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NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY

The automobile indastry has long occupled a central place in
debates about management, technology and labour organization in
advanced industrial socleties. Since the days of Henry Ford the
lndustry has served as a model of economic expansion and
technological progress based on mass production and distribution:
the manufacture and marketing of standardized products 1n huge
volumes using speclal-purpose machinery and unskilled labour.
This paper surveys the development of the automobile industry
from 1ts origins to the present in a perspective informed by
current upheavals in markets, technology and work organization.
The first section looks at the rise of mass production and the
modification of the Fordist model to suilt national circunstances
by managers, workers and trade unions. The second section
examines lndustrial relations in the age of Fordisn, focusing on
international variations in trade union structure, bargaining
strategy and job control practices. The final section itraces the
recent transfTormations in the ihternational automobile industry,
conslders how far new productiocn and marketing strategles mark a
break with Fordism, and draws out the implieatlons Tor industrial
relations and trade union strategy.

Mass production of automoblles, as developed by Henry Ford in the
half-dozen years before the First World War, depended on three
baslic prineciples: the standardization of the product, the use of
speclal-purpose equipment, and the ellmination of skilled labour
in direct production. More than any of his contemporaries, Henry
Ford grasped the vast latent demand for cheap, reliable basic
transport in the American Midwest with Its prosperous but
isclated farms and small towns. His 'Model T', ruggedly
designed, easy to repalr and priced well below its competitors
sold in unprecedented numbers.

By the First World War, Pord had synthesized his innovatlions in
product design, production and labour management into a coherent
competitive strategy whose application appeared universal. But
the tremendous success of Ford's strategy depended in practice on
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specific features of the American market in this perlod: its
enormous size, vast distances, egalltarian income distribution
and homogerieous tastes. European markets were fundamentally
different, remalning much smzller and more Tragmented throughout;
the interwar period, and a strategy based on price competition
and economies of scale accordingly proved far less effective.
While leading French and Ttallan manufacturers were fascinated by
Fordist methods on technelogleal grounds, the structure of thelr
domestic markets forced them to multliply models and expand thelr
product ranges, and the organizatlon of production remalned less
rigid and less mechanized than across the Atlantic. 1In the
Unlted States ltself, the changlng pattern of demand for cars in
the 1920s enabled General Motors to overtake Ford through new
strategles based on product differentiation and annual model
changes. Desplte these moves towards more differentiated
marketlng strategles, however, car firms on both sldes ¢f the
Atlantic continued to regard Fordism as an ideal production
strategy to be pursued as far as the market allowed, and the long
poscwar boom saw a renewed emphasls on standardization and
economies of scale in manufacture.

By the 1970s the modlflied Fordlst systems practiced by American
and Furopean automoblle manufacturers had become slugglsh and
internally contradictory. Their factorles were bulging with
inventory and work-in-progress; malintenance and work scheduling
were a constant problem, resulting in frequent Iinterruptlons of
production; and high volume output was pursued at the expense of
product quality. The diversity of models and optioﬁs required
for marketlng stood in tenslon wilith the uniformity and
standardizatlion required for the efficient operation of a Fordlst
production system, and Western car manufacturers had become
extremely vulnerable to any majJor disruption in the postwar
growth pattern.

The Japanese set cut initially to adapt Pordlst systems to the
requirements of an accelerated catching-up process, and some
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requireﬁents of an accelerated catching-up process, and some
observers see their achievement as a quantum leap forward in the
same direction. The Japanese, in this view, have brought out and
eliminated certain key imperfections in the Fordist model, making
1t possible to combine product diversity with mass production on
an unprecedented scale. '

Cther observers, by contrast, see the Japanese innovations as a
deeper challenge to the Fordist model wWwhich reverses its central
principles and polnts towards the emergence of a qualitatively
new system of production. This system, which can be termed
"flexible speclalization", has been observed across a wide range
of industrial sectors. It depends on the combination of
increasingly flexible, general-purpose equipment and a skilled,
adaptable labour force to manufactupre an ever more diversified
range of products for which economies of scale are becoming
decreasingly important. Not only the Japanese but also some
Western automobile manufacturers seem to be moving in this
directlon, notably the Germans and the Swedes.

Recent developments in the internaticnal automobile industry have
undermined the foundations of the Feordist model as it developed
in the postwar period. Sweeping changes in markets ang
technology have transformed international competitive conditions
and spurred automobile manufacturers in every country to
experiment with new strategies based on greater product diversity
and more flexible methods of producticon. The outcome of shifts
in competitive strategy and productive organization 1s still
uncertain. But many of the established features of automobile
production can still be discerned, while the more recent
innovations are susceptible to elaboration in different
directlons. CAD/CAM Systems have reduced the lead time for the
introduction of new models, facilitating the development of wider
product ranges:; but the increasing complexity of the product ang
the difficulties of integrating automobile subsystems
experlencing different rates of innovation keeps research and
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manufacturers. Whilile there has been a gquallitative expansion in
the available range of vehlcle types and models, the use of
common components and subsystems has also become lncreasingly
important in the generatlon of new variants. Flexible automation
equipment and changes in job deslgn have lowered minimum
efficlient scales of operation in many stages of component
productlion and vehlele assembly, but substantial economles of
scale stlll remain in the manufacture of major mechanleals such
as englines and gearboxes, leading te growing reliance on joint
ventures on the part of smaller producers.

The new zautcmatlon equipment can be used to decrease batch slzes
and eliminate machine pacing for more broadly skilled workers, or
can serve lnstead to move towards the ldeal of a 'workerless
factory' through the integration of complex segquences of transfer
machines. Whille overall skill levels have clearly been rising,
it remzlns uncertaln, finally, whether this tendency wlll be
contined to the development of a wider range of
tnterchangeabillity between seml-skilled Jjobs or will lead instead
to the emergence of new Jjob categorles which more fundamentally
zrode the boundary between skilled and seml-skilled tasks.
Current practlce in automobile companies accordingly ranges from
the reducticon of rigidities 1in the manufacture of a broadly
standardized product line to consclous efforts at bullding
maxlmum flexiblility into all aspects of an Increasingly
diversifiled production process.

The changed market conditicans and new technologles of the 1970s
and 80s have brought with them shifts In competitive strategy and
manufacturling practlce which pose a fundamental challenge to the
Fordlist model. But as in the case of the emergence and diffusicn
of Fordism ltself, the outcome of 1ts crisls for the future of
the automobile industry and 1ts workers will be determined not by
some intrinslc Imperatives of markets and technology but rather
by the strategic cholces of corporate managements, trade unions
and national governments.



The autemobile industry has long accupied a central rlace
in debates about management, technology and woerk in advanced
industrial societies. Since the days of Henry Ford the
industry has served as a model of sconomic expansion and
technological preogress based on mass production: the
manutacture of standardised products in  huge wvolumes using
special-purpose machinery and unskilled lakour, a system which
has come to be krown as 'Fordism’- But from the mid-1970s,
sweeping changes in  markets and technelogy have transformed

international competitive conditions and spurred automohbile

manufacturers in every country to experiment with nrew
strategies based on greater product diversity and more
flexible methods of production- These shifts iv competitive

strategy and manufacturing methods, whose outcome is still far
from. certain, pose far-reaching challenges wnot only for the

automobile companies and their workers kut alse for trade

urnions anrd national govermments.

This paper considers the development of the auvtomokile
industry froem its origins te the present in a perspective
informed by current upheavals in markets, technology and
irndustrial relations. Bection I  looks at the rise of mass
production and the modification of the Fordist model to suit
national <¢ircumstarces by managers, workers and trade unions-

Section IT  esamines idndustrial relations in the age of



Fordism, focusing on internatioral variations in trade union
structure, bargaining strategy and job control practices.
Fivally, Section III traces the recent transformations in the
international automobile industry, considers how far new
production and marketing strategies mark a break with Fordism,
and draws out the implications for industrial relations and

trade union strategy.

Mass production of automobiles, as developed hy Henry
Ford in the half-dozen years before the First World War,
deprended on three hasic principles: the standardisation of the
product, the use of special-purpose equipment, and the
elimination of skilled lakour in direct production. More than
any of his contemporaries, Henry Ford grasped the vast latent
demand for cheap, reliable basic transport in  the American
Midwest with its wrosperous but isolated farms and small
towns. His *Model T*, ruggedly desigred, easy to repair and
priced well below idits competitors sgld in unprecedented
numbers,  jumping from 6000 in 1902 to 159,000 ivn 1913 and

S02,000 in 1917 to reach a total of 15 million by 19Zzé €33,

In 1ts heyday, the *T* came in a single standard model

and  was available in 'any color as long as it was black®. The



standardigsation of the car and its components was intended to
facilitate repair by distant customers, but more importantly
te permit a dramatic reduction in costs through the use of
special-purpose machinery and the division of lahouy. Ford
drew upon and elaborated the heritage of the American system
of manufactures’ as it had developed from firearms through
sewing machines, agricultural equipment and khicycles towards
the high veolume production of interchangeahle parts. He and
his engineers simplified each comporent as far as possihle,
using new materials such as pressed steel; arranged the
equipment in their new Highland Park factory so¢ that the flow
of materials followed the sequence of operations; and designed
first jigs, fixtures and dauges and then new special-purpose
machines to ensure full interchangeakility. These *farmer
tools?” could he operated by wunskilled workers without a
background in the industry, and Ford likewise pursued the
reduction of skill requirements in vehic¢le assembly through
the subdivision of tasks and the elimination of fitting,
hallmarks of *mass production’ as ke was later to define it.
With the astronomical growth of sales, each of these
developments reinforced the others in a constant struggle for
faster throughput whiceh gave rise to Ford’'s most famous
irngvation: the intreduction of the moving assembly line in

1913,



Ford’s rapid  growth and dramatic inmovations in

production bhbrought with them unprecedented problems of lahour

management. Skilled workers progressively moved into rew
*indirect?® sevvites such as toolmaking, toolsetting and
maintenance, joeining the growing  army of supervisors,

inspectors, progress chasers, clevks and engineers needed to
administer mass production. The workforce shot up from 1543
in 1907 %o 13,667 in 1913, an increasing proportion of whicgh
were unskilled immigrants frem southern and esastern Europe,
many of whom spoke wo English. Turnover levels reached JI70%
in 1913, with aksenteeism rates of 10% per davy, creating
enormous difficulties in  production planning- It was in this
context that Ford inaugnrated his famous 'Five Dollar Day?, a
profit—sharing plan designed to stabilize and integrate the
workforce alongside other measures such as a Sociological

Department and intensive, driving supervision.

Ety the First World War, Ford had synthesised his

innovations in  product desigrn, production and lakour
managemert into a coherent competitive strategy whose
application appeared universal. Product standardisation led

to economies of scale, resulting in falling unit costs which
permitted price reductions, eupanding the market and leading
onn  to further ecoromies of scale in an endless wvirtuous
circle- The huge Fivei Rouge complex, buwilt at the end of the

First Woirld  War, integrated from steelmaking to final



assembly, with its own railways, docks and power plant was the
tangible embodiment of this strategy. As sales of the Model T
soared, capturing S5% of the Amerijcan market in 1921, Ford's
prospects seemed limitless and ’Fordism? to define an

international starndard of modern manufacturing practice.

But  the tremendous success of Ford’s competitive strategy
depended in practice on specific features of the American
market in this period: its enormous $ize, wvast distarces,
egalitarian income distribution and homogereous tastes. The
British market was furndamentally different in each of these
respects, remaining much smaller and dominated ky guasi-luxkury
demand into the 19208, and a strategy kased on price
competition and economies of stale atcordingly proved far less
effective than across the Atlantic €xa, While the
underdevelopment of the British mator industry allowed Ford te
sell sigrnificant rnumbers of Model Ts before 19id, the
company’s hold on  the British market guickly evapevrated with
the emergence of large-stale demestic production in the 1920s.
Ford officials in Detrgit refused to allow local maragers to
develop a model aimed specifically at the Hritich market until
1928, and sought to impose American practices of exclusive
dealerships, high day wages arnd low marmirg levels guite
unisuited to British conditions. Even once local maragement
achieved autonomy and bBegar to pull the company back from its

nadir  of the late 20s, the influence of Detroit practice



remained strong: Ford’s BPagenham factory, opened in 1732 as a
scaled—down wversion of FRiver Rouge, proved too large for the

British market until the 1950s.

British manufacturers such as Morris and Austin pursuaed a
more pragmatic strategy, competing on the hasis of new models
and designs as well as price ard moving gradually towards
higher wvolumes of production. Production methods accordingly
remained less rigid and capital-intensive than at Ford’s, with
greater customisation in hodywork, more adaptakle equipment in
machining and greater use of hand labkour in assembly. In
contrast to Ford, British manufacturers also relied on
piecework incentive schemes rather than tight supervision to
motivate the labour forcej and this distingtive complex of
product, piroduction arnd lakour strategies remained
characteristic of the British motor industry until its crisis

of the 1260s and 7Os.

Elsewheve in Europe, the market for automokbiles also
differed sharply from the American pattern, but the attitude
of local manufacturers was different £53. Leading French and
Italian entrepreneuwrs such as Andre Citroen, Louis Renault,
Marius Berliet and Giovanni Agnelli were fascinated Ly Fordist
methods on technological grounds and sought to i1mpose Them on
the market. Engiveers and managers from each of these
companies wvizited the Inited States on several occasiens, and

each time came away determined to emualate the Fordist model on



a Mmore ampbitious scale. In the 1920s and 30%, wvast rmew
factories were constructed, modelled first on Highland Park
and  them on River Rouge; machine tools were imported %rom the
United States in large numbers: product lines were drastically
simplified; . and valiant efforts were _made to rationalise
production along American lines $hrough the use of work

measurement and the introduction of the assembly line.

In practice, however, European motor manufacturers?
infatuation with Fordism created major difficulties hoth for
production management and marketing. The great leap for&ard
to mass production ran ahead of managsment’s akility to
elakorate suitable systems of cost accounting, waTk
scheduling, supervision and Juality control, so  that shop-
floor realities often lagged well kehind the glossy visions of
the engineers. The smaller size and greater differentiation
ef the French and Italian markets alse created obstacles for
Fordist marketing strategies, and everambitious expansion
Frojects sueh as those of Eerliet and Citroen ctrashed when
demand  turned downwards in 1921 and again  in the early I0sg.
All  the main manufacturers were forced to multiply models and
expand  their product ranges in order to maimtain their sales,
and as in  Britain the argarisatior of production accordingly
vemaived less rigid and less mecharnised than in the inited
States. None of the Eurepean marufacturers, firally, daved to

emulate Ford?'s lakour strategies in full, eschewing high day



wages in  favour of piece rates, speed up and worker
flexibility as means of bkoosting output and adjusting to

fluctuations in demand.

Despite these practical limits to the development of
Fordism in Europe hetween the wars, the leading French and
Italian automobile manufacturers continued to regard it as an
1deal  production strategy, to ke pursaed as far as the
national market allowed- Certain smaller companies, such as
Alfa Romeo in Italy and Mercedes~Benz in Germany followed with
varying degrees of commercial success an alternative strategy
of specialisation orn  high-performance luxury cars produced
with modified craft methods. But on the eve of the Second
World War Fiat, Rernault, Peugeot and Citreen were all
experimenting with small Tpeople’s cars’® intended to create &
new @mass market, as was the Volkswagen Werke in Germany undeg
the pevrsonal sponsorship of Adelf Hitler, another of Ford’s

European admirers £33,

But even as European automobile manwufacturers were
straining against the 1limits of %Yheir national markets in
their efforts to emulate Fordist principles, the American
market itself was changing in ways that ultimate;y
netessitated their partial modification £=3. In "the United
States, the 13205 saw a growing saturation of the market for
utility cars; a fall-off in the yproportion of first-time

buyers and the spread of used-car sales; and a slower overall



growth of demand. With the emergence of what Alfred P. Sloan
of General Motors called the ‘mass-class? market, cars could
no longer be sold effectively an tﬁe basis of price alone, and
GM  was able +to invade the mass market from above by pricing
its more comfortable and up-to-date Chevrolet anly  slightly
above the Model T. Te ensure that no one else tould follow
his lead, Sloan set out to produce ‘s car for every purse and
purpose’ in  four autenomous divisions, each aimed at a
distinet price band;  and the comparny alse ygsed advewtising,
installment sales and annual model changes to stimulate
consumer demand and outdistance its Tivals. To rrevent model
thanges disrupting production, to curh flucttuations inm sales
and  to increase economies of scale, GM executives developed
Tiew. methods of forecasting demarid, raised the proportion of
Components jpurchased from outside $ubcontractors, and hegan to
interchange parts across divisions. On the shop floor itself,
the company maoved away from Fordist Fractice hy ihtroducing
‘semi-special? machine tools which tould ke adapted to new
models by changes %o cams and gears, ihcreasing the proportion
of  toolmakers and toclsetters in the workforce; and it sSought
added fiexibility through seasonal layoffs for Froduction

workers and the use of piece rates and group horuses rather

than a day Wage system.

GM*s  inmovations in product and production strategy soon

Began  to undermine Ford’s grip  on the American market. The



10

Model T had hecome increasingly outdated despite incremental
changes introduced over the years, and sales dropped off
sharply after 1924 despite repeated price cuts. By 1927 Ford
was forced to admit defeat and hegin work onm a wholly mnew
model to restore the company's competitive position. The
extreme specialisation of production for the Model T made the
changesver enormously difficult and expensive: all the
existing machinewvy had to ke écrapped and the factory shut
down entirely for nearly a year, opening the doer fer the
emevrgence of new competitors such as Chrysler- Despite an
initial sales hoem, the new Model A never dominated the market
as the T had and periodic modifications soon  proved

unavoidable; hkhy 1932 Ford had been forced to introduce a

successor, the VW-&5. These failures in product policy in turn
necessitated a retreat from some aspects of Fordism in
production as  wWells assembly lives kecame shorter and

machinery less spectalised; wvertical integration was reduced
to gaiw flexibility; and wage rates were cut to compensate for

the collapse of profits.

Thus Fordism was widely modified to permit greater
flexibility in response to shifts in  the market and the
innovations of GM. Eut the triumph of what came to be called
*Sioanism’ proved ambiguous in  practice. During the
depression of the 1930s, GM reduced the number of its

divisions and increased the interchangeability of components
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across  models to secure greater economies of scale in &
contracting market, and in a rostwar competitive environment
of steady growth in demand and oligopolistic ‘room for all:*
pricing rolicies, the Sloanist strategy of 'a model far evVery
market? degeneratéd into a strategy bhased almost exclusively
on  styling and marketing cohpetition- Orice they had perfected
the big v-3 engine and 3-speed automatic transmissians in the
early 1950s, the big US companies turrned their hacks on
inrovation and abandoned investment in experiments that did
riet  yield quick results. Far twenty years, the only méjor
technical innevations inm the U.S. came in the field of air-
coniditioning- The styling studigs were in command and led the
industry through successive milestornes of kitsch - the tail-
fins  of the late forties, the port-toles of the early fifties
and  the paroramic windshields of the mid-fifties, all aderned

with flashing chrome and lurid paintwork.

Underlying this market pattern was a commercial and
competitive logic. Continuous restyling hecame one of GM*s
kig selling features to defeat smaller comparies who could not
generate new styles and who lacked marketing power. The Big
Three used their_ Powerfuyl advertising and dealership networks
to force up the costs of competition by forcing diseconomies
of scale in hody toolirg on their rivals. They were ready to
carry much highey fixed costs in design  and  tool and die

equipment per vehicle in order to carry  through the annual
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model changes that the smaller independent companies couwld not
afford to emulate; and the latter’'s inability to participate
im this model <competition was one of the crucial factors

leading to their eventual demise-

Bt much of this apparent product diversity remained
superficial. Following GM's lead, the Eig Three centralised
their styling wvariants around a limited number of hkasic
interior platforms and body—-shells, with distinctive 'skins”
placed on each, while the “family resembklance’ enabled many
major stampings of  pody paris  to be used in commoyv over many
models. Mary key components, such as engines, transmissions
or chassic were shared by several cars and often retained for
twenty years or movre- This interchangeability of components
enakled American manufacturers to pursue ever greater
ecovomies of scale through vertical iwntegration and the
introduction of deditated automation equipment such as
transfer machivies. In assemkly on the other hand, the
proliferation of options involved enormous complexity and
inhikited rationalisation of the production process as A

whole &=3.

in +the immediate postwar period, European automobile
producers followed a more c¢lassically Fordist strategy,
tentred on the mass productionm of kasic transport for  the
newly ‘'democratised? markets at home and akbroad. Ilhitil the

late 19605, each national market in  Europe remained  gquite
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distinct and dominated by one or two domestically produced
cheap small cars such as  the Renault 4 and Citroern 20V in
France, the vu Beetle in Germany, the Fiat SO0 anpd SO0 iy
Italy and the Morris Minor and BMC Mini in the Li.k. But witn
widely varying taxation structures, iﬁcqme distributions ard
road conditions, it was impossibile for any single producer to
dominate the European market or fopr any  single design
philosophy to prevail. This fragmeﬁtation of‘ the European
market left ample space for more specialised manufacturers of
Luxury cars  alongside the @ass  producers, such as  BMW,
Daimler—Benz, Volva, Jgguar and Alfa Romeo. And as incoemes
Tose in the 1%60s, European mass producers themselves hegan to
offer a wider range of models in  order to  maintain  their
coverage of increasingly diverse national markets. Eut the
European manufacturers, unlike their American courterparts,

did rot integrate their differentiated Froduct  ranges into

coherent’ families of models hased on commor:  components.
Instead, 25 VYolpato‘s essay demanstrates, the Europeans
maintained theisr practice of develiopivg each mode]

separa%ely, which allowed greater scope than in  the US for
cartinuonsg improvement and  technical innovation, Put made it
difficult to match the economies of scale of their mass market
kest sellers across  the whole gf & scattered and wrhalanced
product live. Thus in Eurepe as in the United States, by the
late 19&0¢ Sloanist marketing strategies bhased on product

differentiation coexisted urieasily with automobile
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manufacturers? continuing commitment to Fordist production
strategies based omn standardisation and  economies of

scale E¥3.
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II

As  we have seen, by the 19350s the mass  production of
automobiles on Fordist lines had established itself to varyinyg
degrees in most of the major industrial nations, and thisg
pracess  of international diffusion and adaptation gathered
Fenewed force during the lonyg postwar boom. In every country,
the advent of large-scale car production <reated new problems
for  workers and trade unions. The size and power of the
emergent compariies; the rapid expansion of the lakour force
and the rnew distribution of skills within it;  acute
fluctuations in employmernt awmd the irtroduction of new eayment
systems all posed a major challenge to the estaklished

organisational practices of trade wiions.

These distinctive features of the automobile industry
came together with ideological debates within the
international lakour movement to suggest that the
estabkligshment af  industrial unions was the key ta the
organisation of mass production workers, an analysis  which
seemed  largely horme oyt by the experience of the 1930s. The
breakthrough to mass-production umionism in the United States
followed directly on the split between the American Federation
of  Lakor (AFLY arnd the Committee for Imdustrial Orgarization
{CID>, which raved the way far the establicshment of the United

Auto Workers® Union CUANY against  the vielent objections of
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the craft unions. Similarly 1in Framze, the strike wave of
1934 which erganised the Renault factories was run by the
Metalworkers’ Federation of the Confederation Generalte du
Travail (CGTY which Hhad long been committed to industrial
unipnism. And the situation im Britain where a variety of
craft awnd general wunions catered for the antomebile industry

with limited success thus appeared to ke the exception that

proved the vule =3,

Witk greater distance from the debates of the 1930s,
however, +he idea of industrial unionism as the unigquely
appropriate form of organisation for the automobile industyry -
a trade union counterpart to Fordism — seems less compelling.
Two maiy ohhjections stand out. Closer historical
1nvestigation of the 1%30s suggests that industrial unionism
was & far from sufficient condition for the breakthroughs to
mass erganisation in France and the United States- End  a
broader temporal and spatial perspective sugygests that urder
faveurable conditions other forms of wunion organisation could

prove equally effectives

The first objection stresses the role of politics and the
sktate in the breakthrough to mass organisation of automabile
workers- Fevicionist historians of American lahour have shown
that without the pelitical context of the New Deal and the
support of the Ffederal govermmewt first under the Wagner Act

and then under the War Labkor Board, it is wnlikely that the
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viewly-formed industrial unions could have overcome the
resistance of the giant corporations such as GM and Egrd =2,
In france, it was the advent to power of the Popular Front in
1934 which triggered off the factory eccupations and enabled
the French Communist Party and the CGT to realise theinr
longstanding aspirations to organise these symbols of the
modern  proletariat. 1In Italy, too, successful organisation in
the car factories depended heavily on support from the
government and the law in the 1940s  and again in the late
19608 and early 70s, while industrial unions proved anable %o
resist determined maniagement offensives in periods of

pelitical reaction such as the 1920s and S0z ciea

In Britain, the rolitical context of the 1930z -
dominated by the National Government after the coellapse of the
Labour Party in 1931 -~ was  unfavourable towards a uniion
breakthrough in the metor industry. Some of the difficulties
in - organising the industry did stem from the structure and
policies of the wnions concerned, notably the craft unions?
attachment to  the standard district rate and friendly
benefits, issues of limited relevance to semi-skilled
pieceworkews, and the gemeral unions? Frecccupations with
sectors  outside automobiles- But  in periods when government
policies inhikited managerial resistance ~ the two world wars

and  the late 19%0s and early &0s - neth craft arel  geperal
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unions displayed considerable capacity for creative adaptation

in organising motor workers 223,

A further demonstration of the centrality of thé
political context and the variety of possibhle union structures
compatible with mass production can be seen in the cases of
Wwest Gewmany and Japan in  the postwar period. The Gevrman
trade unions emerged from the experience of Nazism and war
with a politicaliy heightened commitment to broad,
encompassing  industrial organisation. This went even further
than in the US, sinte & single umion was established for the
whole of the metalworking sector, and the strategy of
centralised bargaining was reinforced hy a legal framework
which limits the w~ight te strike te recognised wnions and
extends collective agreements to cover even wnunmionised firms.
But the political upheavals of the reconstruction period also
resulted inm & statutory system of works councils outside the
unions? direct control. The codetermimatien powers and *peace
obligations® af the works councils created the conditiens for
informal plant kargaining which has acted as a counterweight
to 4the centripetal pull of industry-wide negotiations caza,
In Japan, industrial wunionmism  on  the American model alse
spemed destined to Lbecome the dominant pattern in the early
postwar years. But during the early 1950, as national
politiecs swung against the left and the automohile companies

struggled for ecoramic survival, the centre of gravity shifted
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to enterprisze unions, involving both white and Bblue collar
workers in enterprise unions which relegated the industry—wide

federation te a residual role in collective bargaining €zsa,

Mass productiow of automobiles posed rew proklems of jok
control for trade wunions alongside the estaklishment of
collective bargaining itself. In  many countries, grievances
about the impact of Fordism on working conditions ard job
security were as important as wages in the early unionisation
drives. The 1926 sitdown strikes at Geaeral Motors, for
example, were sparked off by demands for an end to speed up on
the assembly lines. Eut by the late 19605 and early 705,
observers in  countries such as the US and West Sermany
believed that the institutionalisation of collective
hargaining there had resulted in  the sacrifice of theze job
certrol aspirations to the pursuit of ecomomic gains which did
ot threatern managerial prerogatives on  the shop floor. In
this light, radical critics of trade unions drew invidious
contrasts with the situatioen irn Britain and Italy, where
powerful and autonomous workplate organisations appeared to
exercise the direct controls ever the production process so

conspicuously absent at home Gies,

Fecent research on the automokile industry, has tended to

modify such  stark contrasts between national systems of
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industrial relations inm terms of the presevnce or absence of
jok corntrol. Ir EBritaiw, for example, shop stewards in many
car factories during the 1950s and &0s achieved a measure of
control over manning, workloads and Jjob definition that made
them +the envy of local militants in countries like the United
States. But jok contirol under shop stewards was more limited
and  precarious than i3 commonly supposed. Controls over the
productior process did net form part of a wider union strategy
but were tied imstead to sectional bargaining over piecework
prices, and there was little coordination even at the level of
the individual factory, perpetuating wide differentials
hetween shops and insecurity of earnings for the warkforce as
a whole. Such job controls were, moreover, rooted in EBritish
managementts own past modifications eof Fordzsm — its reliance
an  incentive systems rather than mechanisation and tight
supervision -— and their exercise irnvolved shop ctewards’
assuming considerable respoensibilities for coovdinating
production to achieve high levels of output. When management
strategies shifted away from piecework towards more direct
administration of productien during the 1370s, the weaknesses
of wnion  gwganisation at the company level made it
increasingly difficult for the stewards to defend the patterm

of job contral which had developed in the preceding period

ciwa
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In Italy, by contrast, direct cantrols over the
production process grew  out of the success of a Fordist
strateqy rather than its limitations. During the 1950s and
&0s, Fiat management reorganised car production on  Fordist
lines and recruited vast niumbers of sauthern migrants to fill
the resulting unskilled Jobs. It was these Froduction lire
workers who struck en masse in 1969-70, establishing a rnew
system of factory councils based on elected shop stewards.
Once in place, the factory councils used their rew-found power
not to push up the earnings of individual werl groups as in
Britain, hut instead to impose strict controls over workloads,
COmpress wage differentials, simplify jak clascifications and
make layvoffs close to impossible. In certain shops, stewards
hegan to experiment with a more cooperative style of shop
floor bargaining, but rolitical rivalries and the shifting
strategies af the national unions rushed workplace
ergarisation at Fiat away from any durakie accommodation with
management. As  the ecoromic and rFolitical <c¢limate hegan to
charge in the late 1%70s, this confrontational line isoclated
the factory coumcil from key sections of the Fiat workforce
and  left it vulnerakle to a managerial affensive aimed at
restoring productive flexikility. The failure of & compary -
wide strike dgainst redundancies in 1920 because of widespread
worke; defections resulted in a collapse of shop floor

organisation as sudden as its emergerce a decade earlier tiea,
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In the United States, the main constraints on managerial
prerogatives came not  firom direct controls over manning and
work organisation as in Italy and Britain, but rather from
contractually negotiated semiority rules ard grievance
procedures which govermed the allocation of workersz Letween
Jobs- While management was free to determine the initial Job
structure according to Fordist principles, the associatien of
wage rates and Job security rights with these job definitions
then imposed substantial rigidities on the deployment of
lakour in the plant. In recent years, these rigidities have
become a major problem for management in its attempts at work
reorganisation and their relaxation has assumed a key
significance 1in plant negotiations. In its heyday, the US
industrial relations system did net in itself preclude the
decentralised hkargaining over issues such as workloads which
was central to job control in  BEritain, since production

standard grievances remained strikeable during the life of the

contract. But LUAW leaders® preoccupation with company-wide
bargaining objectives — tagether with the centralisation of
corporate industrial relations policies and the growing

pelitical isolation of orgawised labouwr ~ left little roem in

practice for dynamic lIotal bargaining over shop floor issues

tawrs

Two more varigties of jok contrel, woeted in wvarying

management and unien strategies, can ke seen in the cases of



23

West Germany and Japan- Detailed studies of wWworkplace
industrial relations in West German car factories show that
while there are few constraints  on management’s ability to
allocate labour between Jobs, they are much less free than
their American or British‘cnuntewparts to lay off workers in
responise to fluctuations in demand. ~ As  we have seen, West
German works councils are legally prohibited from direct
negotiations over wages or calling strikes; and sectional
bargaining on Eritish lines is further discouraged hy the
unionts Freoccupation with industry-wide objectives. Rut the
works courcils also  have far-reaching statutory powers of
codetermination in Biring, dismissals and evertime which they
use systematically to protect the employment prospects of
their core constitutency in the factory- The result has heen
the development of lovig—term MINPOWe ™ policies in  the
enterprise - themselveg consonant Qith the orientation of some
German car firms towards specialised production and with
public apprenticeship programmes — which provide mest mum
security of employment in exchange for great flexihility in

the deployment of lakour Wwithin the enterprise €iea,

A saimilar trade—off between relative emplaoyment security
and  the flexible deployment of lahour within the firm can also
ke seewn in  the case  of Japan. While there is considerakble
cantroversy ahout the independernce of Japarese enterprise

unions - which often cgontain representatives of lower



24

management in leading positions ~ recent scholarship suggests
that these organisations can exercise considerable influence
on coampany policy through an extensive system of consultation
and consensus—hbuilding and through occasional alliances with
factions of management. Thus at Nissan, where the enterprise
union has been clesely linked with key managers, union leaders
have used their influence to impose greater restrictions on
work intensity and automation than at Toyota as well as to
ohstruct proposals for overseas production. Like German works
councils, Japanese enterprise uniens press corporaté
management to maintain maximum stability of employment for
their core workforce; and they are also concerned to regulate
the resulting inter—plant transfers so as to cushion their
impact orn individual workers- As the pace of industry
expansien has slowed since the mid=-1370s, union cooperation
and comsensus has been sustained by increasing stabilit§ of
employment within the factory, secured through mohility of the
corée workforce betweern Jjobs rather than through the use of
temporary and seasonal workers, who had previously played a
larger partrin responses to cyclical fluctuations. As we
shall see in the next section, such mokility forms part of a
flexible system of car production bgsed on fluid job roles and
hroad worker traiving which marks a ;iear bhreak with Fordist

principles €293,
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National systems of industrial relations thus differ in
the focus as much as the level of job control: direct controls
over the production Process in Britain and Italy; conmtractual
seniority rules and Job classifications in the US; and broad
employment guarantees ip West Germany and Japar - These
international variations in the focus of Job contirel stem as
much  from differences in strategy as fraom differences in
power:  from differences in management’®s interpretation gof
Fordism and in the responses of unions once established. Each
natioral pattern involves a complex balance of advantage and
congstraint for management and unions alike. But as the recont
decline of shop-floor organisation inm  Britain and  Ttaly
demonstrates, seme forms of joh control may prove  less
adaptakle than cthers to the demards of new product and labour

strategies.
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For nearly three decades after the Second World War, both
the American and European automobrile industries remained
faithful to the underlying principles of the Fordist model,
with wvarying degrees of modification to accommodate more
differentiated marketing strategies. But by the early 1970 a
series of forces were at work within the world economy which

would call this model into gquestion more fundamentally than

aéer before. Throughout the MWestern economies, the postwar
boom was losing momentum, with a small but visible slowdown in
overall growth rates. Majior mational car markets were
becoming saturated at existing income levels, and the
proportion of replacement demand relative o sales of new
models was rising- By the late 19605, for example,
replacement demand had reached 75-%0% of the US market with a
motorisation level of more than owne car for every two

people E=°2.

These trends made it difficult to achieve continued
economies of scale within national bhoundaries. Previocusly,
trade between manufacturing countries had concentrated on the
market segments furthest from the specialisation of domestic
producers, presenting little challenge to their product
ranges, as in the case of small car imports to the LS and

exports of large luxury cars from Germany and Sweden to other



27

Euraopean countries. - But wow slowly growing domestiec demarid
and  underutilisation of  capacity triggered off a scramble for
exports resulting in direct head—to—head competition hetween
mass  producers iy  the cere segments of each other?’s markets.
I 1960, for example, tross—national trade between West
European producers accounted for ZO0%  of total sales; by 1920
this figure had risen to 3&%. But while each of the major
Froducers moved down this road, orly the Japanese really
Succeeded in making a major impact across a4 wide range of
foreign markets. By 1980 the Japanese had seized Z3% of the

WS  market, 10% of the European market and a 28% share of world

imports. Since wo major manufacturer has been eliminated and
all companies fhave invested massively in rew productior
facilities, the resulting hboost to overall capacity has

exacerhated the struggle for market share. At the same time,
however, <the growing saturation of demand for basic trarnsport
has  foreced mass producers in gach country to explore riew forms
of  gproduct differentiation in order to appeal to market
seqgments increasingly sensitive to quality, techrnical

infovation and the special attributes of Froducts.

Superimpoged on thece structural trernds were a number pf
external shocks whick exacerkated the growitig crisis of the
Fordist model and brought it to a head in sudder  and
unexpected ways. Most dramatic were the o0il shocks of 1974

and 7% which sent retrol prices ssaring and created widespread
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consumer ‘alarm about the security of sources of supply. For
the first time since the war, absolute levels of world demand
fell off, declining by 1&% between 1373-5. While car sales
quickly recovered as pil prices fell back in real terms, they
never returned to previous growth rates, and demarnd fell again
by 12% between 1379 and i9%1. The o0il shocks also had a major
impact on the composition of demand within each market.
Growing consumer anxiety about petrol consumption set off a
headlong rush among producers to shift car designs in  the
direction of smaller, more fuel efficient cars- This move
towards ‘'downsizing' was most pronounced in the United States
where imports of small cars rose sharply at the expense of

domestically~produced *gas guzzlers’.

These broader trends in CONSUMET AWATENESS Were given
added bite by dramatic shifts in public policies. Governments
everywhere set out to contain their dependence on imported
energy sources by regulating the use and production of
automobiles. Particularly important were the LUS Corporate
Average Fuel Economy (CAFE) regulations which set mandatory
fuel consumption targets for domestic producers based on A
weighted average of their product ranges and forced them to
move towards a largey proportion of small  cars. Alongside
theze interventions in many countries came the proliferation
of regulations concerned with emissions contrels and vehicle

safety which gave a further impetus to product redesign-
!
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To many ohservers, -the events of the 1970s signalled the
clear %ransformation of automobiles into a mature Industry
characterised by slow growth of demand for a well defined and
technologically stable product- The *two 0il shocks appeared
to have acceleréted this process by eroding the
distinctiveness of national markets and promoting the
convergence of international demand on a limited range of
fuel-efficient cars. But viewed im the longer—term, these
assumptions about the development of international automobkile
markets proved ill-founded. Firstly, the oil shocks of the
70s did not signal a once—and-for-all shift to higher cil
prices. By the early 1980s OPEC was struggling to maintain
its .tohesion and oil prices were falling again in real terms,
as they had hetween the two shocks themselves- Secondly, the
fears aﬁout the exhaustion of gil resources commonly voiced in
the mid-70s came to appear exaggerated as recession and energy
conservation drastically reduced the fuel consumption of the
developed countries- The real long=-term consequence of the
0il shocks proved te be a growing trend towards instability of

raw material prices meore generally, which, reinforced Ly the

erratic fluctuations of excharnge rates throughout the
international ECONIOMY 4 created major difficulties in
forecasting demand and made large-scale investments and

locational decisions increasingly uncertain.
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Despite the wowldwide - Fressures  for greatey fuel
efficiehcy, moreover, the impetus to convergence of national
markets proved less intense than had'been expected. Economies
in  petrol consumption were secured across the whole spectrum
of car sizes, and markets such as that of the United States
remained distinctive in  the share of larger cars in total
demard. Within each national market, finally, competition
came to centre increasingly or the multiplication of an ever—
wider rarge of models and  vehicle tyres arnd the introduction
of new  product features sueh as aerodynamic bodies,

electronics and fuel injection, Fragmenting demand  into a4

larger mumber of less clearly defined segments. Observers
have accordingly come te characterise the internatioral
automobile industry  ip terms of tendencies towards 'de-

MIATUPr-ity or indeed as a neo—infant industry in which the
definition of the product and the conditions of competition

have once again kecome apen questions £xaa

No ore has done as much as the Japanese to rush the world
automolbile industry towards Tde“maturity' andg o orie  has
berefited as much from the market trends associated with it.
By 1932, Japan had become the world®s bhiggest automobile
Frofucer, with an amnual output of £.3 million cars, A0%
exported. The Japanese had WO & major stake in many Western
car markets ~ 23y ip the S  and Z.ey in Europe - and their

share would have been considerably highev hmad they not bean
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forced to accept wvoluntary import quotas in many cases- To
take the most extreme examples, Italy limits Japanese sales to
2,200 per year or less than 0.1% of the domestic market and

Franice to 2.7% r==3,

The Japanese industry sevived after the war as a low
velume, high cast producer catering for a protected home
market characterised by low incomes, poor roads and restricted
demand - Japanese producers initially set out to emulatg'the
fFordist mn&ei as far as possikle- Some companies such as
Nissan sought access to foreign technology and vehicle designs
through Jjoint ventures with Western companies such as Austin,
employment of consultant engineers and imports of machinery-
Others such as Toyota preferred to learn by doing rather than
buy in ready-made equipment and designs, capying Western
machines in their own workshops and adapting them to the
smaller wvolumes demanded by the Japanese market. But in both
cases, the Japanese struggle to catch up with their Western
competitors through continuous rationalisation and model
upgrading gave rise to distinctive modifications of Fordist
methods which would ultimately permit greater product

diversity and productive flexibility-

The Japanese pursued their dash for growth through the
constant redesign of their mariufacturing system and the
establishment of new relationships between assemblers and

suppliers and hetween managers and wWwbrkers substantially
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‘different fram thase prevailing in Westeprn car firms operating
on  Fordist principles. To offset the cost pernalties of low
velume production, the Japarese reduced their deperdence on
special-purpose machinery hy lowering minimum efficient scales
of  operation in each phase of the manufacturing process, hy

replacing  large machines with several small onies, attaching

special Jigs and fixtures to general-purpose eguipment,
perfecting quick die changes  and machine lset“ups, and
assembling several different moedels on the same line.-

Similarly, to reduce the capital costs of rapid expansion, the

Japanese cut down inventory and work—in—progres% as far as

Ppossible. Father than depending on large muffer stocks to
ensure  continuity of preduction, they developed Trhankan?
systems whereby components were produced to order and

delivered "Just—in-time' for the assemkly precess- ?Fust—in-
Time® systems highlighted bottlenecks in production and helped
to overcome the Foor reputation of Japanese products in export
markets by facilitating continnous quality control and defect
preverition i place of  the systems of inspection anrd

rectification used by HWestern car firms.

Te lessen their dependence on imperted comporents ared
facilitate continuous upgrading of models and rationalisation
af production, the Japarese assembhlers deliberately stimulated
the creatign of networks of specialist suppliers clustered

around the main factory, freguently  spun off from their own
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organisation. I contrast to prevailing Western practice of
vertical integration, multiple sourcing  and competitive
conkract tendering, the Japanese assemhblers decentralised

production as far as peossible %o componient suppliers with whom
they cultivated long—term relationships hased on single
sourcing and detailed collakoratien on product engineering and
techrology transfer. After the defegat of the industrial
unions in the early 1950s, the Japanese car manufacturers were
also able to undertake a major restructuring of workplace
relations as part of the hroader changes in‘ manufacturing
practice- In return for considerabkle security of employment
for their core labour force, the Japanese, as we have zeen,
created a highly flexihle system of working practices kased on
widespread Jjob rotation 1linked to broad worker training, a
wage system that facilitated transfers hetween posts without
constant remnegbtiation, and the devolution of responsikility
for task assignment and guality centrel to supervisors and
work groups- In the 19%0s the Japanese enjoyed the advantage
of wage levels well helow these of Western producers, but hy
the 19703 earnings in the car assembly plants had Dbegun to
cateh  up with Eurcepean standards and by the early 1330s had
pvertaken countries like Britain and Italy. As in Western
counktiries, koweveir, compensation levels in supplier firms
remain sukstantially lower, and the Japarese continue to enjoy
a relative cost advantage in this area hecause of their lower

degree of vertical integration.



The Japarese rnnovations  in car production hegan as a
series of ad hocg modifications to Fordist practice designred to
enakle them to match Western standards of efficiency and
gquality in mass production as quickly as possihle. BEut over
time these innovations came to form the basis of a new system
of production which could cutpace Western car manufacturers in
labour productivity, preduct quality ard cosgt competitiveness
while also vermitting the production of & wider rarnge of
models and more flexihle responses to market trends. With the
main  features of this system already in place, the Japanese
automobile industry took off in the 19605, pusted forward by
high ievels of investment and capacity utilisation within a
vapidly expanditng domestie market and  hy the first wave of
export sales. The oil shocks of the 13705 gave an added hoost
to  the Japanese industry hy cracking open the North American
market and realigrning demard in Frecisely those segments where
they wevre strongest. As  sales volumes soared, the Japanese
weva able ta achieve dramatic advantages in cost
competitiveness - gasg dreat as  $ZO00 per model over the
Americans - while at the same time achieving higher standards
of  guality and reliakility. This cost advantage, as a number
af detailed stydies show, is 1ot the rasult of greater
mechanisation nor Ean it be explained in any large measure hy
lower wages. Japanese comparies? pioneering use of CAD/CAM
systems has allowed them to capitalise on their Froductive

flexibility to speed up the introduction of rew models  and
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widen their product ranges, opening up & variety of specialist
market niches. And by the mid-1920s, their growing financial
and  productive strength had enakbled the Japanese to close the
design gap with the Europeans and force the pace in technical
irnpvation, leaving them poised to achieve competitive

superiority acress the entire product spectrum.

The crisis of the 19705 presented Western automobile
manufacturers with three main strategic¢ options which they
pursued singly and in  wvarious combinations- Faced with
changes in demand and new forms of international competition,
Western car firms could seek to revivify the Fordist model
through iwmcreased automation, decentralisation of production
to low wage areas abroad and reduction of manning and
compensation levels at home; they could seek to emulate the
Japanese by revamping their own manufacturing systems in the
direction of increased flexibility and product diversity; or
finally they ¢ould =eek to insulate themselves from the
effects of Adnternational trends through the pursuit of

protection and joint ventures in their domestic markets.

In the late $970s, the American producers in particalar
hased their strategy on the diagrosis discussed earlier that
international demand for cars was converging around a narrow

range of models. They hkelieved that +the vi1se iw o0il prices
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necessitated a once and for all design shife towards smaller
cars which would ke even more standardised than their
predecessorsg. This shift would revive the possibility of
further ecoromies of scale and cost reductions through the
introduction of wew forms of dedicated automation and  the
relocation of labour=intensive phases of production in low
wage areas abroad, a trend encowraged by the efforts of less
developed countries to attract multinational direct
investment. Costs in  the remaining domestic prodfuction
facilities cgoula thern he dramatically reduced by massive
cuthacks 1 employment and pressure on the surviving workforce
to  accept lower wages and revised working practices- The
most  ambiticus attempt to put  this "World Care strategy into
practice was GM'g *I~Car’, a small fuel-efficient model aimed
to bhe built ang sald world-wide, hut Ford, too, sought
ecomnemies of scale at a glebal level with its Escort—~Lynyx?
rroject, and European marfacturers such as Volkswagen egan
te step up  their investments in Third World coumtries such as
Mexico and Brazil- While most automokile companies tyrimmed
their workforce, these cutkacks reached dramatic levels in the
US  and the UK, where employment fall by more than 2S% Lhetween
1972 and 1921. The resulting uremployment, together with the
threat of increased overseas production, gave the companies

the opportunity to extract major conctessions from the wiions.
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The "World Car’® strategy quickly ran aground on a series
of unforeseen problems- Rather than the expected convergence
of mational markets, as we have seen, world demand for cars
entered a phase of progressive "de—maturity”’ and
diversification. Relocation in  Thivd Werld countries,
mareover, proved mo guarantee of low production costs: long
supply lines, large inverntories, poaor quality contraol and
unstable exchange rates more than offset the advantages of low
Wages. By the late 1970s, finally, ypolitical upheavals and

lakour militancy in cpuntries like Brazil had kegun to close

the wage gap with domestic manufacturing facilities. With %the
ingreasing importance of tailoring production to pirecise
segments of demand in individual national markets, even

General Motors had heen forced to retreat from its full-—
nlooded ‘'Werld Car' strategy Ly the early 1950s, though 1%
continues to source certain compenents  such as engines and

mivor mechanicals on a glekal hasis 3.

With the eclipse of the world car strategy, automohile
marnufacturers in the WS as in Europe have turned increasingly
towards efforts to emulate the achievements of the Japanese in
product diversity and productive fienwibility. As in the case
of responses to Fordism in a previous era, however, reactions
to the Japanese model have taken a variety of forms dependivg
on the configurations of wational markets, the political and

institutional context and the strategic choxrces of the wvarious
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actors  concerned. And just as the lessans of Fordism proved
ambiguous when the Europeans tried to appropriate them betweern
the wars, so toeo the sources of Japanese success have teen
subject to tountervailing ard often contradictory
interpretations by 2cademics and Western canr makers

alike c=w3,

Both in the US and in Europe the 1920s have seen far-
reaching renewal and restiructuring of model ranges . As
Volpato argues, in the US manufacturers’ efforts have ctentred
on large=scale entry into hitherto neglected market segments
invelving smaller vehicles and front-wheel drive, most rrotakly
in GM’3 new Saturn project for the production of a wholly riew
American small car. In Europe, on the . other hand, where

vehkicle designs were more advanced and model ranges wider,

efforts centred initially on the rationalisation and
integration of unhbalanced product lines through increased use
af common components. But in Loth regions car marufacturers

have Lecome inecreasingly concerned to offer a wider variety of
diztinctive rackages targetted at more narrowly defined market
seygments. The model replacement cycle has been aceelerated,
particularly througk the use of CAD/CAM, and there hac been a
multiplication of engine types as well as arn increasing
emphasis on specialised products such as people tarriers, off-

voad vehicles and high—performance saloons.
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But hoth European and American automobile companies have
cancentrated their greatest attention on production in order
to marrow the Japanese cost advantage and introduce a larger
measure of flexikility inte the manufacturing process- Much
of the effert and investment in this area has focused on the
introd;ction of new forms of automation aimed at improved
product quality and process efficiency rather than the
elimination of direct labour per se- Whereas in the past
automation had been associated with dedicated machines and
extreme productive rigidity, tectnological developments such
as reprogrammakle rokots have now made it possikle to comkine
high levels of automation with ingreased flexibility- Such
developments have accordingly reduced the importance of
economies of scale in many parts of the manufacturing protess,
bringing the henefits of automation within the wveach of
specialist as well as mass producers- But the new technology
also leaves censiderable scope for managerial choice and some
companies have gone further down this road than others. Fiat
set a pioneering example with its Rokogate system which
allowed several different Yhody types to he assembled on the
same line, and German producers such as VW  have largely
followed this lead. Giant multirnationals sueh as Ford of
Europe have felt less meed te move away from dedicated
equipment because of their akility to achieve considerakle
flexikility throuwgh switching production hetween plants in

different countries; while EL has turned increasirngly towards
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flexible automation after its negative experience with rigid

multiwelders installed on. the Metro lines at end of the 1%70s.

These thanges in product and  production strategies have
driven cap manufacturers to seek new relationships with their
component suppliers. Pressures towards improved quality and
lower costs along with the growing trend towards the use of
common cﬁmponents across  different models have led to the
ratioralisation of component supply networks and the
elimiration of weaker companies. But Western auvtomobile
producers have also set out to imitate the Japanese Kanban
model Ly developing closer and more collaborative
relationships  with the suppliers who remair. Many companies
have turned towards single sourcing' and long—term contracts
Wwith a smaller number of suppliers whom they expect to take
increasing responsibility ter quality control, techrical
inmovation and the reduction of inventory through freqguent
deliveries; and American antomohile manufacturers in
rarticular have rressed  component firms te relocate around
their main assembly plants. Even in the most advanced cases,
however, these changes have tended to fall short of the
Japanese example, since supply lines remain relatively long
and  manufacturers have found it difficult te resist the
temptation to offload the kurdens of freguent deliveries onto
their suppliers rather tharn helping them to develop geonuine

forms of Tivst=in—time’ production.
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Efforts to imitate the Japanese example have also led
furopean and American car manufacturers to seek far—-reaching
changes in shop—floor relationships and working practices-
Growing product diversity and the shift away from rigid
technologies c¢reates pressures for more fluid joh t1oles and
more flexikle deployment of l1ahkour withain the factory.
Management on both sides of the Atlantic has pursued She goals
of rhroader job classifications and the abolition of barriers
to lakour mobility: widespread wse of team warking, the
develution of certain skilled tasks to production weorkevs and
the relaxatien of demarcation lines on maintenance crews are
all examples of this trend. But as in the case of automation,
management retains considerable strategic choice 1in  the
development of working practices, and there remains  great
amhiguity about the implications of the Japanese example. In
some tases, as in Britain, management has heen most concerned
with +the reassertion oaf its anthority on the shop floor
against the unions and the improvement of productivity through
tighter discipline and move intensive working, with limited
aims in the area of flexikility. In other cases, management
tas made inmcreased flexibility of labour deploymernt a central
priority, whether imposed unilaterally as in  Italy or

nargained with trade unions as in West Germary and the US.

Where management has pursued increased flexibility of

working practices as a central ohjective, the institutional
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context of industrial relations and trade union strategies
have strongly conditioned the outcome. Ip Italy, as we saw in
the previous section, the trade unioens? rolitical commitments
and tactical rigidity made any durable accommodation with Fiat
management impossible, and after itg victory in the strike of
1930 the company  swept away shop floor controls and moved
rapidly to intraduce team working and job mokility. In West
Germany, industrial unions and works councils concerned with
Job security have heen quite prepared to c¢ollakborate with
managemernt in reordarising work practices to enhance
estabhlished patterns of flexible labour deployment, as in the
ctaze of the LODI agreement at Velkswagen which links wages to
skill within broad Job kards. Finally, in the US, the UAW and
its locals under intense pressure from managemenrnt have moved
slowly towards the relazation of seniority ryles and the
widening of jok classifications in exchange for greater Jab
security, protection against outsourcing and the prospect of
greater influence pver business decisiors. But in every case,
the growing demands frem maragement for increased productive
flexibility are forcing the uniens to rethink and revise Jok
control practices and bargaining strategies estahlished in the

heyday of Fordism c=es._

While Western car marnufacturers have soeught to  emulate
Japarese product, production and labour strategies, they have

also sought to insulate themselves to some  degree from the
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harsh winds of international competition thrrough government
protection and joint ventures with the Japanese themselves-
Nearly every major car wroducing nation maintains formal or
informal restrictions on Japanese imports of varying
imtensity- In some markets such as France, Italy and Spain,
Japanese cars are almost entirely excluded anmd in others such
as Britain and the US, domestic pressures have heew mounting
for some kind of laocal content legislation. At the samc time,
towever, Western manufacturers have entered commerclial tie-ups
with Japanege antoemobile companies in  hopes of learning to
emulate their production methods or failing that to gain a
finaﬁcial stake in Japanese success and keep intact their
dealer mnetworks by maintaining a full range of products-. The
Jap&nese, for their part, have responded %o these karriers
against their products. Ly moving into direct forelign
investment, either independently as in the case of Honda and
Nissan or in collaboration with local manufacturers. The
success or failure of these ventures which are still in their
early stages will prrove a major test of the transportability

of the Japanese model cutside its national hase t=e3.

By the 1%70s the modified Fordist systems practiced by
American and Eurupean automobile manufactuvrers had kecome
sluggish  and internally contradictory. Their factories were

bulging with dinventery and work—in-progrezs; mainterance and
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weirk scheduling were a constant proklem, resulting in frequent
interruptions of production; and hkigh volume output was
pursued at the expense of product quality. The diversity of
models ang options reguired for marketing stood in  tension
with the uniformity- ard  standardisation required for the
efficient operation gf & Fordist production system, and
Western car manufacturers had hecome extremely vulrerakle to

Any major disvuption in the postwar growth pattern.

The Japanese set  out initially teo adapt Fordist gystems
to the requirements of ap acteleirated catching-up Frocess, and
s0me¢  ohservers see‘theiﬁ achievement as a quantum leap forward
in  the same directiorn- The Japarese, in this view, have
brought out andg eliminated certain key imperfections inn the
Foerdist model , making it possible to combine product diversity
with mass  production on  an unprecedented gseale. In
consequence, the gap they have opened up can now be closed by
wegtern manufacturers through a straightforward Frocess of
erganisational imitation and management veform without a
fundamental . Teconsideration of estakblished strategy and
practice. Seme automobile manufacturerS‘appear to share this
View, riotakbly Ford, whose "After Japan~ Frogramme concentrates
en  automation, irventory reduction and quality control with
more limited shifts i perconnel rolicies and relations with

suppliers caxra
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Othew observers, Ly contrast, see the Japanege
innovations as a deeper challenge to the Fordist model which
reverses its central principles and points towards the
emergence of a gualitatively mew system of production. This
system, which can be termed flexihle specialization and has
heernn ohserved across a wide range of induastrial sectors,
depends on the combination of increasingly flexihle, general-
purpose eguipment and a skilled, adaptable labour force to
manufacture an ever more diversified range of products faor
which economies of scale are becominyg decreasingly important.
Not only the Japanese but also some Western automokile
manufacturers seem to be moving in this direction, notakly the
Germans and the Swedes with their growing emphasis on multi-
ckilled work teams to exploit the full potential of flexible
automatioen systems for the manufacture of a changing arvray of

figh yuality products™®.

Fecent developments in the international automobile
industry have undermimed the foundations of the Fordist model
as it developed in the postwar period- But many of the
estahlished features of automekile producktion can still ke
discerned, while the more recent innovations are susceptible
to elakoration in diffevent directions. CAD/GAM systems have
reduced the lead time for the intreoduction of mnew models,
facilitating the develeopment of wider product vranges; but Lhe

increasing complexity of the product and the diffienlties of
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integﬁating automobile subsystems experiencing different rates
of _innovation keeps research and development costs high and
creates financial proklems for smaller manufacturers. While
there has been a qualitative expansion in the available range
of wvehicle types  and models; the use of common components and
subsystems has  also hecome increasingly important in the
generation of nmew variants. Flexibhle autemation équipment ard
changes in joh design have lowered minimum efficient scales of
operation in many stages of component production and vehicle
assembly, but substantial economies of sealé still remain in
the manufacture of major mechanicals such as engines and
gearbgres, leading to growing reliance on joint ventures aon
the part of smaller producers. The wew automation egquipment
tan  be used to decrease bhatch sizes and eliminate machine
pacing for more broadiy skilled workers, or c¢an serve instead
to move towards the ideal of a *worker—less factory? through
the integration of complex seguernces of transfer machines.
While overall skill levels have clearly been rising, it
remains Wncertain, finally, whether this tendency will be
corfined to the development of a wider range of
interchangeahility bhetween semi-skilledq Joks or will lead
instead to the emergence of new johb categories which more
fundamertally erode the hourndary ketween skilled and semi-—
skilled taske. Current  practice in automobile companies
accordingly  ranges fram the reduction of rigidities in the

manufacture of a broadly standardized product line to
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conscious efforts at building maximum flexibility inte all

aspects of an increasingly diversified produetion process-

The changed market conditions and new technologies of the
1970s and 0s have brought with them shifts in  competitive
strategy and manufacturing practice which pose a fundamental
challenge to the Fordist model. But as in the case of the
emergence and diffusion of Fordism itself, the oubtcome of itz
crisis tor the future of the automobkile industry and its
workers will ke determined not by some intrinsic imperatives
of markets and technology but rather by the strategic choices
of coerporate managemanys, trade Hricns and national

governments.
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