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ABSTRACT
How do managerial bureaucracies emerge? We consider this central 
question of Chandlerian business history by examining how Tata and 
Sons governed its steelmaking company TISCO, 1907–1925. Tata had 
no steelmaking knowledge and was reliant upon American expertise 
and personnel. This knowledge imbalance skewed power in favour of 
autocratic American steelmasters who wielded complete operational 
control. Unable to impose its will on TISCO, Tata was forced to govern 
through everyday diplomacy. Through everyday diplomacy, Tata intro-
duced accounting routines to establish a hierarchy and render the 
American steelmasters accountable to the parent company. Every 
administrative and accounting process suggested by Tata’s diplomat, 
B.J. Padshah, was resisted by the American steelmasters as an erosion 
of their absolute power. We contribute to our understanding of how a 
uniquely Indian type of enterprise, the managing agency, governed 
their loosely coupled subsidiaries. We extend Foucault’s power/knowl-
edge by introducing everyday diplomacy as the vehicle for establishing 
organisational discipline.

Introduction

The rise of the managerial enterprise remains the defining issue for business history. For 
Chandler, organisational structure implements, more or less adequately, executive strategy. 
Power is concentrated in executives, who install hierarchical structures to produce forms of 
knowledge that embeds and extends their power. Understanding competitive advantage 
is Chandler’s central problem, not the production of managerial power and knowledge. To 
understand the impact of the managerial revolution, we turn to Michel Foucault, who insists 
that we set aside the motivations of the powerful and analyse how disciplinary power oper-
ates through the development and deployment of administrative knowledge. Administrative 
innovation centres on the construction of calculating organisations and calculable individ-
uals. This involves both the translation of strategy into everyday accountability, and nego-
tiations between executives and operational management.
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We examine the process of embedding accounting controls in Tata, specifically Tata Iron 
and Steel Company (TISCO). TISCO was remote from Tata’s established mercantilism and had 
limited experience of manufacturing. Steelmaking was capital intensive and complex. It was 
understood as necessary to industrialisation and the modernisation of Indian management. 
Tata was reliant upon American expertise to design, staff and operate the Jamshedpur steel 
plant. American expatriates’ advanced steelmaking expertise was paralleled by their reliance 
upon unchecked autocracy in the workplace. The American steelmasters demanded unques-
tioned autonomy from Tata and unchecked workplace autocracy inside the plant.

Theoretically, the Tata experience suggests that management and strategy are the effects, 
not the causes, of administrative innovation. The practical problem facing Tata was how to 
govern from a distance by establishing a form of accountability that did not threaten the 
autonomous power central to the American steelmasters’s identity. Power was heavily 
skewed in favour of the American steelmasters, who monopolised technical and organisa-
tional knowledge of production. This asymmetrical knowledge relationship was mediated 
diplomatically. Regulatory discipline could not be imposed upon the American steelmasters 
but nor could they be permitted to thwart Tata’s need to construct the accounting data 
through which the masters of Jamshedpur were to be gradually made into managers. In 
Tata, disciplinary knowledge was not a constraint intended to produce control and obedience 
but rather to generate accountability and organisational knowledge.

We begin by reviewing the relationship between Chandler and Foucault, particularly the 
contribution of critical accounting history. We introduce the notion of ‘everyday diplomacy’ 
to understand how extreme imbalances in power and knowledge are navigated by both 
parties. The second section argues that networking with partners, finance, and the state was 
central to Tata’s strategy. Tata’s practices were also consistent with the owners’ Parsi faith. 
Section three considers the development of the Tata group and the experience of the 
American steelmasters recruited to establish and run the Jamshedpur plant. Our fourth 
section examines the dynamics of the diplomatic relationship between Tata and the American 
steelmasters whose production expertise was essential to production. We highlight how 
Tata’s lead diplomat, Burjorji Jamaspji Padshah, maintained a working relationship with key 
American personnel while gradually establishing their accountability through gradually 
introducing a disciplinary knowledge regime.

Chandler, Foucault, and discipline

Alfred Chandler’s ‘foundational narrative’ for business history has been much discussed, but 
not displaced (Scranton, 2008, p. 427). Chandler’s strategy-structure couplet articulates a 
causal model that prioritises the motivations and decision-making of executives over organ-
isational structure and the evolution of workday administrative practices (Chandler, 1962). 
Unlike Chandler, Foucault was indifferent to sharp periodisation or causality, and content 
to signal some radical change in the language and practices of institutional fields (John, 
1997, p. 153; 2008; Noriel, 1994). Both use dense empirical detail to structure their narratives, 
either continuously, in Chandler, or, in Foucault, as a form of pointillism.

Foucauldian disciplinary power/knowledge emerges through the slow diffusion of admin-
istration. In Discipline and Punish, Foucault demonstrates the unremarkable emergence of 
disciplinary power/knowledge through a contrast with sovereign power, which is public, 
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emanates from a single person, and is meted out on the bodies of transgressors. The mon-
arch’s power is calibrated and spectators were to be awed by the display of power but also 
to remain vigilant for any monarchic excesses. Sovereign power was not necessarily signified 
by violence but by spectacle, which touched an individual body and symbolised the scope 
and intensity of the the monarch’s reach (McKinlay & Pezet, 2019). Sovereign power is demon-
strated through the elaborate choreography of extraordinary, ritualised events. By contrast, 
disciplinary power ‘is exercised through its invisibility; at the same time it imposed on those 
whom it subjects a principle of compulsory visibility’ which induced individuals to comply 
with prescribed behavioural norms (Foucault, 1977, pp. 186–187). Surveillance was intended 
to produce knowledge of a population’s compliance and deviance, not obedience. The epi-
sodic nature of sovereign power was augmented, qualified and slowly subsumed constant 
routines of disciplinary power (Koopman & Matza, 2013, p. 825). Disciplinary power con-
structs systems of knowledge legitimised through their ubiquity, neutrality and efficiency. 
Administrative routines are readily diffused, not least because their small-scale incremental 
nature seldom provokes large-scale resistance (Foucault, 1977, p. 139). The subordinated 
become implicated in disciplinary power relations. Discipline is not about control so much 
as the construction and calibration of a relationship. A disciplinary relationship generates 
individual roles and identities while metrics produce population knowledge of efficiency, 
compliance, deviance, and risk.

Foucault has had little impact on business history, save for isolated interventions, such 
as defining ‘the employee’, the career as a disciplinary device, and public relations discourse 
(Heller, 2016; Jacques, 1999; McKinlay, 2002, 2006). Even sympathetic commentators merely 
allude to discipline or the microphysics of power (Decker et al., 2015; Kipping et al., 2016, p. 
30; Lipartito, 2013, p. 694, 703; Rowlinson et al., 2014). This is surprising, given Lipartito’s 
(2008, p. 432) suggestion that the role of accounting in making the managerial enterprise 
was a promising extension of Chandlerian business history. The exception to this neglect of 
Foucault is the ‘new accounting history’. For ‘new accounting historians’, accountancy was 
never a purely technical exercise that reflected or uncovered a pre-existing economic reality. 
Rather, accounting definitions render economic objects visible, calculable and manageable 
(McKinlay et al., 2010; Rose & Miller, 1992, p. 182, 185–186). Accounting’s promise of objec-
tivity, calculability and comparability made it the ideal vehicle for extending administrative 
control. By rendering production, individuals and managers calculable and comparable, 
accounting numbers contest claims to unique, tacit knowledge exercised by judgement 
rather than calculation (Callon & Muniesa, 2005; Power, 2004, p. 769). Accounting embeds 
disciplinary regimes through evaluation, incentives and sanctions to produce self-regulating 
subjects (Foucault, 1981, p. 92). The seminal Foucauldian work of Hoskin and Macve (1986, 
p. 130; 1988) on the genealogy of American management accounting aims to complement 
Chandler by tracking his ‘evidential trail’ (Hoskin & Macve, 2000, p. 92). They also locate the 
pioneers of devolved organisation and accounting as a guide to real-time interventions, 
rather than simply record past performance, in the railroads and the West Point military 
academy. The ‘new accounting history’ does not challenge Chandler so much as it extends 
his understanding of the emergence of managerial capitalism. Chandler understood the 
diffusion of managerial bureaucracy as triggered by technological change and coordination 
questions posed by a massive expansion of economic transactions (Chandler, 1977; similarly, 
Perrow, 2009). Accounting created a hierarchical relationship between the calculating, stra-
tegic centre and a subordinate operational periphery: operational decentralisation was 
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possible so long as dispersed operational units produced standardised, comparable data 
(Latour, 1987, pp. 237–240; Miller & O’Leary, 1987). Management accounting creates a hier-
archical relationship that compresses distance within the organisation – geographic, func-
tional and temporal—through developing uniform data that measure cost and efficiency. 
Accounting simultaneously creates a centre responsible for the accumulation, evaluation 
and comparison of performance data over time and between subsidiaries. Accounting num-
bers make governance of the large-scale managerial firm possible (Vollmer, 2003, p. 363). 
Accounting proved to be the ideal vehicle for management at a distance. Coordination by 
the ‘visible hand’ of the corporation entails the administrative labours of ‘the army of forgot-
ten middle managers’, the foot soldiers of the managerial revolution (John, 1997, p. 155).

The ‘new accounting history’ stresses the slow accretion of accounting controls but relies 
upon performative texts that purport to describe that which they advocate. The conflation 
of textbook abstractions and everyday practices means that the theoretical gains of Foucault 
and ‘the new accounting history’ are seldom pressed home through deep archival research 
(Binkley, 2011, p. 95; McKinlay & Pezet, 2010). Management accounting is depicted as a 
comprehensive system of practices that seamlessly produce accountable subjects, a com-
prehensive system with a calculative centre able to distinguish between meaningful devi-
ations from the norm and noisy data. For Foucault, knowledge is not neutral and only then 
co-opted or perverted by power. Rather, knowledge is necessarily implicated in power: 
‘knowledge is not made to understand, it is made to decide’ (Foucault, 1971, p. 148). 
Knowledge produces standards of behaviour for individuals and populations. Discipline is 
not a synonym for control. Discipline does not restrain individuals but renders them visible, 
calculable and accountable (Miller & Rose, 1990, p. 175). Power becomes routine rather than 
spectacular demonstrations of will. Power operates through administrative routines that 
systematically observe, assess, and normalise individuals and institutions: ‘to govern is to 
structure the possible field of action of others’ (Foucault, 1982, p. 220). The success of a 
disciplinary project is signified by the quiet effectiveness of everyday administration. The 
‘conduct of conduct’ defines the subject as the agent, instrument and object of power and 
knowledge. The individual becomes complicit in enacting techniques of government 
(Foucault, 2007, pp. 196–197). Accounting creates an abstract space, which is both the 
 prerequisite and effect of disciplinary power/knowledge (Harvey, 2006, p. 274; Miller & 
O’Leary, 2007).

For Foucault, power is exercised through techniques of government, derived from, and 
productive of, systems of knowledge. Accounting is a technique of government that pro-
duces organisational discipline, independent of individuals, and personal control. Accounting 
systems promise sustained coherence between strategy and operations. Carmona et al. 
(1997) study of the Spanish royal tobacco factory and Hopper and MacIntosh (1998) on ITT 
demonstrate how accounting systems reinforce organisational control through surveillance: 
‘mechanisms that coerce by means of observation; an apparatus in which the techniques 
that make it possible to see induced effects of power, and in which, conversely, the means 
of coercion make those on whom they are applied clearly visible’ (Foucault, 1977, pp. 170–
171). These management techniques produce specific knowledge about an organisation, 
make it possible to monitor individuals, and, complemented by a system of sanctions and 
rewards, alter behaviours. Similarly, McKinlay and Starkey (1998) describe how Alfred Sloan 
created General Motors multi-divisional structure to render divisional performance 
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comparable through return on investment. Management ratios became integrative disci-
plinary tools; centralised control by numbers displaced disconnected, autonomous divisions.

Despite its near ubiquity, Foucauldian research has concentrated on organisational expe-
riences that widen the scope and deepen the intensity of disciplinary powers. But Foucauldian 
research has ignored the creation of new organisations lacking the infrastructure necessary 
for centralised data gathering, scrutiny, and utilisation. That is, where organisational structure 
turns on the autonomy of divisions, without strict and authoritative hierarchical relationships 
that privilege the ‘centre’ over ‘subsidiaries’. Nor has Foucauldian research examined organ-
isations in which executives do not monopolise accounting knowledge or have limited 
capacity to produce, police and maintain disciplinary relations. Exceptionally, through col-
onisation or military occupation, control by accounting can be imposed by force (Di Cimbrini 
et al., 2019; Maran et al., 2016; Neu, 2000). For, as Foucault insisted, disciplinary institutions 
do not presume docile victims but create subjects able to enact, qualify, or resist strategic 
discourses (Knights & Morgan, 1991, p. 269). How, then, is control established in these con-
texts where disciplinary control is not already embedded and force is impossible? What are 
the processes through which the disciplinary organisations are constructed? Foucault does 
not address such questions directly, save to suggest that understanding the slow rise of 
‘disciplinary institutions’ entails looking for techniques, ‘often minute’ that categorise, mon-
itor and control a target population or organisation. These ‘small acts of cunning, apparently 
innocent’ are gradually diffused and rarely contested precisely because they are innocuous, 
piecemeal, and routine (Foucault, 1977, p. 135).

For Chandler, corporate structures are expressions of executive strategy. Foucault side-
steps how disciplines emerge or are diffused. Chandler and Foucault have little interest in 
strategy implementation or in how disciplines become everyday routines. The Tata experi-
ence provides an extreme example of the tensions inherent in the multidivisional corporation: 
the formal authority of headquarters requires the active engagement of expertise embedded 
in operational divisions (Freeland, 1996, pp. 516–517). To understand the process of admin-
istrative innovation, we use Richard Sennett’s (2012) concept of ‘everyday diplomacy’. 
‘Everyday diplomacy’ recognises that diplomatic work extends beyond nation-states and 
elite actors. Strategies and practices of representation and mediation are not restricted to 
statecraft. What distinguishes diplomacy is that all parties recognise the necessity of sustain-
ing complex bilateral and multilateral negotiations that comprise a durable diplomatic system 
that, for experienced practitioners, is based upon clear rules, protocols and cultures. 
Diplomatic systems are path-dependent yet adaptive (Berridge, 2010; Constantinou, 2015; 
Marsden et al., 2016, p. 3). Diplomacy is not reducible to transactional bargaining but entails 
a relational context that reduces unpredictability and curbs opportunism. A diplomatic rela-
tionship rests upon the recognition and acceptance of other actors as separate, with distinct 
interests and capacities and an awareness of their mutual dependence. Diplomacy presup-
poses ‘a system of reciprocal orientations’ that all parties accept must be maintained and 
modified with restraint exercised by all (der Derrian, 1987, p. 110). All parties recognise that 
the power of others cannot be suppressed or ignored but must be acknowledged and accom-
modated. Diplomatic work involves contextual, reflexive, and practical knowledge (Latour, 
2007, p. 22). Improving diplomatic skills entails a realistic assessment of the balance of power 
and knowledge in the relationship, and every exchange should be understood as a moment 
in the development of a diplomatic relationship. Force cannot be an option for administrative 
innovation. Order could only be maintained and disciplinary knowledge created through 
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careful diplomacy. Everyday negotiations between the corporate centre and operational 
units creates a durable diplomatic relationship and gradually produces accountability and 
the disciplinary knowledge that makes ‘managers’ from ‘masters’.

Tata and the business of networking

The Tatas were prominent members of Bombay’s small but hugely influential Parsi commu-
nity. Parsi religious morality was expressed through commercial success and civic philan-
thropy (Kennedy, 1962, p. 14, 16). Bombay was the locus of Parsi civic activism. Parsis were 
educated, multilingual, and without caste taboos. These characteristics were essential to 
their networking practices between regions and nations, across indigenous and European 
firms, and with the colonial state (Kulke, 1974, p. 33, 50; Roy, 2014, p.17). For Bombay’s gen-
tlemanly capitalists, the spatial segregation of the city’s European and Indian populations 
was blurred by residency and informal relationships, including common membership of a 
limited number of colonial clubs (Amdekar, 2018, p. 172; Lewis & Harris, 2013, pp. 593–594, 
599). The Tatas were cosmopolitan, culturally and politically sophisticated, and multilingual; 
these capabilities underpinned their networking skills. Tata networks connected finance, 
manufacturing, and the colonial state (Kumar, 2018, p. 1445; Velkar, 2021, p. 1025). 
Philanthropy was essential to the Tata’s family and business strategy, particularly its relation-
ship with the state. The Tata family’s civic philanthropy was significant, sustained and stra-
tegic. Public benefaction secured the Tata family’s wealth, influence and political 
connectedness. Its philanthropy remained consistent with, but was not derived exclusively 
from, religious beliefs. Social improvement reinforced a paternalism that emphasised indus-
trial order and a stable social hierarchy (Srivastava, 2018, pp. 109–110, 131–132). Tata busi-
nesses maintained a balance between projects prompted or endorsed by the colonial state 
but which, from the 1890s, also represented a limited economic nationalism (Chandra, 1966, 
p. 79; Palsetia, 2001, p. 316). The Tata family maintained a carefully paradoxical philanthropy 
that promoted Indian self-government without jeopardising their personal, commercial and 
institutional ties to the colonial state (Kidamabi, 2007, pp. 196–197). Tata’s links to the colonial 
state were deepened by the recruitment of retired civil servants (Markovits, 1985, p. 27). In 
1892, J.N. Tata was one of the Parsi industrial elite that successfully campaigned for an Indian 
candidate as Bombay’s city engineer (Chopra, 2011, p. 102). This signalled that European 
expertise was not automatically superior to Indian professionals. Institutionally, Tata family 
bequests for self-governing universities and scientific research aligned with Parsi public 
good ethics, nationalism and the development of autonomous Indian expertise, despite the 
colonial government’s limited support (Chopra, 2011, pp. 185–186; Hinshells, p. 270; Sebaly, 
1985). Tata donations were public; private, but known to Bombay’s elite; or anonymous with 
stipulations (Kannangara, 1968, pp. 156–157; Wolpert, 1961, pp. 163–164). The targets and 
mechanics of Tata philanthropy reflected their supple navigation between business self-in-
terest, maintaining their intimate ties to the colonial state, and supporting moderate 
nationalism.

Parsi networking was critical to the project-based finance and organisation that domi-
nated Indian commerce and manufacturing. For much of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, the managing agency system was the most common form of Indian corporate 
governance (Goswami, 2016; Misra, 1999; Nomura, 2014; Sarkar, 2010). Managing agencies 



BUSINESS HISTORY 7

were distinctively Anglo-Indian. The managing agency raised capital for a new company 
and financially managed businesses for a commission, leaving day-to-day operations in the 
personal control of factory managers (Harbison & Myers, 1959, p. 143). Managing agents 
were personally accountable to the directors of the company that appointed them. In most 
cases, the agents were board members of the managed company. Managing agencies and 
elite merchant families were intertwined in dense networks. Network opacity permitted 
them to trade internally in revenues, shares and commodities at arbitrary prices (Hazari, 
1966, p. 58). In imperfect or incomplete markets, profit was derived from trade, inflation and 
intermediation, while the efficiency of individual firms was secondary to transfer finance 
across the conglomerate (Gordon, 1978, p. 63). The agencies typically managed multiple 
companies across unrelated sectors. Administrative integration was limited to a series of 
shared central services, either to reduce costs or to extract profit through their exclusive 
provision of essential services to operational companies (Lokanathan, 1935, p. 300; Bahl, 
1995, pp. 70, 77–79). To ensure their steady commission and maximise liquidity, agents were 
reluctant to make long-term investments, and this was long perceived as hindering Indian 
industrial development and the growth of professional management (Misra, 1999, pp. 88–91; 
Patel, 1965). In practice, managing agents operated flexibly, and were prepared to charge 
commission on profit rather than revenue (Oonk, 2001). Through the managing agency 
system, merchant-capitalists invested in industry without long-term financial commitment 
allowing them the flexibility for rapid horizontal and vertical diversification (Chandavarkar, 
1994, p.70; Kedia et al., 2007, p. 566; Rungta, 1970, pp. 229–230, 238). Owners and agents 
were members of the same networks of internlocking directorships, typically bound by 
extremely long-term contracts; and both owners and had little technical expertise at the 
strategic level (Newman, 1970, p. 23, 27–29; Austin et al., 2017). We know something about 
the background of agents (Ray, 1994; Tandon, 1971; Tumbe, 2020), we know little about how 
they managed from a distance (Masrani et al 2021).

Tata Sons, established by Jamsetji Nasarwanji Tata, began trading in 1868. Its first man-
ufacturing venture was an old textile mill in Bombay. The diversification of Bombay’s cotton 
merchants into manufacturing permitted greater flexibility in buying, selling and storing 
raw and processed cotton to cope with market volatility (Chandavarkar, 1994, pp. 66–67; 
Dobbin, 1972, pp. 156–157). Using the managing agency system, Tata Sons expanded rapidly 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, becoming a highly diversified con-
glomerate: textiles, hotels, iron and steel, electricity generation, insurance and cement (Lala, 
1992, pp. 70–74; Mukherjee Reed, 2002, pp. 250–252). In contrast to Indian trading dynasties, 
members of the Tata family remained apart from operational control of the conglomerate 
relying upon trusted non-family Directors-in-Charge (Brimmer, 1955, p. 558; Gras, 1949, p. 
150; Lamb, 1955, p. 102; Raianu, 2021, p. 3). The Tata agency was not a simple extension of 
the family-firm. Rather, Tata sourced capital, executive and operational management from 
beyond the extended family (Leff, 1978, pp. 663–664). Tata Sons controlled the firms in the 
conglomerate by retaining their Chairmanship and appointing a Director-in-Charge (DIC) 
actively involved in managing individual companies. The gradual transition of key Parsi 
families from merchants to industrialists entailed their acquisition of European business 
contacts and knowledge. J.N. Tata, for example, gained detailed knowledge of the Lancashire 
cotton trade and manufacturing in a four-year stay where he also established contacts with 
mill manufacturing firms (Dobbin, 1996, p. 92; Oonk, 2014, pp. 61–62).
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The key Tata diplomat liaising between Bombay directors and the steel project was Burjorji 
Jamaspji Padshah. Padshah, the ‘brain behind the Tatas’ won university scholarships and 
prizes for English, economics, history and physics.1 After graduation, he used part of his 
inheritance to study advanced mathematics at Cambridge University. JRD Tata, Chairman 
of Tata Sons, described Padshah as the ‘right hand man of Jamsetji Tata’. The company’s 1941 
obituary praised Padshah’s exemplary Parsi life ‘selflessly devoted to the pursuit of duty and 
of the highest humanitarian ideas’.2 He was a Professor and later Vice-Principal of Dayaram 
College in Karachi. In 1894, Jamsetji Tata invited Padshah to join Tata Sons. Padshah accepted 
on condition that he hold no formal rank nor receive a salary. His influence was personal not 
formal and completely dependent upon the effectiveness of his diplomacy. Padshah was a 
protégé and confidante of the Tata family. He brokered tensions over strategy inside the 
family and was central to the formation and expansion of TISCO (Sebaly, 1988, p. 311; Raianu, 
2020, p. 13). His diplomatic experience extended beyond the family to negotiating with 
provincial, colonial and imperial governments around trade, development and technical 
education (Lockwood, 2012, pp. 18–19, 35).3 Padshah embodied the colonial subject that 
Spivak (1999, p. 268, 359) calls ‘the indigenous functionary-intelligentsia who …acted as 
buffers between the foreign rulers and native ruled’. Padshah’s negotiated the terms upon 
which Indian capital and Western management operated. He regarded the development of 
Indian technical expertise and professional management as essential to reducing Tata’s 
dependence upon Western steelmakers who wished to exercise personal control over the 
plant, not as managers embedded in a hierarchy and accountable to the DIC (Frenkel & 
Shenhav, 2006). All parties were well aware of the strategic imbalance that favoured TISCO’s 
‘imported experts’ (Buchanan, 1934, pp. 287–288, 365). Padshah was DIC for TISCO from its 
inception to 1924. He was the intermediary who brokered, maintained and transformed the 
relationship between Tata and the American steel masters. His diplomatic role was twofold: 
first, to establish and maintain the uneasy balance between the operational and the strategic 
levels of TISCO; second, to establish new accounting protocols that would mediate diplomatic 
relations by providing shared reference points, accepted by all parties as legitimate forms 
of measurement. The latter part is significant in the context of accounting history. The use 
of accounting in TISCO occurred during the period when accounting was professionalising 
in India (Kapadia, 1972; Sian & Verma, 2021). There was also a wider movement globally, 
especially in Britain and United States, towards standard costing and budgetary control 
(Boyns, 1998). As will be shown in following sections, the use of accounting in TISCO during 
this period centred upon was determining actual costs and not formal budgetary control.

Tata Iron and Steel, 1907–1925

The Tata family managing agency controlled TISCO’s finance, relationships with state, and 
staff recruitment, buttressing its modest shareholding by limiting voting shares and exer-
cising proxy votes for significant passive investors (Nomura, 2014, pp. 118–122, 128). TISCO 
was established in 1907. Plant construction began in 1908, designed by Charles Perin, the 
leading American steel-plant engineer (Keenan, 1945, p. 31; Nomura, 2018, p. 74; Pillai, 1923, 
p. 58). Based on integrated mechanised American production systems, the Jamshedpur plant 
was designed to minimise reliance on workers’ skills (Nuwer, 1988, pp. 820, 837). American 
steelmasters were Tata’s sole source of production expertise (Markovits, 2008, p. 157; 
Headrick, 1988, p. 371). For Tata, Jamshedpur was a commercial project that promised 
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national modernisation. Padshah reflected that the commercial success of merchants, includ-
ing the Tatas, was based on ‘unthinking habits’ that had to be replaced by ‘systems of man-
agement’.4 During the plant’s commissioning, American steelmasters used their knowledge 
monopoly to assert their complete independence.5 The building of the Jamshedpur steel 
plant was paralleled by the construction of a company town with physical and social infra-
structure provided by TISCO. Labour was landless rural migrants dependent on TISCO for 
employment, housing and minimal welfare provision (Mandal & Mandal, 1983, p. 3, 6). TISCO 
was a sovereign power, employer, landlord and municipal agent (Raianu, 2018, p. 369; 
Simmons, 1977, p. 130; Sinha & Singh, 2011, p. 265, 267).

Neither TISCO’s board nor Padshah had steelmaking expertise or operational experience 
(Keenan, 1945; Tuckwell, 1918). Tata was reliant upon Perin for his technical expertise and 
as a recruitment conduit from US Steel (Datta, 1986, pp. 49–50; Ramnath, 2012, pp. 165–198).6 
Senior plant management was exclusively American. Between 1909 and 1925 four General 
Managers, all recommended by Perin for their technical knowledge and experience in con-
structing steel plants, were appointed: R.G. Wells (1909–1912), A.E. Woolsey (1912–1914), 
B.R. Shover (1914–1916), and T.W. Tutwiller (1916–1925). In American steel plants, supervisory 
driving of deskilled labour and aggressive anti-trade unionism were the corollaries of radical 
technological change at the close of the nineteenth century (Brody, 1998, p. 28; Elbaum & 
Wilkinson, 1979, p. 284; Holt, 1977; Stone, 1974). American steelmasters drew on their tech-
nical knowledge and the harsh autocratic style they exercised in Pittsburgh’s non-union 
shops. This was exemplified by Temple W. Tutwiler, who was promoted from furnace super-
visor to department head, becoming Jamshedpur’s second General Manager in 1916. To his 
fellow Americans, Tutwiler was ‘‘King Tut’ or ‘Old Tut’, depending on whether he had bawled 
us out or we were admiring his two-fisted, bull-necked efficiency at getting a very tough 
job done’ (Keenan, 1945, p. 55; Obra & Panda, 2005, p. 70). The General Manager exercised 
complete control over plant management, administration and the labour process and, cru-
cially, over hiring and firing Western staff, all without board approval.7 Tutwiler exercised 
power personally, by force, and without limit (Elwin, 1958, p. 41; Lala, 1992, p. 238). He was 
a master, not a manager, and disdainful of administrative routines (Chakrabarty, 1983, p. 
135). The scope and unquestioned nature of Tutwiler’s personal power was contractually 
guaranteed: ‘In the Works you are to be supreme’.8

Technological change deskilled American steelworkers to process operatives requiring 
just a few weeks’ experience to equal the productivity of displaced craft workers (Cuvares, 
1984, pp. 86–94; Hinshaw, 2002, pp. 26–30; Rees, 2004, p. 33). Steelworkers lost bargaining 
power based on skills and union regulation. Departments remained supervisory fiefdoms 
(Ankli & Somner, 1996, p. 220). Foremen drove rationalised steel production (Fitch, 1910, p. 
183, 144–145, 187). American supervisors transferred these driving practices to Jamshedpur. 
Some forty years later, JRD Tata reflected that there was ‘no nonsense about modern concepts 
of democracy within industry …the right to hire and fire and lay down the law was a God-
given right’ for American steelmasters (Tata, 1956, p. 202). Supervisory-driven production, 
incentivised by output bonuses for expatriate masters, hinged on tight control that spilled 
over into public demonstrations of force, encouraged by Jamshedpur’s plant management 
(Keenan, 1945, p. 134). The American superintendents’ indifference to the language and 
culture of Indian workers was reproduced by Indian supervisors (RC on Labour in India, 1931, 
pp. 131–132). Predatory foremen exacted bribes from the most vulnerable temporary workers 
(King, 1998, pp. 74–75; Morris, 1965, pp. 131–134, 209; Sanchez & Strumpell, 2014, p. 1291; 
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Simeon, 1995, pp. 80–89). TISCO combined advanced production systems driven by American 
steelmasters accustomed to unchecked supervisory practices.

Diplomacy, discipline, and management

Jamshedpur’s first General Manager, R.G. Wells, was appointed on Perin’s recommendation 
for his technical knowledge and experience of constructing steel plants in America. Soon 
after joining, Wells sought board approval for additional funds for construction. He provided 
various details in a tabulated sheet (Supplementary material, Appendix A).9 However, a sim-
ple request was not enough. Padshah informed Wells that every request must be accompa-
nied by a detailed report providing a recommendation number, alternative tenders, what 
tender he recommended and why, the aggregate value of the order recommended, how 
that value compared with previous estimates, the weight of material ordered compared to 
previous estimates, and reasons for the urgency of his request.10 Padshah also offered his 
own suggestion for a report on expatriate staff leave (Supplementary material, Appendices 
B and C).11 Wells’ investment requests were additional to Perin’s detailed architectural, tech-
nical, and financial plans (Nomura, 2018, pp. 72–73). Wells’ investment requests provided an 
opportunity for Padshah to establish protocols for capital expenditure. This was the first 
signal that there were limits to the American steelmakers’ power. Reporting categories – 
volumes of materials, throughput, costs – were already used by the American steelmasters 
but not shared with Bombay or retained to measure relative efficiency. Padshah was reducing 
the grounds for local resistance by co-opting pre-existing data collection into a wider, more 
coherent system that emanated from the centre (Rose, 1996). This initial exchange estab-
lished financial reporting conventions were set by Padshah, not Wells. Neither Wells’ personal 
expertise nor his formal role provided sufficient authority to make unilateral investment 
decisions. Personal authority was now rivalled by the prospect of systematic knowledge. For 
the managing agent, financial granularity was important in creating new measures of oper-
ational decision-making that could not shelter behind steelmaking expertise. Similarly, 
Jamshedpur management could not cite urgency to evade scrutiny. Only investment 
requests lodged ‘in advance of need’ would be considered. Wells was instructed to produce 
weekly reports of financial and construction performance against the 1908 plan. Both sides 
were aware that they were establishing the rules of the game: how the operational level 
would be held accountable and by what measures. This was Padshah’s first thinly veiled 
threat that failure to produce these reports would trigger demands for detailed reports on 
a wide range of issues, including staff leave.12 Allocating responsibility for the timely and 
comprehensive completion of accounting data made the General Manager answerable 
to Bombay.

Wells retaliated by swamping Bombay with correspondence, often several urgent letters 
in a day. Wells’ tactic was to demonstrate that questioning his authority incurred costs for 
Bombay. He requested permission to proceed with petty orders and quotations from trades-
men, provided unsolicited information about exchanges with contractors and government 
officials, and daily weather and river reports.13 Wells complained that preparing detailed 
weekly reports was ‘time consuming’ and ‘impracticable’.14 Padshah conceded that elements 
of the weekly reports were excessive and were to be discontinued. Bombay reserved the 
right, however, to specify financial and management accounting reports. Padshah conceded 
that weekly reports were unnecessary if Wells personally guaranteed monthly collection of 
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necessary data.15 Wells accepted this compromise and that a Bombay accountant would 
produce Jamshedpur’s monthly reports. Importantly, the reports added a column requiring 
Wells’ explanation of any difference between projected and actual expenditure. This was a 
tentative, but explicit, nod towards operational accountability. The form, frequency and 
interpretation of accounting numbers were Padshah’s prerogative, not the plant’s General 
Manager.16

Plant accounts were ratified and presented to the Tata board by Padshah. Wells could be 
‘invited’ to explain his decisions to the Tata board, an invitation that marked his diminished 
personal authority. Wells was accountable, but denied direct access, to the Tata board. The 
General Manager no longer had the authority to communicate directly with the Tata board. 
The accountant was embedded in Jamshedpur but managed from Bombay, and selected 
by Padshah from the Taj Mahal hotel. Padshah’s new recruit was instructed to complete the 
standard accounting data, to introduce standard Tata contracts, costs and bills, and gradually 
improve the steel plant’s accounting methods.17 To ensure that reports were comprehensive, 
Padshah provided the new General Manager, Woolsey, and the accountant with standard 
formats. They only had to ‘get the blanks filled in’ from cost sheets and various individual 
invoices (see Supplementary material, Appendices D and E).18 In practice, however, given 
his lack of any steelmaking knowledge, and that his authority derived from Bombay not 
Jamshedpur, the accountant proved unable to deliver accurate reports consistently. American 
supervisors proved indifferent to preparing departmental reports. Flawed record-keeping 
reduced the reporting system’s legitimacy and did little to open up operational decision-mak-
ing to Bombay’s scrutiny. Padshah’s visits to Jamshedpur were dominated by reviews of 
internal accounting, the limitations of the clerical workforce, and the pursuit of authoritative 
knowledge that would redraw the diplomatic relationship between Bombay and the 
American steelmakers.19 This long impasse ended with the appointment of a chief cost 
accountant in 1913, who was line managed by Woolsey, but with direct access to Padshah 
if a financial decision was disputed. The General Manager recorded his resentment at this 
‘unwarranted check’ on his personal authority.20 Padshah privately assured Woolsey that, 
despite his qualms, this should not be taken personally. Indeed, Padshah forewarned Woolsey 
that the Jamshedpur accounts department was about to receive ‘a strongly worded letter’ 
about spending beyond its authority but ‘we know that you are not to blame for this’. By 
absolving Woolsey of personal responsibility, however, the Tata board was asserting its deci-
sive authority over Jamhedpur’s internal accounting.21

The accuracy and timeliness of internal cost accounting reports were interpreted by 
Bombay as a proxy for the effectiveness of American operational control. Delays and inac-
curacies in departmental reports to Bombay indicated failings of the General Manager’s 
personal control. Bombay’s nascent disciplinary controls were turned against the General 
Manager’s sovereign power and knowledge: ‘Your own supervision will be effective enough 
when you have on your table daily advices of comparative statements. …All that is necessary 
is that Departmental Heads should require to be given information in the form that is nec-
essary for competent supervision’. The comparison of costs over time and between furnaces 
implied management accounting was performative in that the General Manager demon-
strated his active management through accounting numbers. This is the paradox of the 
transition from sovereign to disciplinary power/knowledge: a transition can only be effected 
through the sovereign’s personal power and authority, even as it erodes the sovereign’s 
power.22 The General Manager’s sovereignty could now be questioned by Bombay in 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00076791.2022.2155142


12 A. MCKINLAY ET AL.

disciplinary terms as accounting routines were embedded. Bombay had established the 
principle of central inspection. The General Manager would be judged on his maintenance 
and demonstrable use of detailed, standardised accounting numbers. Detail signified the 
comprehensiveness, the constancy and the intensity of Bombay’s surveillance that was 
expected of the General Manager inside the plant. Reminding the steelmasters of the neces-
sity of reviewing daily returns was to insist that accounting only mattered if it was embedded 
in the everyday routines of organising and managing. Frequency, precision, and detail sig-
nified that everyday modern managerial routines were gradually supplanting the personal 
control of American masters. Padshah’s project was to establish an accounting discourse 
and restage diplomatic relations with the American steelmasters. Conversely, Woolsey pur-
sued the reproduction of the distant diplomacy that rested on an extreme knowledge asym-
metry that accounting was gradually transforming. Instilling organisational disciplines both 
signified and realised the Tata project of making itself modern. For Padshah, deeper disci-
plinary power/knowledge was necessary if Tata was to be free of its reliance upon an 
American ‘strong man’.23

The financial control promised by more fine-grained cost data increased Padshah’s 
demands in terms of the scope and frequency of accounting reports. Padshah explained to 
Tutwiler that he had little alternative but ‘to do his duty’ to ‘the [Tata] Empire’, more powerful 
than any individual.24 Any resistance to expanding the cost management system was coun-
tered by Padshah’s claim that he had long been ‘hammering’ for data but that Bombay still 
had to ‘infer and guess’ even about basic categories. Here he turned his request for informa-
tion into a doubt about plant management: without consistent data, plant management 
could only be ‘muddling through’.25 Accounting returns were ‘intended to help the manage-
ment by the General Manager as well as Bombay in observing the efficiency of the different 
departments’.26 Periods of several months passed without comprehensive reports. He warned 
that the chief accountant had the power to require information from department managers 
but that this would encroach upon the plant manager’s authority. Even worse, the accountant 
required departmental heads to explain variations in cost or quality, without Woolsey’s per-
mission or knowledge. Woolsey’s reluctant acceptance of the reporting relationships 
between Jamshedpur and Bombay did not long survive this exchange. Woolsey was not 
placated by Padshah’s acknowledgement of his deep steelmaking knowledge, his apology 
for any inadvertent offence or his reassurance that he sought a bureaucratic method to 
shelter him ‘from more accountancy than you can help’.27 Any substantive changes suggested 
by the plant accountant required Padshah’s endorsement and this was conditional upon the 
General Manager’s consent.28 This was the limit of personal diplomacy between Padshah 
and Woolsey. Woolsey’s resigned in 1914 infuriated that his personal power was being under-
mined by Tata’s organisational discipline. For Woolsey, the elevation of the chief accountant 
to parity with the General Manager, even if only in extraordinary circumstances, was to 
question his competence.29 Padshah’s installation of greater accountability had breached 
the diplomatic limits acceptable to Woolsey. Woolsey resigned because he felt unable to 
exercise his ‘full power to manage’. Woolsey insisted that his power to manage was invested 
in him as an individual, not devolved to him by Tata. The power to manage was his prerog-
ative, that only he could qualify or devolve. Simply by comparing departmental costs, 
Bombay had compromised Woolsey’s personal authority. Accountability, far less intervention, 
was intolerable for Woolsey. To question was to doubt sovereign power.30 Padshah thanked 
Woolsey for his ‘plain speaking’ but accepted his resignation.31 Woolsey’s short-lived 
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successor, B.R. Shover (1914–1916), confronted a more assertive Padshah determined to 
qualify the sovereign power of Jamshedpur’s General Manager. Shover understood this and 
worked with Tutwiller, then General Superintendent, to develop reporting forms that were 
‘more lucid and self-explanatory’ and ‘eliminate information that is not useful’.32 Forms 
included cost sheets, production, raw materials, sanctions for recruitment of covenanted 
men, change of salary of covenanted and men (Supplementary material, Appendices F–I).33 
The drafts were sent to Padshah to review. Padshah thanked Shover and was ‘very apprecia-
tive’ of this attitude.34 Padshah noted that this new form ‘exactly expresses what was wanted 
so long, giving one cost price and one selling price as all the other cost sheets for the Works 
and Camps give’. The new form differed from its predecessor only in that it compelled 
Jamshedpur to compare performance over time and between departments35 (Supplementary 
material, Appendix J). Simple accounting forms established hierarchy and accountability. 
Padshah’s administrative innovations had shifted diplomacy towards discipline. On com-
plaining of the volume of operational data Bombay expected, Shover was offered clerical 
assistance. Maintaining administrative systems was Shover’s personal responsibility, and he 
was forbidden to delegate this to supervisors. For him, ‘no system is (was) worth ten cents 
whose working is not continuously looked after’.36 He also instructed the accountant to do 
spot checks on clerks for accuracy. If staff knew such checks will be done, they will make 
effort to be accurate.37 ‘No department’, Padshah stressed, ‘should feel it is working without 
…system. If you feel the need to let go, Bombay will look after it. The long arm of manage-
ment by Bombay will be better than nominal management next door who is not 
interested’.38

Plant management was compelled to extend standard reporting to produce a rationalised 
cost reporting system. Plant management constructed the knowledge categories by which 
they were rendered visible to Bombay’s surveillance. The hesitant introduction of accounting 
data did not redress the knowledge imbalance that favoured Western expertise. Diplomacy 
between Bombay and Jamshedpur was paralleled by Padshah’s search for a technical adviser 
who could assume diplomatic duties. Diplomatic skills were as important as technical knowl-
edge for the individual who would mediate relationships between Jamshedpur and 
Bombay.39 Bombay’s new technical adviser was to interpret Jamshedpur data but never act 
as ‘a hostile critic’ of the American steelmasters. Jamshedpur was reassured that the appoint-
ment was to minimise their administrative burden (Constantinou & Opondo, 2016, p. 312). 
Formally, the role was Padshah’s assistant. The appointee, Darlington, a British steelmaker 
‘belonging to very good family and high connections’,40 was chosen for his practical knowl-
edge to interpret complex data. Darlington’s experiential rather than abstract knowledge 
would not threaten Perin’s authority on the board. Equally, Darlington was instructed not 
to unsettle relations between Jamshedpur and Bombay. The insertion of another internal 
diplomat altered this critical dynamic: the interlocutor’s opinions were triggered solely by 
Padshah, not by American steelmasters. Darlington was a counterweight against knowledge 
hoarding. Darlington found balancing the inherent ambiguities of his role impossible to 
reconcile and craved the formal authority that Padshah dare not confer for fear of alienating 
the General Manager: ‘the management must not look upon agents as interfering and pes-
tering critics but as strong and capable sympathisers. We must assist and not worry, we must 
encourage and not irritate’.41 This was a restatement of the diplomatic skills required and a 
thinly veiled criticism of Darlington’s performance. After three years, Darlington resigned in 
May 1914.42
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The General Manager’s personal authority peaked during Tutwiler’s reign. Tutwiler con-
solidated his personal power by combining his post as General Manager, responsible for 
plant strategy and board relationships, with that of plant General Superintendent, respon-
sible for all operational decisions.43 R.D. Tata, TISCO’s overseeing director, cultivated a working 
relationship with Tutwiler. Tata visited Jamshedpur regularly to consult Tutwiler on issues 
beyond production, such as training Indian technologists. Unlike Padshah, R.D. Tata did not 
cultivate a personal or diplomatic relationship with Tutwiler. Padshah’s diplomacy was pre-
mised on his awareness of Tutwiler’s personal power even as he was trying to co-opt him to 
his disciplinary project. Even Padhshah’s mildest suggestions on ‘internal organisation’ were 
hedged by deferential assurances that these were talking points for Tutwiler, nothing more.44 
For Padshah, it was imperative that he and Tutwiler remained ‘in concert about any man-
agement matter’.45 Anything that could be interpreted as oblique criticism of Tutwiler was 
qualified by repeated assurances of the ‘high esteem’ in which he was held by the Tata 
family.46 Confronted by an iron ore shortage, Tutwiler dismissed the American Superintendent 
of Prospecting and Mining, a Perin appointee sanctioned by the Tata board. Tutwiler had 
exceeded his formal authority but his decision was ratified with only the gentlest reminder 
that his powers were confined to the steel plant.47

Deference could not disguise every rebuke. To be required to reconcile anomalies between 
productivity and payroll records was a reminder to Tutwiler that daily returns were scru-
tinised, not just aggregate or quarterly returns.48 To be asked to explain discrepancies in 
productivity records was to suggest that important data were not just incomplete or inac-
curate but represented a failure to use data to make managerial decisions. Even more point-
edly, the Managing Agent ‘suggested’ that to run on thin iron ore stocks, the plant was ‘living 
hand to mouth’. Tutwiler’s performance was assessed through continuous granular manage-
ment accounting. Cost accounting meant that no decision was purely technical or exclusively 
Tutwiler’s prerogative. All Tutwiler’s decisions were centrally interrogated. Padshah’s diplo-
matic language was initially passive, now he ‘required’ and no longer simply ‘requested’ data 
and explanations. Diplomatic exchanges had established hierarchy and accountability. 
Privately, Padshah lobbied the board for an unscheduled bonus so that Tutwiler knew they 
‘thought sweetly of him’. Padshah was aware that his diplomatic introduction of disciplinary 
structures was straining his personal relationship with Tutwiler. Padshah bought Tutwiler a 
limousine, assuming that this would be sanctioned by the board. this proved unfounded 
and Padshah paid for Tutwiler’s gift personally.49

The Tata family refused to symbolically endorse Tutwiler’s sovereign rule in Jamshedpur 
(Birla, 2009, p. 29, 103). For Padshah, his gift was intended as confirmation of their personal 
relationship. Padshah’s gift also acknowledged Tata’s continued reliance on Western exper-
tise, and Bombay’s limited capacity to interpret operational data. For Padshah, this could 
only be corrected by appointing a new General Manager and by elevating Tutwiler onto the 
Tata board as TISCO’s Director in Charge. Only by co-opting Tutwiler could Bombay hope to 
overcome the limitations of the administrative system’s capacity to make sense of operational 
management’s tacit knowledge. Tutwiler’s technical knowledge would remain impenetrable 
to Bombay but could be used to deepen the board’s financial control. Tutwiler was ‘someone 
whom the department heads cannot fool’.50 Additionally, expanding the pool of executive 
experience would make the Jamshedpur organisation more resilient. If a General Manager 
threatened resignation, Tutwiler could deputise. Perin cautioned the Board that Tutwiler was 
‘not the type’ to surrender his absolute power for the uncertainties of a diplomatic role. 
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Padshah’s strategy foundered on Perin’s misgivings and the Board’s reluctance to increase 
their reliance on foreign staff.

Diplomatic relations between Bombay and Jamshedpur were strained by Tata’s Great 
Expansion Scheme, launched in 1916. In its first decade the Jamshedpur plant proved unable 
to meet the railways’ technical standards (Dhar & Seth, 1962, p. 3). In 1916, Perin’s ambitious 
Great Expansion Scheme aimed for a five-fold increase in output, and increase efficiency 
and quality (Lala, 2007, pp. 37–39; Sen, 1975, pp. 66–70). Perin’s Programme was not fully 
operational until 1924, largely due to export restrictions on Western capital equipment. 
The scale of technical change and a massive increase in capital investment, underscored 
the knowledge asymmetry between US steelmasters and Tata. Wartime production signalled 
the strategic importance of an industrialised India for the Empire, and remained consistent 
with Indian nationalism (Con Albertini, 1969, p. 21c). The cost of TISCO’s Great Expansion, 
combined with the post-war slump, produced a financial crisis for Tata, compounded by a 
liquidity crisis triggered by the near collapse of two of its overseas trading companies 
(Raianu, 2020, p. 14; Ray, 1979, pp. 27–28, 76). From 1924, imperial preference for Indian 
steel, partly justified by TISCO’s improved rail production, provided the protection necessary 
for survival and growth (Wagle, 1981, pp. 123–124). The corollary of protection was state 
oversight of TISCO’s internal management processes and costs (Indian Tariff Board, 1927, 
p. 8). Massive capital investment, financial fragility and the deepening relationship with the 
state, ramped up the risks for Tata while also reducing the utility of the basic disciplinary 
controls painstakingly established during the plant’s first two decades. Diplomatic tensions 
between Bombay and Jamshedpur intensified. Combined with a chronic worldwide short-
age of technical and supervisory labour, the Scheme made TISCO even more reliant upon 
Tutwiler’s knowledge. Tutwiler’s power shaped Tata’s steel strategy. Perin advocated a simul-
taneous expansion and diversification strategy.51 For Tutwiler, diversification would jeop-
ardise efficiency, complicate capital expenditure and make return on investment difficult 
to track. Padshah could not adjudicate between these competing strategies without com-
promising the other’s authority. Padshah explained that these differences reflected ‘a prob-
lem of personalities’ but supported Tutwiler because he remained essential to Jamshedpur. 
The expanded plant would concentrate on standard rails to maximise efficiency, an endorse-
ment of Tutwiler’s strategy to dominate Indian rail production. For the rail companies, 
Tutwiler was ‘Napoleon wanting to possess the earth on behalf of the steel company’.52

For Tata’s board, Tutwiler’s absolute authority in Jamshedpur was now problematic. 
Tutwiler’s power to determine Jamshedpur’s production model convinced Perin and the 
Tata family of the need to dilute Tutwiler’s personal power and augment Bombay’s technical 
knowledge. The increased scale of production and additional regulatory scrutiny, argued 
Perin, provided the pretext for recruiting an assistant general manager for Jamshedpur:

In the executive management, Tutwiler is the whole thing and will not, unless you force him to, 
surround himself with proper subordinates. I do not mean that he has not good organisation 
in the plant so long as he is here to supply energy and forethought for each one; but seeing him 
after thirteen months’ absence, I realize that he cannot go on doing what he is and do justice 
to your interests or to himself. I know that it will be hard for Mr Tutwiler to surrender anything, 
but the new plant will be too large to be carried on the present basis. Do not brush this matter 
aside lightly, as you cannot pick off the bushes a satisfactory executive officer for a plant as 
varied in its activities as yours.53
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Steel investment was central to Tata’s profound post-war financial crisis. TISCO teetered 
near financial collapse caused by post-war recession, an overvalued currency and import 
dumping. TISCO’s directors lobbied hard for protection using all influence inside the colonial 
state. Bombay’s industrialists were represented inside the colonial government’s commercial 
department from the 1890s by a close Tata ally, T. Thakurdas, who was also a major investor 
in TISCO (Kochanek, 1974, pp. 144–145). Padshah had also served as a state advisor on trade 
and fiscal policies (Indian Sugar Committee, 1920). Key TISCO figures, then, had direct knowl-
edge of, and influence within, the colonial and imperial governments’ economic deci-
sion-making processes. Tariff protection for Indian steel reflected the political and strategic 
importance of TISCO as a symbol of national development but was conditional upon 
improved productivity (Mukherjee, 2002, pp. 138–142; Nayak & Maclean, 2013, p. 34).54 To 
reduce steel costs, Tata established a central ‘retrenchment committee’. Tutwiler declined 
the board’s invitation to join this committee: ‘he had done his best to cut down in every 
aspect’ to ‘just about the minimum’. For Tutwiler, Bombay’s retrenchment committee would 
judge him through accounting numbers, not Jamshedpur’s operational realities.55 The inves-
tigation itself betrayed a fundamental breach of trust in him and it was ‘foolish’ to expect his 
participation. To accept a subordinate role within a Bombay-led process was to accept that 
his absolute power was over. Diplomacy could not restore a relationship that had been 
strained beyond repair. Tutwiler resigned, unwilling to accept that he was no longer a master 
but had to become a manager whose authority was positional, not personal.56

Managing at a distance is a project that unfolds over time, an integration that Padshah 
made possible diplomatically, a process through which he understood his weak start-
ing-point and the care with which neutral accounting techniques must be introduced. 
Initially, all management accounting must respect the power and knowledge imbalance 
that favoured the American steelmasters by using high-level measures, and only gradually 
introducing more detailed and frequent data collection. Disciplinary power does not control 
subjects so much as connect them to the mediating objects by which they are known and 
know themselves. Padshah was primarily concerned with avoiding operational dissent and 
constructing consent opportunistically. Padshah’s diplomatic strategy was to sustain his 
relationship with the American steelmasters and, tactically, to embed disciplinary controls 
with the minimum of opposition.

Conclusion

Visibility was the precursor to scrutiny, accountability and regulation. The Foucauldian gaze 
is one-way. The gaze is systematic, relentless and purposeful. Surveillance precedes and 
enables the construction of a disciplinary relationship by which categories of individuals, 
populations and relative performances are established and refined. Pashah’s patient diplo-
macy allowed Tata to embed accounting procedures in TISCO and develop the surveillant 
capacity to store, retrieve and analyse plant-level data. His objective was to create mutual 
obligations to common disciplinary knowledge, not controls. Or, rather, controls that were 
understood as obligations necessary for organisation in general that did not constitute an 
erosion of the personal authority of Jamshedpur’s steelmasters. Padshah’s diplomatic work 
ceased when Tata concluded that Tutwiler’s personal power was excessive. Padshah con-
structed an organisation predicated upon accountability, control and hierarchy, the necessary 
preconditions for disciplined managers. The construction of calculable organisations remade 
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the corporate centre, which became dependent upon management through accounting 
proxies, rather than personal interventions. The formation of administrative procedures 
requires the making of clerical expertise on both sides of the process. Orderly corporate 
government requires expanding the reach of administration capable of compiling, confirm-
ing and interpreting data.

Accounting transformed Jamshedpur’s steelmasters into managers. Accounting was 
gradually introduced by the everyday diplomacy between Padshah and the American steel-
masters. This diplomatic process was not about curbing the excesses of the American masters 
of Jamshedpur but providing a new type of structure that entailed routine accountability. 
Expressing the will to know was an assertion of Tata’s right to know. Padshah’s diplomatic 
mediation was between the two sovereign powers located in Bombay and Jamshedpur. 
Padshah was rewriting the nature of the power relation. The relationship between the sov-
ereign powers of Bombay and Jamshedpur was based on the ‘everyday diplomacy’ around 
the growth and scope of a regulatory bureaucracy. Diplomacy between Padshah and the 
American steelmasters gradually established lines of accountability and hierarchy. Diplomacy 
was progressively displaced by discipline. Jamshedpur’s chronic failure to return cost and 
production data flouted Tata’s authority. The objective was not to curb the excesses of 
Tutwiler’s monarchic regime but to transform it. Accounting circumscribed and co-opted 
sovereign power. To rewrite the sovereign of Jamshedpur as the object of accounting gov-
ernance transformed masters into managers. Western steelmakers had to bend to Bombay’s 
will and accept their visibility as subjects and objects of disciplinary power/knowledge. For 
Foucault, sovereign power is not displaced by a single act but by ‘small acts of cunning’, the 
slow accretion of administrative routines that produce data by which individuals, organisa-
tions and populations can be known and governed. Disciplinary power/knowledge cannot 
be imposed from above but must become everyday routine through which disciplined sub-
jects actively produce their own subject-object status. This is particularly true where knowl-
edge is asymmetric. Managerial autonomy gradually becomes conditional upon willing 
integration into systems of power/knowledge designed to integrate, compare, and evaluate 
performance. Hierarchical forms of governance reduce informational asymmetries through 
formal communication and management control systems. The capacity to monitor subsidiary 
performance is necessary to exercise discipline.

Foucault regards power and knowledge as mutually constitutive. Regimes of represen-
tation, such as accounting, produce management and stable organisational structures. The 
imperative to govern steelmaking necessarily circumscribed the autonomy and authority 
of the American steelmasters. Foucault reverses the Chandlerian strategy-structure couplet 
that understands the firm as the source of rationalising technologies such as accounting. 
Rather, Foucault focuses on how such technologies develop and become embedded in 
institutional settings. Tata had no templates to follow but experimented with practical and 
diplomatically acceptable forms of accounting and accountability. In Tata, accounting 
emerged to address concrete problems about how to govern remotely, not as the expression 
of an abstract will to manage. Padhsah’s evolving disciplinary project entailed the hesitant 
production of a coherent administrative centre. Mundane negotiations created a disciplinary 
relationship. Irrespective of their doubts, the American steelmasters were gradually co-opted 
into administrative relationships, which redefined them as managers not masters.

For Tata, enforcing accounting discipline was time-consuming and risky. Through diplo-
macy, Padshah brokered, maintained and transformed the relationship between Tata and 
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the American steelmasters. The American monopoly of technical expertise proved insuffi-
cient to maintain their sovereign power. Padshah’s diplomatic role was twofold. First, to 
stabilise the uneasy balance between the operational and strategic levels of TISCO and the 
Tata family. Second, to establish new accounting protocols that would mediate these dip-
lomatic relations by providing shared reference points, accepted by all as legitimate measures 
of organisational performance and as proxies of managerial effectiveness. This created prec-
edents and routines that gradually produced disciplinary power/knowledge. Solutions to 
practical problems were achieved without questioning American authority, but each admin-
istrative solution cumulatively built accountability and hierarchy. Padshah transformed 
intractable conflicts of principle into practical problems solvable through additional resources 
or amending data requirements. Each conflict was rendered productive of a solution in which 
all parties became invested. Padshah diplomatically defused and reframed conflict. Discipline 
was smuggled into TISCO through everyday diplomacy. Padshah’s interventions qualified 
the knowledge asymmetry and transformed the relationship between Jamshedpur and 
Bombay from diplomacy to discipline. Every administrative innovation produced a provi-
sional, limited but irreversible discipline. Discipline could be deferred but not halted, far less 
reversed. Operational masters’ authority was no longer derived from their monopoly of 
expertise but partly dependent upon their role within a protean managerial bureaucracy. 
Padhsah’s efforts to co-opt practical production knowledge was an acceptance that account-
ing can only gain legitimacy if the centre demonstrates its capacity to amass and interrogate 
locally produced data. The legitimacy of accounting routines turned upon Jamshedpur’s 
acceptance of rational governance from Bombay and responsibility for its diffusion into the 
everyday practices of plant management.

Notes
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 2. Minutes of Meeting of the Board, 26 June 1941; BJ Padhsah papers, File 78. All archival referenc-

es are to Tata Steel Archives, Jamshedpur.
 3. ‘Brief Resume’, nd 1941, p. 5.
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