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Abstract

This theoretical study addresses the critical issues of precarity and algorithmic
opacity in the modern gig economy. Titled ‘Collectives in the Cloud,’ the paper
proposes the Dharmic-Digital Cooperative (DDC) Model—a synthesis of Platform
Cooperativism and the Indian Knowledge System (IKS). By integrating the democratic
governance of cooperatives with the ethical principles of Dharma (Righteous Duty)
and Sarvodaya (Welfare of All), the study conceptualizes a member-owned digital
ecosystem. The findings argue that embedding traditional Indian ethics into modern
algorithmic management resolves the tension between profit and human welfare,
offering a sustainable path for the future of work.

Keywords: Cooperative Model, Gig Economy, Digital Ethics, Sustainable Corporate
Strategy, Algorithmic Precarity.

Introduction

The digital revolution has fundamentally reshaped the landscape
of commerce, giving rise to the “Gig Economy”—a labour market
characterized by short-term contracts and freelance work mediated
by digital platforms. While this model promises flexibility, it often
delivers economic insecurity. As noted by global labour organizations,
the current “platform capitalism” model creates a paradox where
technology generates immense wealth for aggregators (like Uber or
Zomato) while leaving the actual service providers—the drivers and
delivery partners—without social security or asset ownership.

However, the solution to modern digital exploitation may lie in
traditional wisdom. The Cooperative Business Model, a century-
old structure emphasizing member ownership, offers a democratic
counter-narrative to corporate monopolies. Furthermore, the
Indian Knowledge System (IKS provides a rich ethical framework,
specifically the concepts of Dharma (duty towards the collective)
and Sarvodaya (universal upliftment), which are often missing in
Western, profit-centric algorithms.

This paper explores the intersection of these two domains. It asks:
Can the ancient values of cooperation and Indian ethics be encoded
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into modern cloud computing? By proposing the concept of “Collectives in the Cloud,” this study
aims to restructure the gig economy from a system of extraction to a system of empowerment.

Review of Literature

Platform Cooperativism & Freedom as Non-Domination (2025). This paper critiques the
“domination” inherent in standard gig platforms (like Uber/Lyft), where algorithms control workers
without their input. It argues for Platform Cooperativism—where workers own the platform—as
a necessary step to restore worker freedom and reduce precariousness. This directly supports your
objective of contrasting profit-centric vs. member-owned models.

Algorithmic Management and Worker Well-being (2025). This systematic review analyses
how “algorithmic management” (common in gig apps) negatively impacts worker mental health
by reducing autonomy. It suggests that alternative governance models—Ilike cooperatives—are
essential to mitigate these psychosocial risks, aligning with your objective on “Digital Ethics” and
worker welfare.

The Feasibility of Platform Cooperatives (2022). This study investigates why platform
co-ops are rare but necessary. It develops a taxonomy of cooperative models and assesses their
viability in sectors like food delivery and care work. It provides the theoretical groundwork for
your “feasibility” argument, showing that while challenging, these models offer superior social
protection compared to investor-owned firms.

Indian Knowledge Systems (IKS) in Sustainable Corporate Strategy (2025). This recent
paper (relevant to [IM discussions on Dharmic management) explores how ancient Indian concepts
like Dharma (duty) and Sarvodaya (universal welfare) can be integrated into modern corporate
strategies. It supports your primary objective by providing a theoretical basis for replacing “profit-
centrism” with “community-centrism” in the gig economy.

The Gig Economy in India: Policy and Welfare Challenges (2022). Published as a policy
brief by NITI Aayog (often involving experts from IITs/IIMs), this report highlights the massive
growth of India’s gig workforce and the critical lack of social security. It calls for “platform-led
models” of social protection, which you can argue is best achieved through the Cooperative Model
you are proposing.

Objectives

* To conceptualize a sustainable gig economy model integrating cooperative governance and
Indian Knowledge Systems.

* To contrast the economic stability of gig workers in profit-centric versus member-owned
platforms.

» To apply traditional community welfare principles to modern digital labour challenges.

Methodology
Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative, exploratory research design. As a theoretical inquiry, it does
not rely on primary empirical data (such as surveys or field experiments) but instead employs
a conceptual synthesis approach. The study aims to bridge two distinct domains: the modern
digital gig economy and the traditional Indian Knowledge System (IKS), specifically focusing on
cooperative governance and ethical business practices.
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Data Sources
The study is based on secondary data drawn from a wide range of scholarly sources. The

literature selection includes:

* Academic Journals: Research papers on Platform Cooperativism, Algorithmic Management,
and Digital Labour (2020-2025).

* Policy Reports: Publications from NITI Aayog and international labour organizations regarding
gig worker welfare.

» IKS Texts: Interpretations of ancient Indian economic principles (Arthashastra) and ethical
codes (Dharma, Sarvodaya) as cited in modern management literature (IIT/IIM working

papers).

Analytical Framework

The analysis follows a hermeneutic approach, interpreting modern economic problems through
the lens of traditional wisdom. The study employs comparative analysis to contrast the ‘Investor-
Owned Model’ with the ‘Cooperative Model’ and uses integrative synthesis to construct the
proposed “Dharmic-Digital Cooperative” framework.

Conceptual Framework

Based on the synthesis of literature and the study’s objectives, this paper proposes the Dharmic-
Digital Cooperative (DDC) Model. This framework illustrates the transformation of the gig
economy from an extractive system to a sustainable ecosystem.

Framework Components

A. the Problem (Input): The Extractive Gig Economy The current state is defined by “Profit-
Centric Platforms” characterized by:

»  Algorithmic Opacity: Workers are managed by “black-box” codes without transparency.

*  Economic Precarity: Lack of asset ownership leads to income instability.

* Social Isolation: Workers function as competing individuals rather than a community.

B. the Intervention (Process): The Twin-Pillars of DDC to resolve the problem, the model
introduces two simultaneous interventions:

Structural Intervention (Cooperative Governance):

*  Member Ownership: Shifting ownership of the platform (the “Cloud”) to the workers.

*  Democratic Control: “One Member, One Vote” replaces “One Share, One Vote.”

C. Ethical Intervention (Indian Knowledge System):
» Dharma (Righteous Duty): Embedding ethical codes into algorithms to ensure fairness.
» Sarvodaya (Welfare of All): Prioritizing the weakest members over maximum profit.

D. the Outcome (Output): A Sustainable Gig Ecosystem the successful application of the

interventions leads to:

* Economic Resilience: Wealth is recirculated within the community (dividends) rather than
extracted.

» Holistic Welfare: Psychological security and social belonging (Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam).

» FEthical Commerce: A market system that balances Artha (Profit) with Dharma (Ethics).
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Theoretical Proposition

The framework posits that technology is neutral; it is the governance model that determines the
outcome. By replacing the Investor-Logic with Cooperative-Dharmic Logic, the gig economy can
be repurposed to serve human needs rather than solely capital accumulation.

Discussion

Having established the structural and ethical components of the Dharmic-Digital Cooperative
(DDC) model, this section evaluates its implications for the gig economy, directly addressing the
study’s core objectives.

Beyond Algorithmic Precarity:

Contrasting Profit-Centric and Cooperative Models (Addressing Objective: To contrast
economic stability in profit-centric vs. member-owned platforms)
The first significant finding of this theoretical inquiry is the structural divergence between

Investor-Owned Platforms (IOPs) and Platform Cooperatives (PCs).

*  The IOP Critique: Current gig economy models (e.g., Uber, Zomato) operate on a logic of
“extraction.” The study identifies that algorithmic management in IOPs functions to minimize
labour costs while maximizing shareholder returns. This results in “economic precarity,” where
the gig worker bears all the risk (asset depreciation, lack of insurance) while the platform
retains the surplus value.

* The Cooperative Advantage: In contrast, the proposed “Collectives in the Cloud” model
shifts the ownership of the digital infrastructure to the workers themselves. The discussion
posits that when workers own the algorithm, the “surplus” is not extracted but redistributed.
This transforms the gig worker from a disposable “variable cost” into a “member-owner,”
thereby creating an economic floor that stabilizes income volatility.
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The Integration of IKS: Governance as Dharma (Addressing Objective: To apply traditional

community welfare principles to modern digital labour)

This study argues that economic ownership alone is insufficient without an ethical governance
framework. This is where the Indian Knowledge System (IKS) offers a critical intervention
through the concept of ‘Dharma’ (Righteous Duty).

* Algorithmic Dharma: In the current gig economy, algorithms are often “black boxes” that
assign tasks opaquely. By applying IKS principles, this paper proposes the concept of “x
Algorithmic Dharma”—transparency and fairness embedded into the code itself.

* Sarvodaya (Welfare of All): The discussion applies the Gandhian-IKS principle of Sarvodaya
to digital labour. Unlike the “winner-takes-all” mechanism of current platforms, a cooperative
model governed by Sarvodaya prioritizes the welfare of the weakest member. This theoretically
mitigates the isolation of gig work by fostering a digital community akin to Vasudhaiva
Kutumbakam (The world is one family), providing social safety nets that algorithms currently
ignore.

Feasibility of the Dharmic-Digital Cooperative (DDC) Model (Addressing Objective: To

conceptualize a sustainable gig economy model)

Synthesizing the economic and ethical arguments, the study presents the Dharmic-Digital

Cooperative (DDC) as a viable alternative ecosystem.

e Sustainability: The discussion suggests that while IOPs burn cash to acquire monopolies,
DDCs are inherently more sustainable because they rely on community loyalty and lower
attrition rates.

* The Holistic Shift: The DDC model moves the gig economy from a “transactional” relationship
to a “transformational” one. By embedding the cooperative principle of “Democratic Member
Control” with the IKS value of “Stewardship,” the platform becomes a digital commons.

* Conclusion of Argument: Therefore, the study theoretically establishes that a “Collective in
the Cloud” is not just a technological alternative, but a moral imperative. It resolves the tension
between Artha (Wealth/Commerce) and Dharma (Ethics), proving that the gig economy can be
both profitable and humane.

Conclusion

This theoretical inquiry establishes that the precarity of the modern gig worker is not an
inevitable consequence of technology, but a result of the governance models currently in use.
The proposed Dharmic-Digital Cooperative (DDC) Model demonstrates that when the “Cloud”
is owned by the collective, it ceases to be an instrument of control and becomes a tool for liberation.
By integrating the democratic structure of cooperatives with the ethical depth of the Indian
Knowledge System, we can create a commerce ecosystem that values people over profits. As the
gig economy continues to grow, the transition from “sharing economy” (renting assets) to “shared
ownership” (owning the platform) is not just an economic necessity but a moral imperative.
This study concludes that the future of sustainable commerce lies in these “Collectives in the
Cloud,” where technology serves the spirit of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam—the world as one
supported family.
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