
that trade unionism might b r ing 
higher wages and better wo rk i ng 
condi t ions to them. Further. the 
professional leaders in the various 
trade-unions in the town were, on 
their part , ambi t ious to b r ing Or i 
ental workers w i th in their f o l d , f o r 
more than five years in the begin
n ing , however, the Or ienta l had no 
connection w i th any trade un ion . 
This fact needs to be expla ined. 

In the first place, the Or ienta l 
was then a small factory. The dai ly 
average work ing force in the factory 
was around 225 in 1943 and around 
300 in 1948. Due to this smallness 
of size. almost al l those work ing in 
the factory were in close contact wi th 
one another. Besides, there were 
few funct ional specialists between 
workers and top executives. There 
was therefore a closer contact bet
ween management and workers than 
in a large factory. Also, the factory 
had vet to f ind a steady market fo r 
its products and hence the produc
t ion programme depended on the 
orders received. This uncerta inty 
of product ion strengthened the feel 
ing of oneness between employers 
and employees. As one of the 
workers said : 

"We were then a smal l g roup 
where every person knew everyone 
else. As soon as the office receiv
ed orders for pumps or paper-
cutt ing machines, all of us became 
jubi lant over i t " . 

PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

Secondly, recruitment of person
nel was largely through personal 
channels. On ly those jobs which 
required very specialized t ra in ing or 
experience and where candidates 
were not readi ly avai lable Were filled 
in by advertisement and fo rma l test 
ing of sk i l l . For al l other jobs, 
those already employed in the Or i 
ental or otherwise known to the ma
nagement brought in their relatives, 
eastemen. neighbours, f r iends or 
f r iends ' f r iends to f i l l vacancies. 
There Mere therefore personal rela
tions of k insh ip , caste, neighbour
hood or f r iendsh ip between numer
ous workers and top executives. 
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T h i r d l y , most workers postulated 
their relat ionships w i t h the manage
ment of the fac tory in terms of the 
id ioms of the t rad i t iona l Ind ian 
Society. The lineage const i tut ing 
the manag ing agency firm of the 
Or ienta l was popu lar ly regarded as 
own ing the fac tory . The managing 
director at the apex of the factory 
h ierarchy was the representative of 
the own ing l ineage and existed in 
the day-to-day social real i ty of the 
workers. He was therefore consider
ed as the owner of the factory. The 
own ing lineage of the factory, and 
par t icu la r ly the managing director, 
enjoyed a h igh status among factory 
owners in the Rajnagar Area. The 
latter was regarded as more decent 
and considerate than most other fac
tory owners in the area. 

MASTER NOT BOSS 

The p r inc ipa l founder of the Or i 
ental who was the head of the "own
ing" lineage (the father of the ma
naging d i rec tor ) was a domineer ing 
person. The other members. in-
eluding the managing di rector , 
most ly acted on his advice. As the 
founder of the factory, he was re
garded by most workers as the 
'master' on whose favour they de
pended fo r their jobs. The "founder" 
was also a dist inguished favour i te 
of the pr ince of the erstwhi le Raj
nagar State. This put h im in a 
posi t ion of authori ty and power to 
get things done in his own way which 
prevented professional trade union 
leaders f r o m approaching- workers 
of the Or ienta l as well as the two 
other factor ies manager! by the same: 
l ineage. An official of a dominant 
chain of trade unions, in Rajnagar 
sa id : 

"So long as he (the founder) 
was l i v i ng , it was impossible for 
us union leaders to enter the fac
tories under his cont ro l . He was 
the king in his factories '. 

It is thus clear that the relations 
between the employers and emplo
yees in the Or ienta l wen- not merely 
contractual . In several respects 
they were personal .—held by bonds 
of k insh ip , caste, residence in same 
vi l lage. and f r iendsh ip . Workers 
regarded employers as 'masters' 
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rather than 'bosses'. To a large ex
tent, these relat ionships precluded 
trade unionism in the Or ienta l , 
since a un ion meant an association 
against those wi th whom the workers 
had social bonds which transcended 
the pure ly economic ones. 

T H E BEGINNINGS 

In such a s i tuat ion, if a worker 
had some grievance or when a dis
pute arose between a worker and a 
supervisor or officer, i t was referred 
to the management and the decision 
of the latter was b ind ing on a l l . 
Eventual ly, a few workers who were 
experienced and commanded the 
respect of fe l low-workers started re
presenting their cases, and gradual ly 
became the accepted representatives 
of workers, even wi thout any trade 
un ion func t ion ing in the factory. 

Th ings began to change after In
dependence. Government encourag
ed indigenous manufacture of such 
poods as the Or ienta l p roduced-
essential fo r indust r ia l expansion 
envisaged in the Five Year Plans 
and became their chief buyer as 
well. The factory thus secured a 
stable and expanding market for its 
products and expanded its capacity. 
The size of the work ing force went 
on increasing day by day and a 
number of funct ional specialists 
( such as the product ion and design 
engineers, the t ime-study engineer. 
the labour and wel fare officers etc) 
were placet I between the management 
and workers. The int imate contact 
between top executives and workers 
substantial ly decreased, and the em
ployer-employee relat ionships be
came less personal than the before. 
he fore. 

'UNCIVILISED' BEHAVIOUR 

The workers of the Or ienta l were 

being gradual ly inf luenced by the 

wider po l i t i ca l and social events in 

the post-Independence per iod. The 

hue and cry for legislat ion fo r a 

better deal to indust r ia l workers 

inevi tably inf luenced the Or ienta l 

workers, especially those who l ived 

in an urban env i ronment and came 

in contact w i th modern means of 

communicat ion such as the news

paper and the radio. In the l ight 

of the ideals of social just ice and 

equal i ty which inf luenced them, the 

workers came to realize that the be

haviour of the i r supervisors and offi

cers towards them was ' 'unciv i l ized' . 

Th is new understanding of their re

lat ionships w i th their superiors led 

the workers to trade un ion ism, since 

the ideals of social just ice and equa
l i t y were the backbone of the trade 
un ion movement. Accord ing to one 
of the workers : 

" A t that t ime (before the 
union) the supervisors behaved 
towards us wi th utmost rudeness. 
They f requent ly spoke obscene 
language and even beat us fo r 
petty reasons. Also the wages 
and dearness al lowance paid to 
us were very low compared to 
those in other factor ies. These 
condit ions at last impel led a few 
of us to look to the trade union 
leaders and seek their coopera t ion" ' 

T H E STRIKE 

In early 1948 a few representa
tives of the workers of the Oriental 
approached the leaders of a trade 
union in Rajnagar. and jo ined the 
union. The management of the Or i 
ental considered (his as a move 
against their interests and t r ied to 
turn out or degrade the workers res
ponsible for the move. The workers, 
on their part , put a list of demands 
before the management, which the 
latter d id not accept, and subse
quently the un ion leaders organised 
a str ike which lasted for seventeen 
days. In i t ia l l y , the workers dis
played a zeal for the str ike and fol
lowed the advice of their leaders. 
After a few days. however, they 
realized the economic consequences 
of the strike and lost interest in it. 
The whole issue of the workers" de
mands and the str ike was placed 
before a Government-appointed ad
judicator whose decision went in 
favour of the management. The 
workers of the Or ienta l construed 
this as an inab i l i t y on the part of 
the union leaders to do them any 
good. Hence they left the union 
and, subsequently, shi f ted between 
unions of dif ferent po l i t i ca l ideolo
gies. The i r experience wi th a l l these 
unions, however, was not very diff
erent f rom that w i th the f irst. For 
more than two years, therefore, the 
workers kept aloof f r o m trade union
ism. 

NECESSARY EVIL 

But, as the workers said, this re
sulted in the revival (by supervisors 
ant) officers) of the old methods of 
deal ing w i th workers. The workers 
again felt the need to unionize, 
though they al l regarded it as a 
'"necessary evil; In 1954 the work
ers of the Or ienta l jo ined a trade 
union affiliated to the Ind ian Na
t ional Trade Un ion Congress. Since 
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then they have cont inued to be its 
members. 

The management also regarded 

ti le un ion as a necessary ev i l , since, 

according to them, the union leaders* 

d id no th ing "except register ing the 

workers ' compla ints and fussing 

about it '". However, they subse

quent ly found that the existence of 

the union in the factory brought 

some orderl iness in their dealings 

wi th workers, A top executive sa id : 

" W h e n there was no un ion , we 

had to ta lk w i th a crowd of work

ers. Bu t when the union exists, 

we have to talk wi th only a few 

representatives which is more 

convenient and sensible". 

W H Y D I D THE UNION FAIL? 

In, the above paragraphs we have 
seen bow the absence of trade union
ism in the Or ien ta l in the f i rst few-
years of its l i fe can be understood 
in terms of its small size and of re
lat ionships w i th in the factor- social 
bonds between employers and em
ployees, and the personal, non-con
tractual relat ionships between them. 
On the other hand, as the factory 
grew and the workers came in con
tact wi th the values of the contrac
tual society. they turned towards 
trade unions. However, the actual 
contact of workers w i th the trade 
unions in Rajnagar led them to be
lieve that though the u n i o n was 
necessary, it fa i led to f u l f i l most of 
their expectations and was. there
fore, useless to a large extent. 

The question now i s : What were 
the forces behind the fa i l u re of the 
un ion? I t may be that the contrac
tual bonds ( i n the f o r m of a ra t iona l 
wage system and recogni t ion of 
workers as workers) worked w i t h i n 
the shell of the o ld social bonds 
wh ich persisted in the fac tory and 
dominated over the new bonds. On 
the other hand, it is possible that 
the relat ionships w i th in the trade 
un ion reflected the relat ionships of 
the t rad i t iona l non-contractual so
ciety, and the workers could not re-

* I n this connect ion, the fo l low
ing remarks of Shr i Nava l H 
Tata, a prominent industr ia l is t , 
are s igni f icant : " E v e r y t h i n g 
possible should be done to en
sure that trade unions are 
directed and contro l led by our 
own workers without any ex
ternal po l i t i ca l influence or 
interference. The Times of 
India. M a r c h 19, 1960. 
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concile these relat ionships w i t h their 
expectations of the trade un ion . In 
any case it was the task of the union 
to advance the contractual aspect of 
relat ionships. But. as we shall see, 
it fai led in this task since it. was in
consistent w i th the t rad i t iona l social 
structure obta in ing in the factory 
or w i th in the union itself. 

For a proper understanding of 
this question in the present context, 
one has to refer to the actual work
ing of the trade un ion among the 
Oriental workers and the mutua l re
lat ionships between its di f ferent 
sections. This is b r ie f ly described 
below . 

I I 

Union and the Workers 

In the middle of 1057. the ma jo r 
factories in Rajnagar together em
ployed nearly 14,500 workers. Of 
these, around 7.800 were registered 
as members of t rade unions. One 
group of trade unions of dif ferent 
industries (texti les, chemicals, engin
eering etc) was affiliated to the 
Ind ian Nat ional Trade Union Con
gress ( I N T U C ) , another to the H i n d 
Mazdoor Sabha and a t h i r d was con
t ro l led by independent trade un ion
ists w i t h i n the town. Abou t 6,000 
of the 7.800 trade union members, 
that is, more than 69 per cent be
longed to the I N T U C group. A l l 
the trade unions in this group had 
their offices located at a single place 
in. the heart of Rajnagar. They 
shared al l establishment expenses, 
such as house-rent and salaries of the 
un ion staff. The professional trade 
union leaders worked for al l these 
unions and held top offices in them. 

The Rajnagar Engineer ing Work 
ers' In ion was one of the I N T U C -
affil iated unions. Its membership 
was open to the workers in the en
gineer ing factories in Rajnagar. I t 
had a membership of 879 against a 
total of 1.654 workers employed in 
the engineering factories in the 
town. Around 550 workers of the 
Or ienta l were members of this un ion . 
Of the rest, none had jo ined any 
other un ion. I am concerned here 
w i t h the un ion affil iations of the 
workers of the Oriental as part of the 
Rajnagar Engineer ing Workers ' 

Un ion . I wi l l use the word 'un ion ' 
in this restricted sense. 

THE OUTSIDERS 

Accord ing to the const i tut ion of 
the un ion , it had five officers at the 
top. viz. The president, vice-presi

dent, two secretaries and a treasurer. 
These five were the professional 
trade union leaders who worked in 
s im i la r capacities in several other 
unions. They were honorary mem
bers of the union, e l ig ib le for elec-
t ion to the managing committee and 
eventually to hold its top offices. 
They were f requent ly referred to 
as 'outsiders' . That is to say. they 
themselves did not work in any 
factory. 

The managing committee of the 
union inc luded, besides the 'out
siders' mentioned above, f ive repre
sentatives of the workers of the 
Or ienta l . Each of these five repre
sented specific workshops or depart
ments in the factory. No single 
person represented all union, mem
bers in the factory. The five re
presentatives held their posit ions as 
members of the managing com
mittee by v i r tue of annual elections. 

The representatives, along wi th 
other workers, were o rd inary mem
bers of the un ion . They cou ld j o i n 
the union by pay ing a nominal 
admission fee and a month ly fee of 
eight annas which was collected by 
the representatives in the factory on 
the month ly pay-day. Any ord i 
nary member cou ld leave the un ion 
by merely ceasing to pay the month ly 
fee. 

SAFEGUARD AGAINST H A R S H 

T R E A T M E N T 

The main funct ions of the un ion , 
according to its const i tut ion, can be 
summarized as fol lows. In the first 
place, it sought to organize the 
workers in the factory, that is, to 
create a sense of uni ty among them. 
Secondly, it sought to ensure that 
the wages. work ing condit ions and 
hours of work in the factory were 
in accordance wi th the provisions of 
the laws of the state. When the 
management fai led to abide by these 
laws, it was the duty of the union 
to secure just ice for the workers by 
legally sanctioned means such as 
negotiations and resort to courts. 

f o r most workers of the Or ienta l , 
however, the main ' f unc t ion ' of the 
union was that it rel ieved them of 
harsh treatment f rom officers and 
supervisors. Beyond that, the union 
entered very l i t t le into their da i ly 
l i fe in the factory as well as outside. 
Near ly 90 per cent of those I inter
viewed said that their awareness of 
the union was l imi ted to their pay
ment of the month ly fees and to some 
grave incidents such as dismissals or 
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in just ices in matters of wages and 
promot ions. Such cases were not 
very common in the Or ien ta l . The 
workers, therefore, approached the 
union very occasionally. The re
presentatives and the professional 
leaders of ten negotiated w i t h the ma
nagement in rout ine matters such as 
the prof i t -shar ing bonus and m inor 
complaints received f r o m workers 
regard ing wages, work ing condit ions 
and minor disputes. Though these 
latter act ivi t ies affected the workers ' 
incomes and work ing condit ions, 
they were evaluated d i f ferent ly by 
di f ferent workers, as we shal l see 
later. On the whole as seen by most 
workers, the union touched their l i f e 
in the factory in a very casual and 
i r regular manner. 

No PARTICIPATION 

In this connection, it is impor tant 
lo note that about 550 of the total 
of 700 workers of the Or ienta l were 
members of the union. The others 
were either not the members of the 
union at a l l , or jo ined and left the 
union at their discret ion wi thout 
much care for it. f u r t h e r , even 
among those who were regular mem
bers of the un ion , almost seventy per 
cent expressed the view that they 
were pay ing the union fee because 
others in the factory were pav ing it 
and that the payment of un ion fees 
was a waste of six rupees per year. 
The general meetings of the union 
were very poor l y attended. Even 
when the leaders convened a meet ing 
to consider imminent issues such as 
a str ike, most workers d id not attend 
the meeting and satisfied themselves 
by hear ing or reading reports of the 
meeting. 

Also, the annual elections of re
presentatives of workers f rom dif fer
ent workshops were elections only in 
name. Actual ly , the same represen
tatives who in i t ia ted the fo rmat ion of 
the present un ion cont inued in that 
posit ion year after year, w i th the 
exception of two of them who sub
sequently got higher jobs and almost 
dissociated themselves ' f rom the 
union. Since, according to workers, 
being elected as a representative 
meant i nv i t i ng the displeasure of the 
management, the workers often said, 
'"who would l ike to become a repre
sentative fo r a short dura t ion and 
inv i te enmi ty w i th the management 
for ever af terwards?" Consequently, 
though the posi t ion of the un ion re
presentative was const i tut ional ly an 
achieved posi t ion, in pract ice, i t 
came to have the quali t ies of an 
ascribed pos i t ion. 
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ROLE OF REPRESENTATIVES 

In v iew of these facts, discussion 
of the trade union activi t ies of the 
workers of the Or ienta l would he 
largely unreal is t ic . In general, the 
worker who fell that in just ice was 
done to h im by the officers in any 
matter first approached the represen
tat ive of his workshop. The latter 
then t r ied to negotiate w i th the ma
nagement on the issue. If it was not 
solved at that stage, the- representa
t ive approached the professional 
leaders of the union (usual ly the 
secretary) who carr ied on negotia
t ions w i th the management. If an 
agreement was reached there, the is
sue was closed. If not, the matter 
was taken to the author i ty of the 
state-conci l iat ion, labour courts and 
so on. The decision of the court 
wou ld then be b ind ing on both the 
part ies, inc lud ing the worker con
cerned. 

It w i l l thus be seen that the actual 

act iv i t ies regard ing the un ion were 

pe r fo rmed by the representatives, 

apart f r o m the professional leaders 

who were 'outsiders'. The other 

workers had no posit ive activi t ies 

in the un ion affairs but looked up 

to the activi t ies and guidance of 

the i r representatives and profession-

al leaders, The workers ' par t ic ipa

t ion had. then, to be observed f r o m 

thei r att i tudes towards the un ion. 

the representatives and leaders and 

their act ivi t ies. Sociological ly , these 

att i tudes made a consistent mean

ing when examined in the con-

text of the workers" relat ionships 

w i th in and outside the factory. 

I l l 
Reasons for Non-Participation 

Let us first see how different work
ers looked at the union act ivi t ies. 

As I have stated earl ier, the growth 
in the size of the factory, and the 
a r r i va l of more officers and special
ists made the relat ionships between 
employers and employees less 
personal than before, and this was 
conducive to the growth of union
ism. The employer-employee rela
t ionships, nevertheless, remained 
personal in several respects. The 
system of recru i tment , for example, 
changed very l i t t le and the tendency 
to prefer known persons—relat ives, 
castemen, neighbours and f r iends— 
persisted. Thus many workers had 
social bonds w i th top executives, in
c lud ing the 'owner ' . The status of 
the own ing lineage in general and 
of the managing di rector in par t i 
cular increased wi th the expansion 

of the factory since it was ' their 
factory ' and, therefore, what happen
ed there was at t r ibuted to them. 

The Or ienta l acquired a special 
status as a factory in the Rajnagar 
area, since it employed the best tech
niques of product ion for its products. 
It was believed among workers that 
a worker w i th experience f rom the 
Or ienta l was honoured for his ski l ls 
in s im i la r factories even in faraway 
industr ia l centres. Th is special 
status of the factory strengthened the 
workers ' bonds wi th the owner ( the 
managing d i rector) whom they con
sidered to be ma in ly responsible for 
the prosper i ty of the factory. The. 
workers, therefore, regarded them
selves, not as members of the work
ing class, but as members of the 
Or ienta l . They had a sense of be
longing to the factory and its mana
gement. Consequently, they d id not 
th ink much of the un ion and its 
activit ies w i th wh ich anti-manage
ment feelings were associated. 

H I E R A R C H Y OF S K I L L S 

Secondly, there was a h ierarchy 
of ski l l among jobs in the 
Or ienta l . The workers ranged f r o m 
most unski l led labourers and peons 
through helpers and semi-skil led 
workers to sk i l led workers and semi-
supervisors, designated as mistris or 
chargemen. Closely connected wi th 
this hierarchy of jobs there was a 
status-system In general . the 
higher the ski l l a worker possessed, 
the higher was his status in the fac
torv. There is ample evidence in 
my records of interviews to suggest 
that most of the highly ski l led work
ers in the factory were predominant
ly interested in the work they d i d . 
in the tools or machines they used 
and in the technical problems they 
solved " to the surpr ise of educated 
officers". On the other hand, they 
showed l i t t le interest in the union 
and its activit ies. Many of the sk i l l 
ed workers were almost indispens
able for the management, since they 
were trained for specific jobs in the 
factory. The management had to 
pay special attention to their wages 
and work ing condit ions. They sel
dom expected f r ic t ion in their rela
tions w i th the management and hence 
d id not care for the union. 

† For a discussion of the status 
system of the Or ien ta l , see my 
paper "An Ind ian Factory— 
Aspects of Its Social Frame
work in the Journal of the 
M S University of Baroda. 
March . I 960 . 
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Secondly, the h ighly ski l led work
ers had a tendency to regard them
selves as equal to their superiors 
and, to that extent to ident i fy them
selves w i th the management. These 
two factors, .the ' ind ispensabi l i ty ' of 
the ski l led workers and their ident i 
f icat ion w i t h the management ex
plain their lack of interest in un ion 
act iv i t ies. 

LINGUISTIC DIVISIONS 

My data fu r ther suggest that in
terest in the un ion among workers 
had some connection w i th their so
cial background. Take l inguist ic 
aff i l iation. There were three main 
l inguist ic groups in the Or ien ta l . 
viz, the Gujarat is . the Mara th i - and 
the Hindi-speakers. The three groups 
comprised 60.4. 203 and 13.0 per 
cent respectively of the total w o r k i n g 
force in the factory. The Gujara t is 
were numerical ly dominant in the 
whole factory as well as in each 
workshop. Most of the top officers 
were Gujarat is . The non-Gujarat i 
workers f i rm ly believed that in the 
Or ienta l the Gujarat is were always 
favoured by the management against 
others in matters of wages, incre
ments and promot ions. F rom this i t 
might be expected that the non-
Gujarat is who charged the manage
ment wi th ' favour i t i sm' wou ld be 
more active par t ic ipants in un ion 
act ivi t ies. The facts, however, sug
gest exactly the opposite. A l l the 
representatives of workers were 
Gujarat is . The other two l inguist ic 
groups regarded trade union act iv i 
ties and representat ion as a purel 
Gu jara t i af fa ir . The professional 
leaders of the chain of trade unions 
of which the union under discussion 
was a part were also all Gujarat is . 
It was therefore believed by non-
Gu ja ra t i workers that the Gujarat is 
" r an the whole show" of trade 
unionism. 

The non-par t ic ipat ion in union 
activi t ies by non-Gujarat is, despite 
their beliefs that the management 
d iscr iminated against them, can be 
expla ined wi th reference to other 
factors. The non-Gujarat is were re
garded by others as ' foreigners" to 
this region. But what is more signi
ficant is that they also regarded 
themsehes as foreigners. They were 
all fond of descr ib ing what they d id 
and how the l ived in their desh 
(home p rov ince ) . Most of them 
were staying in Rajnagar only for 
earning their l ivel ihood. Since par
t ic ipat ion in the union meant anta
gonism w i th the management, it 
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PERMANENT AND TEMPORARY 

RESIDENTS 
Among the Gujarat is . interest in 

the union depended on the worker 's 
connections wi th the wider society. 
For the most pur l , the representa
tives of workers and their associates 
were ei ther permanent inhabitants 
of Rajnagar or had been staying; in 
the town for a long l ime . As re-
fativelv urbanized persons, these 
workers had received more formal 
education than the others, They 
kepi in touch wi th events in the 
wider society through newspapers 
and other channels of communica-
l ion . Ms interviews w i th these 
workers revealed a considerable 
knowledge of extra-local pol i t ica l 
and social events and an outlook on 
l i fe stretching well beyond one's 
Family caste, neighbourhood and 
f r iend- , a l though concern for the 
latter was always present. 

to go to those sections among wh ich 
might make the non-Gujarat i work
ers s t i l l less ' favoured' than they 
already were and might even 
threaten the security of their jobs. 
And it might not be as easy fo r them 
as for Gujara t is to get al ternat ive 
jolts in factories of the status of the 
Or ienta l , since they were ' fore igners ' . 
A l l of which was contrary to their 
chief a im in work ing in the Or ienta l . 

hoods of most of the workers. The 
active unionists were labelled as 
mischief-mongers or i rresponsible 
persons. Un ion act iv i t ies thus were 
associated w i t h low status in the 
minds of most workers. As one of 
them remarked : 

"I have no business to associate 
myself w i th the un ion. For. you 
know, I have a large fami l y and 
marr iageable daughters. Union 
act ivi t ies are for bachelors, 
widowers or fo r those who don't 
care for the i r sons and daughters" . 

It is thus clear that un ion act iv i
ties were inconsistent w i th the 
hierarchy of status w i t h i n the fac
tory and also wi th the social and 
cul tura l affi l iations of the workers 
outside the factory. 

Beliefs and Att i tudes 

Form another angle also, my field-
work and interviews in the Or ienta l 
made it clear that the actual work ing 
of the union was reflected in the 
beliefs and att i tudes of workers, 
their representatives and the profes
sional union leaders towards one 
another, I now tu rn on to a discus
sion of these bel iefs and att i tudes. 

As I have mentioned earl ier, the 
professional leaders of the union 
worked in s imi lar capacities in se
veral unions. Therefore, they could, 
devote very l i t t le t ime to the affairs 
of the union discussed here. Besides, 
they had to look into a number of 
activit ies not d i rect ly related to the 

Workers who were temporary 
migrants to Rajnagar as well as 
those who l ived in nearby vil lages 
f rom where they came to work 
showed a singular lack of interest in 
union activit ies. These workers had 
l i t t le fo rma l education and their so
cial l i fe and outlook was mostly 
confined to their k insh ip , caste and 
locality bonds. They hard ly took 
interest in wider events and issues. 

-Outside the factory, their main con 
cent was to take sufficient rest to 
regain strength for the next day. to 
attend to fami ly matters and to ful
fi l other social commitments, or to 
look to subsidiary economic act iv i
ties such as agr icu l ture or fuel collec
t ion . A l l this left l i t t le l ime or 
inc l inat ion for union al l airs. 

Worke rs who had large fami l ies 
or who were under heavy social 
responsibi l i t ies such as debt or im
pending marr iages in the family 
regarded union act ivi t ies as "undesir
able'. Behind this at t i tude was the 
belief that un ion act ivi t ies entailed 
the wrath of the management and 
hence involved risk of losing one's 
job . Acco rd ing l y , par t i c ipa t ion in 
un ion act ivi t ies was looked down 
upon in the fami l ies and neighbour-

main task of the un ion , such as 
keeping records and at tending con- 
ferenees. As one of them said : 

"Most of our l ime is spent in 
accounting of union funds. in 
attending conferences, in work ing 
on committees, and in answering 
government correspondence. What 
l i t t le t ime is left passes in mov ing 
frorn factory to factory to attend 
to petty disputes between workers 
and managements. And . since 
most managements have a disl ike 
for union officials, we have often 
to waste considerable t ime over 
t r i f l i ng issues." 

For these reasons, there was l i t t le 
chance for the leaders to come in 
contact w i th the workers in the 
Or ienta l , The workers, in t u rn , 
knew l i t t le about the act ivi t ies of the 
leaders except on occasions of large 
and pro longed disputes wh ich were 
rare in the Or ien ta l . The represen
tatives, of course, had more contact 
w i t h the leaders than other workers, 

as they of ten went to the union 
office to attend meetings of the work
ing committee or to represent some 
case. 

WIDE SOCIAL GULF 

Whenever the professional leader 
came in contact wi th a worker or 
a representative, there was always a 
social distance between Them. The 
leaders regarded workers as " i l l i t e 
rate, uninte l l igent and rough folk 
who never t ry to understand things 
and behave rudely. They must 
be kept in their proper place. You 
don I know wi th what diff iculty we 
can control them. " The workers, on 
their part , regarded the leaders as 
"hot-headed persons, who sometimes 
behave wi th us more ar rogant ly than 
our supervisors and officers." That 
is- there was as much distance bet
ween workers and their leaders in 
the union as between workers and 
their off icers. in the factory. The 
supervisors etc in the factory shared 
wi th workers common experiences 
and hazard, of work whereas the 
leaders had no such th ing in com-
mon wi th the workers. In the words 
of one of the workers : 

the leaders are no leaders at 
all they work for their own  
s t o m a c h s a n d f a m i n e , a s w e  
do When we seek their help they 
often say they have no time to 

attend to us They attend con-

ferences and meeting with the 
money we subscribe .They boast 
They represent our interests in 

conferences etc. but actual ly they 

fell our money is merely wasted 

A more substantial p roo f of 

Workers estimate of the social gulf 
between themselvers and the profes-
sional leaders is that they often equa-

ted the interests of the leaders wi th 
those of the factor, owner , and of 

the government . The following re-

marks of a worker will illustrate this : 

"We surely know that the policy 
of the government to refer dis-
rutes to conciliation and then to 
labour courts is a delaying tactic 

against us .Once a dispute goes 
to conciliation or a court, its settle-
ment takes months .even years 
This is clearly a benefit to the 
employers, f l ouever . such a pro-
cedure is established by the Con-
gress. government and our union 
leaders have also accepted it 
' nough the I N T U C The fact is 
that neither the government nor 
the union leaders serve our inter-

IV 
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ests, but those of the capital ists 
(employers) . You see. now and 
again the government asks 
workers to produce more and 
more and compla in less and less. 
Our union leaders echo this advice. 
Th is also shows that .both want 
to serve the. interests of the em
ployers and do not care for us" . 
These comments also show how 

the policies of the government and 
big labour organizations such as 
the INTUC filtered down to the 
lowest strata of the un ion, viz. the 
workers. The workers t r ied to 
accommodate the in fo rmat ion they 
received w i th in the f ramework of 
their view of the relations- between 
themselves ami union leaders and 
the employers. 

ALLY OF EMPLOYERS 
The representatives, who usual ly 

stood between workers and leaders, 
generalIy t r ied to demonstrate that 
they understood the "viewpoint of 
the leaders as also that of the 
workers. In and large, however, 
the representative- shared the 
workers" att i tudes towards the 
leaders. As one representative put i t : 

' ' Our leaders have made an a l l i 
ance wi th the emp loyers When
ever there is dispute w i th the 
management invo lv ing money, 
such as the yearly bonus or in-
erease in the dearness al lowance, 
the leaders put up a show that 
they are real ly anxious to secure 
for us what is just . Then, the 
leaders keep us al l . inc lud ing re
presentatives, in the dark and take 
a sudden derision in the matter in 
consonance wi th the management. 
Subsequently, the leaders tell us 
that they have secured for us far 
more than what is legi t imate. Ac
tual ly , however, what they secure1 

for us is fa r less than our due, 
which saves a lot of money of the 
employers. In tu rn , the latter 
give some money to the leaders. 
but that is only a f rac t ion of what 
they save. Thus the leaders and 
the employers both serve their 
own interests and we are fooled ! 

" Y o u know, we often come to 
know that our union leaders some
times go to the house of the 
managing director at night espe
cially when there is a deadlock 
over money. Also, we have on 
several oceasions noticed the 
leaders receiving phone calls f r om 
the managing d i rector . A l l this 
clearly shows a secret all iance bet
ween the leaders and the 
employers. 

We have lost a l l f a i t h in our 
leaders. We feel l ike break ing 
up the union and j o i n i n g another 
un ion. But then that is a l l the 
same. For the leader of the other 
union is a fast friend of our 
manuring director " 
Thus the behaviour of the profes

sional leaders and the employers 
which the representatives of workers 
observed was interpreted by the 
latter w i th in the f ramework of their 
att i tudes towards the leaders. Th is 
shows a wide social gap between re
presentatives and professional leaders 
in the un ion. 

REPRESENTATIVES REWARDED 

The attitudes of workers and their 
representatives towards each other 
are also impor tant in the present 
context. The representatives in the 
Or ienta l had a persistent feel ing that 
they worked fo r the interests of the 
workers at the cost of their own in
terests, since it was the generally 
accepted bel ief among them that the 
management always d iscr iminated 
against representatives. A l l repre
sentatives, t r ied to impress upon me 
d u r i n g the interviews that the 
management denied them wage-in-
crements. promot ions and other bene-
fits such as overt ime ) since they 
became representatives. They also 
looked down upon other workers as 
"self ish and greedy, not understand
ing the diff iculties of representat ives." 

To some extent, the workers re
garded representatives as somewhat 
superior to themselves. Some workers 
even served their representatives by 
fetching them water f r o m the cooler 
or tea f rom the canteen. Many 
workers flattered the representatives! 
Thus. the relat ionships between 
workers and representatives were, 
s imi la r to those between workers and 
leaders, though on a di f ferent level. 

A large number of workers in the 
Or ien ta l , however, believed that the 
management always undu ly favoured 
representatives by ind i rec t ly g i v ing 
them money, in the f o r m of extra 
work on contract basis. By do ing 
so, it was believed, the management 
made an al l iance w i th representa
tives. The latter, then, d id not re
present cases for increments and 
promot ions as wel l as they should 
and thus saved money fo r the 
management. As a reward for this 
the management favoured the repre
sentatives as mentioned above. On 
several occasions I witnessed open 
quarrels between a worker and a re
presentative, the fo rmer g rudg ing 
that the latter d id not represent h i m 
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wel l , and the lat ter ma in ta in i ng that 
he had done his duty as best as he 
could. Since most of the fo rmer 
representatives in the Or ienta l 
subsequently enjoyed high-status 
jobs, i t was believed by workers that 
the former had thus been rewarded 
by the management f o r leaving 
union act iv i t ies. The work of a 
representative in the union thus 
became a stepping stone for a h igher 
job in the factory. As if to sub
stantiate this belief of the workers, 
the former representatives frequent
ly expressed a dis l ike towards union 
act iv i t ies! The relat ionships bet
ween workers and their representa
tives were thus relat ionships of 
mutual antagonism and clash of 
interests. 

MUTUALLY ANTAGONISTIC GROUPS 

On the whole it seems that the 
di f ferent groups w i th in the trade 
un ion , viz. workers, representatives 
and professional leaders had l i t t le 
common ground between them. They 
appear rather as mutua l ly antago
nistic groups w i th mutual ly exclu
sive interests and a wide social gap 
between one another. The union 
was thus in pract ice a conglomera
t ion of groups, though its const i tut ion 
gave the impression of a wel l-knit 
system of interact ions and inter
relations. 

It does not necessarily follow f r o m 
the above descr ipt ion of the bel iefs 
and att i tudes of the union-leaders, 
workers ' representatives and workers 
that such beliefs and att i tudes had 
a basis in fact. For instance, the 
belief that the professional leaders 
made an, all iance wi th the manage
ment against workers does not estab
lish that such an al l iance was actual ly 
made. What is sociological ly impor
tant, however, is the existence of 
such beliefs and att i tudes among 
the various categories w i th in the 
trade un ion. 

CONFLICT OF NORMS 

it appears f r om what I have des
cr ibed in this paper that the social 
background of the workers of the 
Or ienta l and the id iom of the t rad i 
t ional I nd ian society wh ich they 
used in understanding thei r wo rk in 
the factory and relat ionships w i t h 
the employers f i rst prec luded and 
then hindered their association w i t h 
the trade un ion . On the other hand, 
thei r at t i tude towards leaders and 
representatives suggests that the 
workers used the id iom of the ra
t iona l , contractual society and c r i t i 
cized the leaders and representatives 


