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Organizational democracy has become a key issue in current change-management programmes, such as restructuring, total quality management and Enterprise Resource Planning, and there has been a persistent quest for a post-Fordist model in recent times. The article emphasizes the need to study democratic processes per se, given that democracy faces significant odds vis-a-vis the larger context, even in those organizations that have been expressly initiated for democratic functioning. The contradictions with the context inevitably manifest themselves inside the organization as well. The present study makes a case for understanding organizational democracy as an evolving reality, based on participant observation of democratic functioning within a workers’ cooperative over seven years. Keywords: organizational democracy, democratic process, contradiction, workers’



cooperative



‘The point of anti-utopian criticism is not that it degenerates ideals. Rather it asks that such ideals as self-government be given their proper place in human affairs. Ideals are definers of aspirations. They are judgements upon us. But they are not surrogates for operative goals. The latter have the special virtue, and suffer the peculiar hardship, of striving to be reasonably adequate renderings of the moral ideal while taking due account of the human condition and the historical setting. A practical goal which does not rise to the opportunity is unworthy; but one that ignores limitations invites its own corruption.’ (Selznick 1966: x–xi)



Democracy as a Central Problematic
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As the serious limitations of the top-down Fordist model of organizations are increasingly recognized, today’s management literature becomes full with concerns for employee participation, empowerment and workplace democracy (Semler 1993). Democratization of employee–management relations is stated to be one of the key components of the popular programmes of organization change, such as restructuring, total quality management, Enterprise Resource Planning, and so on. Yet, the literature also suggests serious problems with these democratizing programmes (see, for instance, Argyris 1998). Often the
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democratizing component of the programmes is not implemented at all or implemented more as rhetoric than substantive practice (Zbaracki 1998). Worse, the consequences of such change programmes may actually be counterdemocratic and lead to further centralization (Yates et al. 2001). In our view, one of the reasons for this failure has been inadequate focus on understanding the democratization process per se — issues around democracy are taken for granted and, often, outcome-related issues such as productivity, growth, job satisfaction, and so on are the focus of attention even in organizations formed primarily with the intent of functioning democratically (for recent studies, see Kruse 1996; Keef 1998; Pendleton and Wilson 1998). Ogden (1992), in a study of British public-sector enterprises, has brought out the limitations of treating employee involvement as a means of fulfilling managerial ends. If democracy is of such central significance in programmes of organization change, then the key issue worth the researcher’s interest is how democracy manifests itself in the workplace, how it is institutionalized in an actual setting and what the problems faced in this process of institutionalization are. The central issue that this article examines, given that non-democratic functioning and institutions pervade the larger society, is as follows: what are the problems faced by organizations in the process of institutionalizing democracy? The present study is based on an understanding gained through an association of more than seven years with a workers’ cooperative called SAMITI. SAMITI is a service organization which undertakes contract work in areas such as civil maintenance and cleaning. As a workers’ cooperative, it has attempted to regularize the employment of a set of workers, who otherwise are usually employed only on a temporary basis. With the increasing use of contingent and temporary employees worldwide through privatization and the contracting out of ancillary services from large organizations, there is a need to look for new forms of organization. The cooperative may be one possible way to bring some stability to such employment relationships. For us, SAMITI is an experiment in organizational democracy, since employee ownership, perhaps, offers the most promising site to understand issues around workplace democracy, as this may, a priori, have some of the favourable conditions for its institutionalization (Paton 1989). This article is an outcome of our participant observation at SAMITI. To quote RothschildWhitt from her study of five ‘collectivist’ work organizations: ‘collectivist organisations should be assessed not as failures to achieve bureaucratic standards they do not share, but as efforts to realise wholly different values. It is in the conceptualisation of alternative forms that organisation theory has been weakest, and it is here that [the] experimentation of collectives will broaden our understanding.’ (1979: 47)



Democracy as Contradictions



We conceptualize democracy as placed within a bundle of contradictions. It has often been argued that workplace democracy suffers overwhelming
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odds, given that it is placed in a non-democratic context (Gorz 1973; Dachler and Wilpert 1978; Russell et al. 1979; Rothschild and Whitt 1986). There is also some evidence in the literature that the issue of democracy poses contradictions for the organization. Some of the studies that examine contradictions in institutionalizing democracy are discussed in this section. Rothschild and Whitt (1986) explore the ‘organizational dilemmas’ that democracy brings to a ‘collectivist organization’ as opposed to a bureaucratic organization, which has fundamentally different standards. Based on case studies of five cooperative workplaces, they present nine structural conditions that facilitate ‘collectivist-democratic modes’ of organization, and yet each of them represent a significant organizational predicament. They bring out some of the internal as well as external preconditions for democracy, which conflict with other objectives such as survival and growth. In a longitudinal case study, Hadley and Goldsmith (1995) explore change and stability in a long-established British common-ownership firm. Based on Gherardi and Masiero’s (1987) classification of workers’ cooperatives into ‘Foundation’ (formed to pursue the common ideals of its members) and ‘Coalition’ (established mainly for economic ends) types, they differentiate among three motive forces in the organization: developers, coalitionists, and managerialists or convergers. Hadley and Goldsmith (1995) conceptualize changes over 30 years in Scott Bader Co. in terms of tension among the three parties and a dynamic equilibrium at the time of the conclusion of the study. A small number of developers identified with the ideological goals of the founders, for instance organizational democracy and co-ownership. The large majority were coalitionists, who could be classified into three categories: minimalists, who expected little from the organization; the satisfied, who felt that the firm was democratic and gave them a say in matters that interested them; and a large number of critics, who were unhappy about the lack of participation in the organization, and yet were not ready to do anything to change the situation. The third category, which emerged over the years, was that of managerialists or convergers, who wanted to run the organization like other mainstream organizations and exercise their managerial discretion. Tension among the ideals of the developers, the support of the coalitionists for the pluralist institutions, and a desire for converging the organization with mainstream among the managerialists maintained equilibrium. Although the authors confess to the lack of headway made in developing a model of democratic functioning, they assert that the possibility for further democratization remains, given the tension among the three constituencies. In a widely quoted study, Meister (1974) proposed a four-stage model of ‘degeneration’ for workers’ cooperatives. In the first stage, there is conflict between direct democracy and the badly developed economic function. Conventional organizational principles such as formalization start to be applied by the second stage, while representative democracy occurs by the third stage. In the final stage, management gains full control over the organization. Based on case studies across Europe, Cornforth et al. (1988) bring out three theories of ‘degeneration’ of workers’ cooperatives: (1) constitutional degeneration, where ownership finally lies with an elite minority, often the founders; (2)
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capitalist degeneration, where the forces of the market and so on finally lead to alignment between the organization and the environment; and (3) internal pressures such as indiscipline and so on that lead to managerialist control. Yet, unlike Meister (1974), they do not claim the inevitability of the degeneration and, instead, point out a range of possibilities which may lead to the institutionalization of democracy in an organization. They propose that cooperatives need complex collective structures in which managers play the role of educators and there is slack for resolving dissension. Pusic (1998) also emphasizes the tension between necessity and choice, between structure and action in institutionalizing participative mechanisms in organizations. In a study of ‘organizations without hierarchy’ (two ‘free schools’ at Berkley, USA, which emerged in the wake of social movements in 1960s and 1970s), Swidler (1979) brings out the tension between cohesion and disintegration. She asserts that whether it is charisma, group solidarity, or equality, each of them has a potential to be disintegrative, rather than integrative, unless backed by collective resources. She concludes: ‘As innovative work, professional autonomy, and the need for independent initiative make traditional authority unworkable, the need for new ways to regulate, control, and coordinate collective effort becomes more pressing.’ (Swidler 1979: 183)



In a case study based on participant observation of subtle gender discrimination in an alternative health organization, Kleinman (1996) brings out the contradictions of an undemocratic context and the democratic aspirations of alternative institutions, and concludes: ‘I learned that in a society permeated by inequalities, we can’t get rid of the patterns of domination and subordination we participate in unless we continually examine our contradictions. And we find these contradictions by tracing out the political implications of our moral identities. Without such self-examination we may think of ourselves as progressive, but fail to build a better alternative.’ (1996: 140)



One of the greatest challenges democratic organizations face is that the context in which they are placed is largely hierarchical. Rothschild-Whitt and Lindenfeld (1982), in a review article on democratic workplaces in the US context, point out the lack of educational institutions where people might learn democracy. Rothschild-Whitt (1979), in an empirical work on five ‘collectivist’ work organizations in California, attributes the reason for ‘imperfect democracy’ primarily to ‘non democratic individuals’, who have to operate under ‘environmental constraints’ — legal, political and cultural. Rothschild-Whitt and Lindenfeld contend that ‘the full potential of economic democracy may not be realized without the growth of a parallel political movement that can help to democratize the hierarchical organizations which presently control most of the society’s resources’ (1982: 18). Gorz (1973) and Gramsci (1996) have also brought out the limiting effects that prevalent ‘capitalistic value frameworks and societal conditions’ have in institutionalizing substantive democracy (Dachler and Wilpert 1978). Bernstein (1982) finds democratic consciousness to be a necessary element for effective workers’ control and, in a literature review, argues that the lack of it leads to compliant and passive behaviour. Rus (1970), in a review of seven studies in
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the Yugoslav context, points out that the distribution of influence within an organization is more dependent on social context than the ‘idiosyncratic factors’ of an individual organization. Russell et al. (1979), in a study of worker-owned refuse-collection firms in San Francisco, conclude that such organizations are inclined to initiate the hierarchical practices of the conventional organizations that ‘surround them’. Authors have emphasized the need for training, given the lack of democratic consciousness. Bernstein (1982) asserts that democratic consciousness demands additional traits of power-holders since the context itself is nondemocratic. In a case study of the Seattle Workers’ Brigade, Pearson and Baker (1982) contend that something ‘extra’ is required to overcome ‘decades of social conditioning’. Long (1982), in a study of an employee-owned firm in Canada, stresses the need for manager training in order to have democratic functioning. Zwerdling, using the interesting case of a US insurance company (IGP) where the owner voluntarily distributed ownership among the employees because of his strongly held values, says, ‘Self-management at IGP has put power and responsibility up for grabs; and neither the managers nor the rank and file have ever been trained by this society to handle it’ (1982: 232). Nevertheless, the larger issue of where to get this training remains. Pateman, in her pioneering work, sums up this dilemma succinctly: ‘We do learn to participate by participating and ... feelings of political efficacy are more likely to be developed in a participatory environment ... The experience of a participatory authority structure might also be effective in diminishing tendencies toward non-democratic attitudes in the individual.’ (1970: 105)



On the basis of the studies discussed above, we make the following observations. 1



2 3



The primary contradiction faced by organizational democracy is that it is placed in a largely non-democratic context. This is even true for those organizations which have been expressly started and designed for democratic functioning. This contradiction itself manifests within the organization in various ways. In spite of the possibility of the degeneration of organizational democracy, it is not inevitable. Hence, we propose that organizational democracy is more in the nature of a long-drawn process that can be conceptualized as an evolving reality, which manifests through the interaction of contradictions over time.



In the present study, through participant observation, we conceptualize the functioning of organizational democracy at SAMITI as a set of contradictions that evolve over time.



Participant Observation



The present study is based on our seven-year association with SAMITI. We have attempted to make sense of the contradictions in which democratic
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processes find themselves in the organization. It is more in the nature of selfreflection that we situate ourselves within these contradictions. Before we elaborate on our role as participant observers, we will briefly outline the background of SAMITI. Background of SAMITI



SAMITI is a workers’ cooperative, which provides contractual support in ‘low-skilled’ jobs of civil maintenance and construction, house painting, and sanitation and cleaning, primarily to a premier technological institute in India. The institute is located in an old industrial centre in the north-central part of India. But over the past two decades, the city has seen a rapid flight of capital and currently the popular media dub it as ‘industrially dead’. At present, there is very high unemployment and a fast-decaying socio-economic order. This article draws from the journey of SAMITI over the seven years since its inception. SAMITI started off as an agitation of around 50 contract workers (see Appendix 1 to get an idea of contract firms and contract workers in India) demanding statutorily stipulated minimum wages from their employer, the contractor. These people were working on a contract job for the institute. The institute provides employment to several hundred contract workers and our experience shows that typically workers get only 50–60 percent of the statutorily stipulated minimum wage. Many of these workers were migrants with no social moorings in the local setting and almost all of them belonged to the lowest strata of Indian society in terms of their castes. These agitating workers were supported by a small group of middle-class associates (MCAs) from the campus community — students, faculty members, and their families. The simplicity of the demand and its apparent legitimacy caught the imagination of both a wider group of workers and the institute community. But the difficulty lay in implementing the law. Though the institute was committed to pay the statutory wages, it was almost impossible to ensure that the money finally reached the workers. There was also the possibility of victimization of those workers who took the initiative in the agitation. Gradually, the struggle intensified, and at one point the MCAs proposed the idea of floating a worker-owned organization (workers’ cooperative), in order to bid independently for the contracts. The basic idea behind this was that one could do away with the ‘superfluous role’ of the contractor and his supervisors, as all the skills were available among the workers themselves. The contractor and his men were thought to be merely ‘middle men’ who not only took away profits and bossed over the workers, but also did not respect the laws concerning minimum wages and working hours. SAMITI was conceived, at least by the MCAs, as a non-hierarchical organization. The whole organization is divided into teams on the basis of work, namely, garbage disposal, hostel maintenance, house painting, civil maintenance, and so on (there are nine teams at present, varying in size from four to 30, depending upon the nature and quantum of work). Though every team has a coordinator, the teams are expected to take decisions collectively through team meetings held at least once a week. At the next level there is a
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Sanchalak Mandal (SM) or governing board. The purpose of the SM is to coordinate among teams, take policy decisions and interface with the environment. The SM consists of the team coordinators, the secretary and the president. Only the secretary and the president were non-workers having a lower middle-class background. (The secretary has since not been re-elected and the president has replaced him. A worker has been elected as the president; the erstwhile secretary has now become an advisor.) The president and the secretary (henceforth called ‘activists’) are partially remunerated by the organization, but are not solely dependent on SAMITI for their livelihood. The president had a small milk business, while the secretary was a labour lawyer in the local court, though both of them spent considerable time with the organization in its early years. Lastly, there is the Aam Sabha (AS), the general body, which meets once a month and looks into the working of the SM, and through debates and discussions takes decisions regarding wide-ranging policy matters and contentious issues. Figure 1 suggests the organizational hierarchy, though one must add that actual decision-making in the organization at any point of time has been much more complex and confusing. Only a handful of MCAs have been associated with SAMITI and the number of them active at any given point is less than 10. SAMITI, in seven years, has grown to a size of around 125 regular workerowners, has carved a niche for itself in the institute, and gets its share of contracts every year and provides regular employment to its members (see Appendix 2 for the different phases in SAMITI’s evolution). It has given dividends to the shareholders in every single year of its existence, and at present has a turnover of around Rs3 million (US$1 equals approximately Rs50). The whole organization is being run solely on the share equity of the workers and the surplus generated by them, which has grown rapidly over the years. Only once in a while does SAMITI take loans from the MCAs to tide it over some immediate need. The organization is in the process of making a working capital fund from the contributions of its members to meet such contingencies. And yet, though SAMITI has grown as a business entity and provides far better working conditions and wages for the workers than any comparable organization, it is far from achieving the ideals of a ‘workerowned organization’ with which it was set up. All three primary constituencies (the worker-owners, the activists, and the MCAs) seem to be dissatisfied with SAMITI as it has not come up to their respective expectations. Our analysis shows that this situation is primarily due to the specific context in which the organization is placed. In other words, SAMITI is a product of certain contradictions in society, which in turn has given rise to a set of contradictions within the organization. In the following section, we will discuss, first, the social context of SAMITI and then follow up with a discussion on the various contradictions within the organization. But before that, let us briefly describe our role in SAMITI.
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Note: Only a simplified picture, suggestive of the hierarchy in a broad sense



Our Role: Participant Observers



We have been associated with SAMITI since 1994, two years after its inception, when we came to the institute. One of us teaches in the institute and both of us live on the institute’s campus. The primary concern of our association with SAMITI has been to understand how democratic functioning can be institutionalized and organizational forums strengthened. Besides, we
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are also part of the pressure group within the institute that seeks to protect the rights of workers like SAMITI’s. In the beginning, we were associated with non-routine programmes of the organization that aimed to make the workerowners socially conscious and also to legitimize SAMITI in its immediate context. These included large, informal meetings on Sundays where everyone (including the families) was welcome to participate and extra-organizational social issues beyond SAMITI were discussed. Sunday meetings also included community services such as building the boundary wall of the local school, repairing the muddy roads, cleaning the overflowing drains in the residential locality of the workers, and so on. Gradually, we realized that in spite of the democratic structure and explicit concern for democracy within the organization, the reality was more complicated. By 1995, most of the founding MCAs had left the campus for various personal reasons and we found ourselves pushed to take up a pivotal role. We consciously decided not to take up any formal, administrative position in the organization. Over the years, our participation has primarily been limited to formal and informal weekly meetings in groups with members of SAMITI, though the groups have kept changing — sometimes it has been the general body, at times a set of active and relatively concerned members of the organization, or even a particular team that might invite us. From time to time we have taken on specific tasks, for example simplifying accounts and explaining it to the members, translating contract terms and helping in bidding for contracts, and so on. We have also been part of grievancehandling committees and acted as third-party mediators for conflict resolution. In due course we have developed close, personal ties with individual members of SAMITI across various constituencies. Perhaps the fact that we had nothing to do with the routine functioning of the organization helped us to be detached and avoid taking sides in contentious situations. Thus, though over the years our individual association with SAMITI has gradually increased, we have deliberately restricted ourselves to advisory roles. We hold no formal administrative position in the institute either. Still, given our status, especially vis-a-vis the primary employer of SAMITI, the institute, we may have considerable influence within the organization. The issues elaborated in the following section attempt to provide an overview of our understanding, an understanding that has been built over the years through participation, discussions and observations. Our role to begin with was more that of an ‘activist’. But gradually, as our understanding deepened, especially with regard to democratic functioning, we donned the hats of researchers. Our understanding has been built on the basis of reflection on participation and discussions during and after meetings. At times, we have also kept notes of some of the critical incidents. Most of the ideas presented here have been discussed in these meetings in some form, and to that extent one can claim ‘vetting’ by others within SAMITI. However, we would like to emphasize that the present work is based on our understanding and we do not claim any absolute standards of objectivity.
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Contradictions and Democracy in SAMITI



In this section, we will first discuss the contradictions that SAMITI faces due to the societal context in which it is placed. This will be followed by an analysis of how, in turn, these contradictions impinge upon the democratic functioning within the organization. In addition, we will simultaneously bring out related evidence from the literature. Social Context and Contradictions of SAMITI



Perhaps the greatest contradiction that SAMITI faces is what we would like to term a lack of ‘democratic consciousness’. The institutions that an individual learns from, whether family, educational institutions or workplace, are largely hierarchical. Thus most of us have hardly any scope to learn and experience democratic culture in its day-to-day manifestation. This general lack of democratic consciousness is further exacerbated because SAMITI members are placed at the lowest rung of the social hierarchy. Also, nondemocratic institutions impose their own demands on the organization. Social Hierarchy: Social Status



In a society that is essentially hierarchical, it is difficult to bring about democratic culture within an organization. SAMITI is a unique effort by the workers toward transcending their traditional roles by owning the organization. But, it is embedded in the larger social context, which is inherently caste and class ridden. Most of the workers belong to the lowest castes in Indian society. For centuries the most menial tasks of the society have been assigned to these castes. Even within SAMITI, for example, the sanitation work is done only by the Balmik caste, in keeping with the traditional, castebased division of labour. Non-Balmiks have steadfastly refused to take up cleaning tasks even if it meant going without work. Moreover, SAMITI has not been able to find other kinds of work for the Balmiks. Thus, not only do members join the organization with preconceived notions of the hierarchy of work, but also these get further reinforced due to the non-availability of any other kind of work. Social Hierarchy: Professional Status



SAMITI has been primarily dependent on the institute for most of its work, though, of late, it has made some attempts to diversify. This particular institute carries enormous prestige both locally and nationally. Thus, being formally associated with it either as a student or as a faculty member provides tremendous standing and most of the MCAs belonged to this category. Even other associates are professionals — doctors, lawyers, management professionals, and so on. Thus, there is an enormous difference in the professional status of the MCAs and the workers, with the ‘activists’ coming in between.
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Social Hierarchy: Economic Power



In India, caste and class divisions are closely linked. The worker-owners of SAMITI not only represent the lowest strata in the caste hierarchy, but also belong to the economically most vulnerable class. SAMITI was conceived in order to do away with the role of the contractor, as all the requisite skills required were assumed to be available among the workers. But even bidding for a contract requires a bank balance much beyond the economic means of the workers. Besides, all valid contracts require sizeable security deposits. Initially, the MCAs provided interest-free loans, and hence SAMITI was directly dependent on them. Even the credit worthiness of SAMITI in the early days was not determined by the skills of its owner-workers, but was assured by the status of its middle-class supporters and activists. Even today, the ‘activists’ in contingencies may borrow money from the MCAs on behalf of the organization without consulting the workers, often without even informing them. Thus, the workers find themselves unable to participate in economic decisions even if they concern the organization legally owned by them. Though members of SAMITI draw minimum wages, their emoluments work out to be very meagre and barely take care of routine expenditure. For contingencies such as health or family functions, they invariably need to borrow. The workers have to rely on the local money markets where the interest rates are usurious, varying from 60 percent to 100 percent. Thus they often prefer to borrow money from the MCAs and activists during emergencies. This introduces another source of hierarchy within the organization. There have been a number of attempts to create collective funds, but none of them have been sustained, for various reasons. But workers can borrow some money from the equity fund at a low rate and this has given some relief over the years as the membership has grown. Social Hierarchy: Network and Contacts



For any small organization, influential contacts in the environment and a relevant network play a crucial role. SAMITI also had to accept the help of various people in the government, local community and, of course, its principal employer, the institute. But all these contacts were basically those of the middle-class supporters, and often MCAs have remained the interface between the workers and the contacts. Hence, though SAMITI gained acceptance and support, often it was not on its own merit but was more a reflection of the personal support of the MCAs and their contacts. Thus SAMITI, in spite of being owned by workers and having little structural hierarchy, came to reflect, in its own peculiar way, the traditional roles of workers and managers (see Figure 1). Various barriers concerning caste, professional expertise, economic power and the network of contacts made it extremely difficult for the workers to transcend their socially assigned roles.
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A hierarchical society is likely to nurture hierarchical institutions. Many of the environmental forces with which SAMITI has to interact regularly are hierarchical in nature and expect a reflection of this in the organization too. Institutional Demand: Expectations of the Environment



SAMITI was mooted by the MCAs with the basic premise that there will be no positional hierarchy in the organization. The teams are based on skills and the only distinction within teams is between skilled workers and apprentices (working under them to pick up the skills). It was decided that every worker would self-supervise his or her own work and the team as a whole would assess both the team and individual performance. Each team has elected coordinators to coordinate the team activities and represent the team in the governing board, the Sanchalak Mandal, and these positions are held in rotation. In contrast, for the contractor-owned firms in the institute (SAMITI’s competitors) the supervisors have the most influential role. These supervisors ensure the smooth functioning of the work, which in reality translates into tight control and close monitoring, leading to long working hours (without any extra pay) and often resulting in the complete compliance of the workers. It must be remembered that most of these workers are from the unorganized sector and in a surplus labour market their position is anyway extremely vulnerable (see Appendix 1). The position of supervisor is so institutionalized that even the formal contract terms require the provision of one for a bid to be considered valid. Thus SAMITI had to artificially put up supervisors to fulfil these terms. The formation of SAMITI was strongly resisted by the institute’s administration. One reason was probably that of alleged vested interests and collusion between the existing contractors and the administration. But the other equally strong reason was that the very idea of sitting across the table with workers was an anathema to the authorities, given the acute and rigid hierarchies of class and caste in the society. In spite of all these hurdles and active resistance from various quarters SAMITI was formed. But even after SAMITI formally came into existence, the institute’s authorities refused to deal with the workers and gradually one of the ‘activists’ has virtually become the face of the organization. He is part of all meetings, decisions and interactions involving the external environment — be it the law, the institute, the bureaucracy, banks and even the supporting community. This has put him in an extremely elevated position and has led to an informal hierarchy in the organization. Even today after seven years of existence, SAMITI is struggling to make even one worker part of this interface, especially vis-a-vis the institute. As Hughes (1945) suggests, there are issues of legitimacy around the notions of competence — the powerful define who is competent and who is not. Institutional Demand: Irrational Laws and Arbitrary Functioning



The larger politico-legal environment also influenced SAMITI. But for some notable exceptions, the cooperative movement in India is fairly weak and has a history of being controlled by vested interests and political parties. The archaic top-down government laws and interventionist, but ossified
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bureaucratic system further exacerbates this situation. In 1998, when SAMITI was beset with a series of internal crises, the government overnight summarily dismissed the governing councils of all cooperatives in the state and arbitrarily put officials of the Cooperative Department in their place. Thus, due to a political decision taken miles away in the state capital, an individual who had no understanding or empathy for the uniqueness of SAMITI became its ex-officio president and head. Consequently, every trivial decision, even concerning day-to-day functioning, required vetting by the official. Moreover, the official started presiding upon internal meetings of SAMITI and often played up the growing dissonance and miscommunications between the workers and the ‘activists’. Thankfully, this situation continued for only a few months and a new governing board was put in place after fresh elections in December 1998. Thus we can see that right from its inception, SAMITI as an organization was placed in certain contradictions vis-a-vis its environment. These contradictions in turn manifested themselves within the organization as tension between opposites. In the following section, we discuss some of the most significant contradictions and how SAMITI kept oscillating between two opposite poles, sometimes swinging to one end of the contradiction and at times tilting toward the other. We have provided labels for both poles of the contradiction, but it needs to be emphasized here that neither of the labels signify any value judgements on our part — they do not mean ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ for democracy. Instead, we will later argue that a democratic system requires balancing between the dialectical opposites and needs to evolve into a higher state of resolution, rather than choosing one pole over another. We will discuss some of the key contradictions within SAMITI and bring out relevant studies from the literature as well. Contradictions Within the Organization Economic Organization Versus Social Movement



A manifestation of this problem has been in terms of debate regarding the basic role of SAMITI. Is it to further the gains of only the small set of current members or to envelop many other contract firms and their employees in a continuously expanding movement? While most of the workers and some of the MCAs and activists would like SAMITI to further their specific and immediate needs, there are others who are clearly unhappy with this inwardlooking approach. Though sporadically SAMITI has taken up the cause of other workers, every time it has raised this debate about whether the organization is a provider of jobs or a social movement. Over the years, as SAMITI has grown in size and its internal contradictions have sharpened (see the discussion below), it has tended to become more inward looking than in its early days (see Appendix 2). Contradictory Expectations



While a large section of workers primarily look upon SAMITI as a provider of dignified jobs, the MCAs, and to some extent the ‘activists’, see it as a
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unique experiment challenging social reality or as a vehicle for public good. Thus, there is a gulf in expectations of the different constituents. This difference is further complicated by the fact that only workers are economically dependent on SAMITI, and at times, MCAs seem to be insensitive to the extreme economic vulnerability of the workers. The disagreements among the sympathizers, given their myriad and often contrasting ideological dispositions, further complicate the situation. The spread is right from religious spiritualism to Marxism, with specific notions about ‘professionalism’, ‘problem-solving’, ‘social good’, ‘social intervention’ and manner of interaction with the basic classes. It was only some propitious circumstances and a peculiar chemistry among individuals that brought them together for this ‘project’. But, instead of opening up space for positive debate, these differences have promoted groupism among workers around individual MCAs, while leaving most of the others baffled, anxious and confused. Over time these processes have led to reduction in the participation and initiative of workers on the one hand, and disenchantment and withdrawal of the MCAs on the other, and the two have kept reinforcing each other. Work and Home



Since SAMITI is also seen as a social movement, the personal conduct and lifestyles of the workers are frequently subject to public scrutiny and censure by the MCA activists, often with a genuine concern for reforming their social life to make it consistent with the values at their work. But this personal accountability is only one way, and the personal lives of the MCA activists are above such public deliberation. The humiliation of being publicly discussed and reprimanded reinforces the implicit social hierarchy between the MCA activists and the workers. The punishments for defaulters are monetary in nature and often meted out in open meetings with the apparent consent of the workers. In extreme cases a couple of them have even been thrown out of SAMITI in its early days. The message that gets across is that the workers have no private space in their lives and are accountable for their performance not only at ‘work’, but also at ‘home’. This has built up a lot of private resentment and the MCA activists are seen as a new managersupervisor team with their own peculiar set of demands. It can be best summed up in the words of a worker in the following incident. An Aam Sabha was called to discuss how to pay off workers’ debts, which were at very steep interest rates (50–100 percent or more). In this meeting, MCA activists and even fellow workers demanded that the worst-affected workers come ‘clean’ and confess their ‘bad’ habits due to which they had landed up in the mess they were in. After the meeting a worker commented to his mate, ‘Will these guys [MCAs] only ask us all sorts of things or also offer some money?’ This issue has not been talked about much in the literature since, as discussed earlier, concern has been more with the performance of workerowned organizations, hence the tendency to study them on a standalone basis. Nevertheless, this does find mention in the literature. For instance, RothschildWhitt and Lindenfeld (1982) and Lindenfeld (1982) talk about the contradiction between worker interest and control vis-a-vis community or client interest



Varman & Chakrabarti: Democracy in a Workers’ Cooperative



197



and control. Rothschild and Whitt (1986) bring out the organizational dilemma which ‘collectivist’ organizations such as free schools face due to their ‘social movement orientation’. If this is absent, then there is danger of goal displacement, and if it is present, then survival of the organization may become that much more difficult. Paton (1989) also refers to conflicting economic and social imperatives for worker takeovers. Efficiency Versus Accountability



‘Let the people rule is, in part, a rhetorical phrase. Exactly how one lets the people rule is decisive. The progressives who greeted efficiency with enthusiasm were often those who proposed to let the people rule through a program in which the bulk of the people ruled hardly at all. Efficiency provided a standpoint from which those who had declared allegiance to democracy could resist the levelling tendencies of the equality.’ (Haber 1964: xii)



From its early days, SAMITI was under pressure to show ‘results’ and do things differently from other contractors. But the parameters of outcomes are set by the MCAs, most of which follow from their specific ideas of efficiency, good work, scientific management, and so on. Thus, the garbage-cleaning team does not necessarily perform satisfactorily by being better than the previous contractor, but would also need to process the garbage to make fertilizer. If the workers ignore such unilateral ideas of good performance, they are in danger of making the MCAs unhappy, who may threaten to withdraw their support. Such top-down fixing of parameters leaves little scope for participation and debate. Arbitrary deadlines are imposed to pick up skills such as basic education (many of the workers are either illiterate or have no knowledge of English, which is by default and colonial legacy the ‘official’ language in India), with the threat of severe punishments for defaulters, for example being thrown out of SAMITI, although these punishments by and large are not meted out. Now, the beauty of efficiency is that all the harsh laws and impositions made in its name are administered like a doctor’s bitter pills — basically good for the recipient. The workers have no say in it, first, as they do not understand the complicated terminology of the experts and, second, as they are dependent on the MCAs socially and economically. Interestingly, the institute’s authorities and the larger community also hold the MCAs responsible for SAMITI’s actions, further reinforcing their role. Though the MCAs mingle with the workers and even snub other middle-class acquaintances within the local community such as students, colleagues, or the institute’s administrators for their lack of understanding of the capabilities of workers, they themselves in their interactions with the workers maintain an implicit hierarchy through efficiency and performance. As Haber (1964: 28) says of Taylorites in the USA: ‘The role of the consulting scientific management engineer, upholding “science” in the factory against the narrow vision and vested interests of worker and employer bore some resemblance to that of middle-class reformer in society upholding the public interest against the pressures of both capital and labour.’



SAMITI, operating in a ‘profit-driven’ environment, also has to submit to the prevailing efficiency ‘standards’ that often sideline its main concern
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of democratic functioning. An illustration may substantiate the point. Most contractors underbid SAMITI by blatantly flouting the legal requirements on minimum wages and working hours (see Appendix 1). They claim to be able to do the job with fewer hands, whereas in reality, given the very high rate of unemployment, they actually force their workers to work longer hours at lower rates. Often this leads to bargaining between SAMITI and the institute authorities, with SAMITI submitting that the task could not be legally done for less. The sympathizer community would also support SAMITI, mainly through campaigning in their capacity as concerned members. But in a few cases, some of the ‘sympathizers’ have refused to give support, arguing that maybe the underbidding contractors have more ‘efficient’ men and hence they would not encourage any activity which would promote ‘inefficiency’. Thus these academic concerns of efficiency and returns often set the ‘terms of debate in an enterprise, for they place the primacy of capital over labour’ (Batstone 1979). Interestingly, at times matters go to the other extreme. For instance, at present most of the MCAs and activists have practically withdrawn from dayto-day activities. But given the absence of almost any formal sanctions, increasingly there appear to be no checks on either the quality or quantity of work. Concerned fellow workers are finding themselves unable to hold an individual or a group of workers accountable for the work done. There are increasing complaints about the substandard quality of work and some projects are becoming unviable due to over-expenditure on labour and materials. Structure Versus Culture



Though efforts were made in SAMITI to put appropriate democratic structures in place, cultural aspects have been largely taken for granted. Elaborate participative structures were created in SAMITI: weekly team meetings, team coordinators, coordinators being co-opted on to the governing board, monthly general body meetings, and so on. Yet, adequate attention has not been given to issues such as the process of conducting meetings, quality of members’ participation, or the public and private behaviour of key persons such as MCAs and ‘activists’. No initiation programmes have been worked out for new members in order to systematically socialize them in organizational processes, values and ideals. Thus, though members quickly understand the significance and protocol of attending meetings, they hardly participate in the real sense. There is a stark difference in the quality of participation and communication skills of senior members in comparison to new ones. As SAMITI has grown in size, many in the organization have felt the need to make rules and procedures, but attempts at formalizing and implementing them have been far from satisfactory. When the rules have come top-down, they have not found acceptance and have become ineffective in due course. While understanding the significance of processes, a concerted effort toward the evolution of rules through continuous vetting by the collective, vis-a-vis the overriding concerns and ideals, has been largely missing. As Batstone (1979: 250–251) argues: ‘the whole nature of organisational arrangement is political not merely in terms of the differential distribution of authority, but also and more importantly in terms of
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the permeation of rules, roles and procedures by [a] particular set of values, goals and priorities. Unless these are changed, the possibility for democratic practice is inevitably limited.’ Oligarchization Versus Participation



The decision-making process is perhaps the most basic aspect of any democratic system and SAMITI has faced considerable difficulties in this area. As has been described earlier, SAMITI has tried to implement participation and consensual decision-making through teams and the general body, the Aam Sabha. But any process of evolving consensus presupposes participation and commitment on the part of the members. SAMITI has found it difficult to elicit commitment to participatory processes, perhaps for some of the reasons that have been discussed above. Moreover, consensual decision-making is a matter of learning and culture, where people care and dare to speak and critique. What actually happens in SAMITI is that a few articulate individuals are able to push through their point and in the process further alienate others. On this aspect there are significant differences among the new and the old members, as the senior ones have become much more adept at handling participatory culture. Many members feel that doing their work well as workers is enough and refuse to recognize that something more is needed to keep SAMITI going. Some others find collective processes (the discussions and conflict) too demanding emotionally and therefore stay away from the meetings. As one of the senior and very committed members of the organization, who has recently partially withdrawn from SAMITI and has temporarily gone to work for another contractor on a much lower salary due to some interpersonal conflict, said, ‘It’s much cooler over there and I have at least the mental peace.’ The most important impediment to the participatory process is the enormous amount of time and energy required to make it meaningful. During a contingent situation of time constraint (and this happens frequently due to lack of formal authority structures), decisions are taken by activist MCAs, and if there is participation, it is more in form than substance. Thus participation may end up being restricted to relatively minor issues. The other side of this dialectic has been the persistent tendency toward oligarchization within SAMITI, whether in the beginning it was the MCAs and the ‘activists’ or later when it incorporated some of the workers as well, or at present when all the office-holders are workers. The problem is that the lack of participation and tendency toward oligarchization feed in to each other. Thus at best some kind of a paternalistic system develops, but at times distinctly authoritarian tendencies emerge. Worse, some of the informal members of the oligarchy, such as the MCAs, are very difficult to hold accountable, since they are not part of any formal structure. In fact, even today, though workers have taken over most of the formal positions, the organization spends a lot of time in resolving conflicts involving outside friends and sympathizers through its various internal forums. This particular contradiction finds some reference in the literature as well. Rothschild-Whitt and Lindenfeld (1982) discuss tendencies within such organizations toward oligarchization. Zwerdling (1982) points out both that, on the one hand, there tends to be a lack of participation in policy-making
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and strategic issues, and on the other, there is free riding. Lindenfeld (1982), in another study based on participatory observation, has brought out the tension between the delegation of authority and collective decision-making. Rothschild-Whitt (1979), in her participant observation study, brings out that participatory processes are time consuming and require a qualitatively different emotional intensity and may even lead to endemic interpersonal tensions. Newton (1982) points out that informal structures become the basis of elitism. Rus brings out the mismatch of authority and responsibility and says, ‘Authority without responsibility ends up as tyranny, responsibility without authority verges on the ridiculous’ (1970: 151). In a similar vein, while exploring the organizational dynamics of those schools which have rejected authority, Swidler (1979: 95) says: ‘In a sense the core dilemma of group life involves regulating the intensity of members’ involvement: if collective life is too intense, it explodes, and individuals are propelled apart by the heat of their emotional conflicts. Yet, if collective life is milder, individuals easily slip away from group control.’ Need for Information Sharing Versus Ability of Information Processing



A significant contradiction that SAMITI faces is around information — its sharing and understanding. There have been persistent demands for wider sharing of information. But the issue of lack of competence for processing information is inextricably linked with this. In order to promote democratic processes, the organization has not formalized many of its activities and procedures, on the understanding that they will be handled through open discussions. But, given the low level of technical competence (accounts, legal, bureaucratic procedures, and so on) of the workers, combined with inadequate communication in the organization and the pressures of day-to-day work, many of the decisions are by default taken by the ‘activists’ without the formal consent and often without the knowledge of the workers. Gradually, it has become a sort of vicious cycle. The ‘activists’ complain of being burdened with too much responsibility and having to take unilateral decisions since there are no forums for discussion, while this very state has led to further apathy and withdrawal of the workers. SAMITI has got into a spiral of falling trust and cooperation. One of the early and most widespread manifestations of this problem was the complaint of the workers that they did not understand the accounts. Now account keeping is a skilled task and even a rudimentary understanding requires a fair amount of competence and training. The ‘activists’ were so busy handling day-to-day affairs that they could not take time out to explain the books to the workers. There was the basic conviction that, since they were honest about its dealings, they would not face any suspicion, at least internally within SAMITI. But, due to lack of communication, slowly the workers started accusing the activists, initially behind their backs and then openly, of having misappropriated funds. Of late, there have been attempts to simplify the accounts and make them explicable to an average member of SAMITI. But given the history and the accumulated distrust, these attempts have been only partially successful.
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It has recently been decided that workers will gradually take over all the monetary decisions and most managerial tasks, including accounting, billing, purchasing, bidding, handling cash, and so on. Slowly a few of the workers have picked up specific skills. But some members have taken up responsibilities without enough preparation and have messed things up, which has brought back the MCA activists. Thus, somehow, the significance of systematic training and enhancing skills, particularly relating to organizational and managerial issues, has been missed both by the MCA activists and the workers. Rothschild and Whitt (1986) have discussed a similar organizational dilemma around the issue of the ‘diffusion of knowledge and technology’. Control Versus Initiative



Though employee initiative is a coveted attribute in most organizations, it is rarely buttressed with a freedom to explore and a supportive tolerance for risk and uncertainty. In SAMITI, too, the MCA activists complain about lack of initiative among the workers. But, in fact, only those initiatives are considered valid which fall in with their pre-set ideas. MCA activists have their pet projects, ranging from socially useful tasks through voluntary labour, such as sanitation of the locality and rebuilding the dilapidated school-building wall, to those which would ensure some monetary return, such as garbage processing, mushroom cultivation and other cottage-level enterprises. Some of these projects have been initiated more than once, but have never gone much beyond preliminary discussions, primarily due to the lack of enthusiasm of the workers. Workers are more concerned about maintaining and enhancing their monetary benefits — how the organization can pay them bonuses, how provisions can be made for contingency advances, and so on. These issues were generally handled by the MCAs and later by the ‘activists’. But, despite their best efforts, usually one or more groups are left dissatisfied, often leading to inter-team rivalry and complaints of favouritism. But, after the elections in SAMITI and the taking over of the key positions (president and the vicepresident) by the workers themselves, some of these issues are being handled in more innovative ways. One example of this is the way they managed Holi advances for the year 1999. Holi is one of the two most important festivals of North India and most organized employees get either a salary advance or bonus, or both. But, given the dependent and temporary nature of the work of SAMITI, often the workers of certain teams do not even get their due pay for months (because of non-payment by the principal employer, that is, the institute). So, managing advances for the whole of SAMITI is almost an impossible task. Generally, the ‘activists’ borrow some money from one or more of the sympathizers and try to distribute it to as many workers as the sum allows. In this instance, the workers decided to take an advance equivalent to half a month’s salary for the garbage team (who had a fixed-sum annual contract from the institute), and distributed it equally among all the workers. This kind of solution is just not feasible without the free and full participation of the workers concerned. As Batstone (1979: 255) puts it regarding the limitations of experts:



202



Organization Studies 24(9)



‘[experts] attempt to maintain a monopoly and the claim to competence may also serve to prevent the development of more useful means to resolve problems or methods which would go to the roots of problems rather than simply tinkering with symptoms’.



The workers in these seven years, in spite of their own tenuous existence, have more than once independently (of the MCA activists, who have reluctantly joined later) taken up the cause of other exploited contract workers in and around the campus, and not only on monetary matters. Often this has led to bitter conflict with other contractors and the institute’s authorities. Sometimes these efforts have eventually been unsuccessful, leading to loss of jobs for the contract workers concerned and also endangering the position of SAMITI. MCA activists are keen for initiatives to ‘come’ in pre-set ways and only on specific issues, while the workers have taken initiatives on independent issues and in a complex manner, at times even jeopardizing organizational interests. Interestingly, lack of initiative on the approved lines has led to demands for more controls — censure and disciplining of workers, more rules and greater authority for the office-holders. Discussion: Democracy as an Evolving Reality



SAMITI’s contradictions with regard to democratic functioning have been summarized in Figure 2. Thus, if we have an overall look at the contradictions within the organization, democracy seems like a fine balancing act. On the one side, SAMITI seems to be in continual danger of becoming another conventional organization — with the emphasis on the economic aspect of the organization, stress on efficiency, focus on structural aspects, tendency of an oligarchy to take the reins, lack of information sharing and concern for control of employees as its manifestations. At the other extreme, it appears at times as though the organization is falling apart and its very survival as an economic entity seems difficult; this is signified by attempts to expand as a social movement without consolidating the organization, lack of individual accountability toward organization, ignoring the cultural aspects, overemphasis on participation leading to confusion and the paralysis of decision-making, lack of competence to take informed decisions, and difficulty in aligning individual initiative with the organization’s concerns as a whole. These tendencies of getting pulled by the two extremes are further compounded because of the larger contradiction vis-a-vis social context. Democracy needs a certain amount of ‘slack’ to be institutionalized. Blasi et al. (1984) assert that participation of any kind is more likely to survive if it is sustained by ‘infrastructure’: ideology and value systems, industrial relations, legal support, advice, financial support, and so on. Paton (1989) and Kleinman (1996) also emphasize the need for similar external resources to neutralize counter-democratic forces. But lack of democratic consciousness, unsympathetic social institutions and low status of the members in the social hierarchy give little space to SAMITI and tend to reinforce the nondemocratic tendencies. Yet, contrary forces in the form of the vision of the
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Figure 2. Democracy and Contradictions of SAMITI
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MCAs and the activists, on the one hand, and the evolving aspirations of the members, on the other, keep the tension in the contradictions alive and propel the organization further, through swings from one pole to the other. In fact, every such experience of democracy, however imperfect, reinforces the superiority of this model in a worker’s mind over the conventional ‘contractor’ model. Swidler (1979) emphasizes that free-school children learn ‘norms of participation and openness, cooperation and group sharing’, unlike children in conventional schools. As Pateman (1970: 25) says: ‘Once the participatory system is established, and this is the point of major importance, it becomes self-sustaining because the very qualities that are required of individual citizens if the system is to work successfully are those that the process of participation itself develops and fosters; the more the individual citizen participates the better able he is to do so.’



It would be premature for us to suggest that democracy at SAMITI has become ‘self-sustaining’ or that the organization has resolved any of the contradictions discussed above. Instead, we would assert that the organization has been evolving and has moved further ahead from where it began with regard to democratic functioning. We would like to highlight the following issues from the previous discussion to emphasize our point. 1



Today, the workers hold all the elected positions in the organization. They are running the show day to day in spite of all the contradictions that have been discussed above. The teams, through subcommittees, are also attempting to take over activities which were earlier done only by the ‘activists’ or the MCAs.
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2



3



4



5



The MCAs are no longer part of the governing body, though they are sometimes invited for specific meetings. Workers independently debate, discuss and decide issues in meetings, which often go beyond working hours. There are further demands for bringing more equality within the organization. In teams, unskilled workers are pressing for time-bound procedures so that they can be at par with the skilled workers. There are continuous attempts to take decisions collectively in various forums. Increasingly, workers are appreciating that the MCAs cannot run the organization by proxy. There is also a gradual realization that organizational mechanisms need to be strengthened, by making rules and holding individuals accountable. Lastly, perhaps the best manifestation of democratic consciousness is the enhanced sophistication of the senior workers, particularly in comparison to the employees of other contractors. SAMITI workers are much more articulate, can talk to the MCAs on a relatively equal footing and are conscious of their rights. Some of them have repeatedly taken up the issues of other workers, howsoever inadequate or ill conceived these attempts might have been.



What we learn from SAMITI is that organizational democracy is not merely a ‘design issue’ that is amenable to one-shot implementation as is envisaged in many of today’s popular change-management programmes. Our experience with SAMITI suggests that, given the hostile environment today for organization democracy, any such endeavour is likely to be protracted and tangible results would be visible only over the long haul. The case brings out the primary importance of processes for any movement toward democratic functioning. The case also suggests that organizational democracy evolves amid the pushes and pulls in a set of contradictions and that the effectiveness of members and a leadership committed to the cause of democracy lies in progressively creating slack, so that the possibility of maintaining a fine balance among the contradictions remains. As we have argued earlier in this section, both the vision of the MCAs and changing aspirations of the members kept propelling the democratization process at SAMITI. Going back to Selznick (1966) in our opening quote, organizational democracy needs a combination of ‘ideals’ as well as ‘operative goals’. When we have earlier stated that the worker members were dissatisfied with the SAMITI, it is not vis-a-vis some initial absolute expectations that they had; instead, we find that the workers’ expectations of SAMITI in terms of democratic functioning have evolved and become increasingly sophisticated. The point is that democracy probably cannot be an absolutely defined goal, tangible like the bottom line of a balance sheet, as there always remains a possibility of attaining a progressively higher state vis-a-vis an absolute ideal. One of the major limitations of this work is that the analysis of democracy here is pretty inward looking as it has focused its attention primarily on the happenings within the organization or at best on the institute-SAMITI interface. We began this article by outlining the central contradiction between
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the undemocratic social context and SAMITI’s aspiration to become a truly democratic organization. We would concede that any democratic project can go only so far and no further, if the workers have to experience a hierarchic set-up at home, in the community and in the larger socio-political and economic system. The need is to incorporate other facets of a worker’s life as well into the understanding of democratic processes and their interaction. And yet, hopefully, the attempts at democratic functioning within SAMITI have also had some positive influence over the home and the community. We will reassert that, in order to make this larger project feasible, it needs to be understood in all its complexities. The present article is a small step toward attaining this goal.



Appendix 1 Contract Firm and Contract Workers



The majority of people in India work as ‘temporary’ workers for contractors. Particularly since the beginning of the structural adjustment programme in 1991, a large number of regular workers and employees have been substituted by contract work, where the principal employer has little liability toward the ‘contract employee’ in actual practice. ‘Temporary’ here implies that such workers have no formal employment contract that can be enforced in a court of law and, hence, almost no rights as employees. Though a significant proportion of the work is actually perennial, it is generally clubbed under ‘temporary’ work to avoid the responsibilities of permanent employees. More than 90 percent of workers in India work in such a situation — in what is termed the ‘unorganized’ sector. The law is categorical that the ‘principal’ employer will be held responsible for enforcing laws such as those relating to inflation-indexed minimum wages, maximum hours in a working day and some other minimum employment conditions for their contract employees. But given that these workers are mostly non-unionized, that there is no formal, enforceable contract, and that the economy has a tremendous surplus of workers, these laws remain largely unimplemented. The present reality in which SAMITI operates is that these contract workers are hired and fired by the contractors at will, made to work for much longer than the required eight hours, paid barely half the stipulated minimum wage, and are given almost nothing else.



Appendix 2 Phases in SAMITI’s Evolution Phase of Struggle (1992–94)



SAMITI grew as an organization and legitimized itself within the institute. It generated a lot of goodwill and a support base among the professional community. It also became a symbol of hope among other contract workers.
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The MCAs worked as a team and spearheaded the organization. The main feature of this phase was the organization’s successful struggle with the hostile external environment. Stabilizing and Withdrawal Phase (1994–98)



SAMITI stabilized as an economic organization, but shrunk as a movement. Founding MCAs withdrew without creating enough support structures. The extreme dependence of the organization on the MCAs was particularly due to the lack of any second-rung worker leadership which could take over. Though the organization grew in numbers, dissatisfaction came to the fore, especially in the form of worker–activist conflict. Redefinition Phase (1998–2001)



Fresh elections took place and the new governing body was taken over by the workers. Efforts were made to run the organization by the workers and there was a redefinition of their expectation from the MCAs. There was an increase in conflict within the organization, primarily due to assertions by a certain segment of workers of the need to democratize the organization further.
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