STRUCTURAL VIOLENCE IN THE WORKPLACE.

1.  INTRODUCTION:

The term “structural violence” is not well-known. It was cited in the apartheid era a moral justification for freedom fighters to endeavor to destroy the system. The argument goes that violence was to such extent embedded in the apartheid structures that it was a just cause to work towards their destruction - even by means of terrorism or acts of sabotage. It carries the meaning of a people unable to change their environment while they are being victimized by it, therefore are they justified to use  other means to get rid of the oppression.

Obviously the principle can also be applied in other environments, such as within a school or a home or a workplace. Although the effects may perhaps not be so severe, the principle may still apply. Especially in organizations where an autocratic leadership style is dominant, this principle may be a reality. One could reason that it should not exist because the workers involved do have a choice of leaving the workplace for a better one. This is not the case because people are more or less forced to cling to their jobs in the current times of job scarcity. 

The undermentioned examples describes a few subtle examples of the structural violence principle as found in a high tech organization.

2.  EXAMPLES OF STRUCTURAL VIOLENCE.

The first example to be mentioned is the principle of accountability without the corresponding authority. The correct definition of accountability is responsibility plus the necessary authority to execute the task. Management often try to delegate accountability while retaining the authority to make the basic influencing decisions. This is a sign of basic insecurity or distrust. If  a subordinate is not given the authority to execute a task within an organization, it is structural violence against him to hold him accountable for the successful execution of the task. A further necessity for the proper establishing of a relationship of accountability is proper understanding and acceptance of  what the accountability actually means. In a high tech environment this means at least a written agreement  between management and the worker on the implications of accountabilities. To hold a worker accountable when there was no understanding and acceptance is structural violence against the individual.

Another general example touches on the subject of training. If a person is appointed to a specific job and training is needed to make him function optimally in the environment (which is almost always the case), and he is not afforded the opportunity to acquire the training , it is structural violence against him if he is discriminated against if he does not conform to the standards set for the job. An individual, even after training do not receive proper guidance from his superior or a delegated party, concerning new directions or improvements wanted by management, and he is penalized for the lack of it, also experience a measure of structural violence. This area can be especially serious where work with safety implications is involved.

In many organizations it is possible to observe that people in one part of the organization gets promoted more easily than in other parts. This many times stem from the fact that managers measure their subordinates differently and the higher echelons of management fail to normalize the effects thereof. It is a failure from management’s side if people with similar qualifications and performance gets promoted differently , purely because of attitude differences of the different managers, or because of pure luck. It can easily be seen how people may be effected negatively by this occurrence of the principle of structural violence in the workplace.

In the appointment of people to a new post this discrimination may also occur. It does happen that a candidate is pre-selected for a post, but to comply with the rules the post is nevertheless advertised and other candidates interviewed. But this is all purely window-dressing- perhaps to pacify the unions. While it may be management’s prerogative to  appoint the best person for the job, it is structural violence against the candidates who did not have a chance from the start.

Another example is to be found in the area of management information systems. Many times a MIS is developed from the perspective and user-friendliness of either top management or (worse) the software developer’s concept of the required functionality of the system. Rarely is the user of the system adequately consulted on his requirements for the system. Of course, in the end the success of the system is dependent on the use thereof by the users of the system. More often than not they are then forced into using the system which is sub-optimal for their performance or even hindering their effective working. Such an enforcement by management decree, or by other subtle means can also be equated to structural violence. The situation grows even worse if users have to take accountability for the correctness of the system data - especially if they do not have watertight control over alterations in the data.

Quite a subtle example can be found in the situation where an organization functions in a near-chaos mode, while Management asks structured questions that imply a structured organizational mode. One example can be quoted. If the costing system of an organization for example collects costs on a macroscopic level for different products it is no use to ask for the costs of individual products. The best you can do afterwards is to give your best estimate of the required cost figure. The bottom line in this respect is that management must organize the business that business can answer the questions asked by them. The MIS must be developed to enable the workers to answer the questions asked by management. This is not always the case and is also an example of structural violence.

3.  CONCLUSION.

The abovementioned are only superficial reflections on the problem. Many other such areas can possibly be pointed out. Factors like these tend to affect the attitudes of workers towards their work negatively. It could be easily countered if management in general were true to one of the values that exists almost in everey organization : People are our greatest asset. If this principle was really ingrained in an organization, there would be respect for people and their lives - and in the end that will produce far better results than an autocratic leadership style.
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