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T

O ANALYSE THE ROLE OF THE FORD MODEL IN EUROPE
we need to first accomplish the daunting task of defining the widely used concept of Fordism, an
idea whose fate has been similar to that of much other trailblazing thinking. Although it once made
possible major qualitative advances in analysis of the development of the auto industry and capitalism, Fordism is now a springboard for all sorts of jumps, and has been distorted to such an extent
that no one dares define it anymore, preferring to rely on commonplace notions. Given the success
of the concept of Fordism and its ubiquity, and because of all the work that has used it as a starting
point, we find ourselves in a position today of having to ascertain the limits of its relevancy – and
we should have no compunction about asking whether in fact it has any meaning at all anymore
(and if so, how it should be redefined).
Towards this end we first review the main uses that have been made of this concept and show
the urgency of eliminating any vagueness and confusion relating to it. We suggest several clarifications to pave the way to a number of distinct notions: intellectual division of labour; national growth
mode; profit strategy; and productive model. A recapitualtion of the Ford production system’s
uncertain development (and early crisis) will help us identify the macroeconomic and societal
enabling conditions that the system needed to become a productive model. We then offer a more
operational definition of a ‘Fordian model’ based on a specific analysis of the operation of the historical Ford system and show to what extent it should be distinguished from the Taylorist and
Sloanist models with which it is systematically confused. We conclude by raising further research
questions and providing criteria that will allow us to ascertain who has in practice employed a
‘Fordian model’.

1. Does the concept of “Fordism” mean anything
anymore?
Ford Motor Company’s spectacular performance during the 1910s and the radical novelty of its production system and employment policy were noticed and praised by a host of observers, industrialists, right and left-wing politicians, intellectuals, artists, and union leaders. People thought they were
in the presence of a capitalist firm that could offer high wages over the long run whilst lowering the
price of something that had been a luxury good, and which would be made accessible to an evergreater proportion of the general population (as long as people accepted a “rationalisation” of work
and a transformation of their lifestyles). Although industrialists preferred to talk about the “Ford system” or “Fordisation”, in the 1920s intellectuals and politicians began to use the expression
“Fordism” when referring to “Ford’s doctrine”. In the 1930s, certain observers (following the exam45
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ple of Antonio Gramsci, philosopher and co-founder of the Italian Communist Party) even started
discussing a transformation of capitalism itself. During the 1970s and in homage to Gramsci, economists from France’s School of Regulation revived this expression and used it to describe the selfperpetuating economic process that had been observed during the post-War boom years, one that
was based on a redistribution of mass production-driven productivity gains and on a generalised and
regular rise in the purchasing power of wages1. At the same time, sociologists and historians began
to use this term (often linking it to Taylorism) when referring at a company level to the mass production system and assembly-line work organisation that had prevailed in the industrialised nations’
manufacturing sector since the Second World War, and that was now being diffused to the developing world.
To be fair to this concept and to its inventors and more open-minded users, we should remember the research problems it has allowed us to resolve or overcome2. The first merit of the macroeconomic studies done by the School of Regulation is to have divided capitalism into separate periods, a breakdown better able to account for the exceptional economic and social growth of the 19501970 period and the durable slowdown of activity since the monetary and oil crises of the early
1970s. The planned and generalised redistribution of most productivity gains into greater purchasing power for the general population has been portrayed as the event that gave birth to the boom of
the post-War years and to a generalisation of so-called mass production. Unsurprisingly, the exhaustion of these same productivity gains, notably because of increasingly heavy investment, was portrayed in some quarters as an endogenous cause for the crisis of this type of growth regime (henceforth called “Fordist”). This vision has turned out to be more fertile than the two others that prevailed at the time (and which contrasted with one another): Monopolistic State Capitalism, an idea
designed by Communist economists who thought they were in the presence of a stage of capitalism
that called for a socialisation of the means of production; and a vision wherein the sudden cessation
of growth in 1974-75 was merely an after-effect of a few transitory imbalances, since in the opinion
of its proponents, capitalism had clearly already devised the definitive recipe for reconciling economic growth, free enterprise and social progress3.
The second merit of Regulation theory is to have embedded the Fordist growth regime in a specific wage labour nexus – based on an acceptance once and for all of the primacy of a company’s
management in the definition of work organisation in return for a progressive and moderately hierarchical rise in the purchasing power of wages. This idea engendered a slew of stimulating pathways
between macro and meso levels of analysis. School of Regulation labour economists saw workplace
Fordism, such as it was being described and theorised at the time by numerous historians and sociologists, as an inevitable mirror image of national Fordism. They thought they could bridge the gap
between the two approaches, merging them into one Fordism to be represented henceforth as a projection at two different levels of a single reality.
In reality, these sociologists and historians were employing the term “Fordism” less accurately
and usefully than School of Regulation economists were doing. Fordism was being presented as
a logical extension of Taylorism, which had in their opinion instituted a division between the
design and execution of work. Moreover, because of its fastidious and maniacal prescription of
everything down to the smallest gesture, Fordism had supposedly pushed this division as far as it
could go. Although the expression “Taylorism-Fordism” was used to refute the diffuse technological determinism that some pundits still believed in, this still had the enormous drawback of
inducing the idea that it was enough to abandon one of these models’ alleged attributes (such as
stopwatch timing, a methods department, assembly-line work, or the separation between manufacturing and maintenance, etc.) for the gap between design and execution to be eliminated and
for a durable reversal of the division of labour to begin. The damage this vision inflicted during
the debates on post-Taylorism and post-Fordism (and again today with the “return to Taylorism”
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that certain people have been predicting) is common knowledge. As we will see below, Taylorism
is nothing more than a historically delayed, temporary, and relatively insignificant form of the
division between design and execution. Moreover Fordism was born in opposition to Taylorism,
which was judged to be not efficient enough to guarantee production quantities and quality in a
timely manner.
In short, people use the expression “Fordism” indiscriminately nowadays to talk about a plethora of things including: assembly-line organisation, work fragmentation, the prescription and codification of all tasks, de-skilled and repetitive labour, work rates, the use of unskilled labour,
omnipotent methods departments, the separation of design and execution, the tyranny of foremen,
excessive hierarchy, rigid procedures, classification and norms, continuous flow production,
planned production, integrated value chains, single item product lines, large series production,
mass production, mass consumption, an emphasis on productivity, an obsession with volume, production-driven sales and consumption, top-down decision-making, high wages as the price of
social harmony, redistributing productivity gains into purchasing power, institutions that contribute to the corresponding wage labour nexus, and others too numerous to mention. The greater
the number of traits attributed to Fordism the more they lose in coherency, and many people today
are more comfortable and find it more expedient to define Fordism as everything that precedes and
contrasts with what we are supposedly witnessing today, namely: flexibility, responsiveness, diversity, innovation, the removal of barriers, less hierarchy, people who are responsible for themselves,
multi-competency, professionalisation, raising of skills, an inverted division of labour, dialogue,
individualised pathways, wages and assessment, financial profits, customer service, market orientation, and many more.
But as soon as we start to analyse each of the traits attributed to Fordism and its alleged successors, it becomes apparent very quickly that none are specific to any one configuration. Is Fordism
the child of a combination of the aforementioned traits? This may be the case, but must all these
elements exist for Fordism to exist? Which traits are necessary and sufficient in and of themselves?
Above all, what explains their specific combination or coherency with one another - a mindset, a
paradigm, institutions, a culture, a historical movement, a compromise, a productive and social philosophy, practices, shared challenges, etc.?
As we can see, it makes no sense to perpetuate current imprecision and confusion, especially
when asking (as we are doing here) who were the real Fordians. Using the concept of Fordism in
research nowadays without any prior conceptual clarification cannot help but generate erroneous
results; smoke screens; and even worse, idle chat4.

2. A need to devise analytically distinct concepts in lieu of
the general term “Fordism”
So where does all of this lead us? Knowledge can only advance via an unending repetition of a cycle
in which the shortcomings of proposed theorisations are identified; concepts clarified; hypotheses
given; field surveys undertaken; theories developed; the incipient analytical scheme’s limitations and
dead ends tested; and new research questions asked – the process that we have tried to follow as part
of the GERPISA research programmes. The present section will try to clarify the concepts that are
needed to replace the hodgepodge that the “Fordism” concept has become. We will be looking for
ideas that are distinct and operational, and these clarifications and distinctions will sketch out a new
analytical matrix. Now, everyone knows that matrices of this sort do not actually reproduce reality.
Rather they are ways of seeing things as they really are – and of better understanding the real world
in all of its (limited but renewable) diversity.
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A. Fordism and Taylorism are merely transitory and non-exclusive forms of the
separation between design and execution
They are neither defined by this separation nor did they give birth to it. They are not even the
culmination thereof. The separation between design and execution is more accurately described as
the “intellectual division of labour”, since no task is so limited that it does not require a minimum
of thinking and previous learning. It is a particular and historically specific form of the division of
labour. It spread via the diffusion of a capital-labour relationship contrasting with the product and
guild-defined division of labour that had once prevailed in Europe. Retrospective illusion has given
some people the impression that before the “Scientific Organisation of Work” was introduced,
labour used to be quasi-craftsmanlike, reflecting the unequal distribution of intelligence throughout
society. Yet the intellectual division of labour had already gone through a number of stages by this
time – many of which were much more significant and decisive than Taylorism or Fordism ever
were. Clearly it is not possible in the present article to write a complete history of this subject, which,
contrary to popular belief, has had a tormented and varied past that remains largely unexplored.
However, in my opinion, there is one analytical matrix that has survived the passage of time relatively unscathed (compared with so-called Japanese model of re-skilling or competency mobilisation
that is in serious difficulty today). This concept is the intellectual division of labour’s development
in relation to the diffusion of the social relationship that gave birth to it, that is, the capital-labour
relationship.
Remember that when the capital-labour relationship first manifested itself the interests of market-oriented capital moved to appropriate what actors should demand as well as their ability to
decide which type of products they should be making. This appropriation was the founding act of
the intellectual division of labour, with “complete” workers losing the ability to influence negotiations with customers likely to be interested in the goods they were making - and thereby losing control over the value attributed to their labour. Once this aspect of the production process had been
“hived off”, the intellectual division of labour continued by dividing up the manufacturing process,
operating at the behest of manufacturing capital interests that delegated product design and manufacturing responsibilities to a new category of employees (called foremen) before splitting the overall process up amongst a series of professions born out of this segmentation of the “complete” job.
Design and supervision were then separated, before being further subdivided at the behest of the
interests of industrial capital. Similarly, each manufacturing profession was divided between industrial operations carried out by employees working on (and maintaining) multipurpose machines,
and the many handling operations that accompanied them and which were allocated to unskilled
labourers. In terms of the manufacturing process itself, the ensuing phase consisted of replacing
manufacturing and machine maintenance work by specialised machine supply and supervision
operations, on the one hand, and by maintenance work, on the other. Unskilled labourers were promoted to machine operatives. Most manufacturing professionals disappeared, a few staying on as
maintenance workers.
Here it is very important to understand that the intellectual division of labour entails more than
merely separating tasks on the basis of how much knowledge and experience they require. Instead
and above all, this type of division involves changing the intellectual content of tasks, notably by
introducing technological processes designed towards this end. An intellectual division of labour can
for example, assume the surprising form of rearranging and recombining once separated tasks or
functions that are completed using a competency which has already been modified and de facto
diminished5. Examples include a slew of maintenance and quality control operations. Thanks to
automatic detection mechanisms and standardised pre-determined parts or modules exchanges,
such operations can be delegated at lesser cost to operatives who have only received a short period
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of training. Certain companies’ “promotion” of these operatives to a new “manufacturing professionals” category is nothing more than a traditional way of getting people to accept a new work
organisation and hiding what is really at stake - in the present case, something that should really be
called the “de-skilling” of labour and of maintenance employees. So how should we portray
Taylorism and Fordism using this sort of analytical framework?
Each major phase in the intellectual division of labour redefines the terms of work-related uncertainty. When Taylor first put forward his ideas it had been a long time since the main issues had
been how to relate to one’s customers or how to fund one’s means of production. Nor were product
design or production process organisation prime concerns, as had been the case during the “manufacturing” phase. With industrialisation, employees either became “machine-using manufacturing
professionals” or else unskilled labourers who retained responsibility for their own work rates and
continued to determine how much time was needed to accomplish the tasks facing them – since
they were the only persons able to make these decisions and to resolve the endless difficulties they
faced in achieving their goals.
Clearly one major problem is a great variability in the time required to complete a given task or
in the quality of a person’s work - not to mention certain employees’ use of “work slowdown” practices to improve their bargaining position in view of future piecework rate negotiations. A host of
technical, organisational, managerial and social solutions were thought up and implemented – in
other words, Taylor’s method was only one of many. Moreover, it has often been portrayed wrongly, involving neither a radical split between work preparation and execution, or even a stopwatch
dictatorship. The Taylorist preparation of labour consists of finding out which sequence of operations and gestures are the most efficient and economic in time and energy. For good reason this
sequence is ascertained after consultations with the most skilful and experienced employees, not
secretly in an office somewhere. A Taylorist engineer is a front-line operative, much as Taylor himself was. The sequence deemed to be optimal does not undermine the intellectual logic driving a
task’s completion or a product’s manufacture - unlike other systems, notably assembly lines (see
below). By rationalising these actions and making them more systematic, Taylor’s method socialises
the processes that the most efficient employees have devised themselves, and does this in a different
way to a random, conditional and socially skewed inter-worker transmission of knowledge. The first
error has been to believe that the sequences established in this way and the times allocated (or negotiated) on a stopwatch basis will comprise an optimal solution regardless of the individuals, situations and circumstances involved. The second error has been to assume that substantial higher wages
suffice for people to accept and apply fixed operational modes. The third has been to imagine that
employers will actually offer higher wages and no longer use the unemployment weapon to get people to accept the new work norms.
Taylor’s method was supposed to reduce work-related uncertainty as it had evolved at a particular phase in the intellectual division of labour. It did not purport to act upon the actual division
itself, since this would have been beyond its purview. Taylor himself said this, surprised at the success of his idea. In certain favourable conditions Taylor’s methods did reduce work-related uncertainty and improve performance, but the main problems remained. Work rates, production volumes
and product quality continued to be directly dependent on employees, their individual capacities
and desires and the agreements they signed. More broadly and as we will see below, the Taylorist
model was a productive model that tried to implement (amongst other things) a profit strategy
which emphasised diversity and flexibility as profit sources. This was one possible strategy within the
framework of the modes of growth that were around during the first half of the 20th century, especially in Europe6.
It was a new leap towards an intellectual division of labour that again transformed the contours
of this debate. This leap forward consisted of removing employees’ control over the amount of time
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they spent on their manufacturing-maintenance operations. It was achieved by introducing specialised machine tools and assembly-line work on the one hand, and by separating manufacturing and
maintenance on the other7. Handling operation workers could now become machine or assembly line
operatives, whereas manufacturing professionals were given a choice between moving to generally
smaller or medium-sized companies where the intellectual division of labour might not yet be so
advanced or else becoming maintenance workers (or even joining the ranks of the unemployed).
Specialised machine tools like the assembly line broke for the first time with an existing intellectual logic of labour. This is because they inferred uniform working times at each workstation
(called “cycle times”) as well as distances of identical length from one station to the next. An entirely new problem arose at this juncture. To avoid wasting time and space and to preclude any line disturbances, operatives at each workstation would have to undertake a specified number of operations
whose requisite execution, i.e., operating time and space was to be as closely matched as possible to
the cycle time and to the inter-workstation distance. Assembly line work operations were to become
independent of one another and distributed randomly amongst the workstations. The product’s
functional logic, which had given meaning to the sequence of manufacturing operations, disappeared. Deprived of all intellectual sustenance, operatives would be forced to memorise operations
that were entirely unrelated.
We know that this breakdown (called “balancing”) of elementary operations between assembly
line workstations never quite succeeded in getting operating times (the sum of the times needed to
carry out the operations allocated to a given workstation) to match the cycle time exactly. Balancing
would be particularly off whenever a variety of products and persons were involved. Where a given
operation presented several variants (i.e., a different sized screw might require a few tenths of a second more to be tightened) the workstation’s operating time had to be raised to account for this.
Operating time calculations would also have to account for situations where workers succeeding one
another at a given workstation were unable to complete its operations at the same speed of execution. Also, operations would have to be redistributed and the balancing recalculated each and every
time a product modification was introduced, a frequent occurrence. This would lengthen preparation and explanation times. The assembly line also created interdependency between workstations
so that a problem arising at one of them had a knock-on effect on the others. The line would freeze
any time someone was absent and not replaced immediately, whenever a mechanical incident took
place, if the supply of a given part was interrupted or if a product flow were poorly synchronised
between different lines or line sections or interrupted upstream or downstream. In addition, work
would be disturbed whenever an operation was poorly executed or forgotten. All in all, time
wastages, production shutdowns and the need to recruit additional persons (as replacements, quality controllers, alteration specialists, etc.) could increase the time theoretically needed to achieve a
given output by more than 50%.
So how should we represent the productive models that appeared in the automobile industry at
this stage in the intellectual division of labour (the Fordian, Sloanist, Toyotist and Honda models, if
the typology we have developed is a relevant one)? In terms of this one aspect, note that all three models offer different recipes for reducing the time wastage that results structurally from the application of
assembly line and specialised machine-tool principles8. Of course, each model will act upon a different
technical element to achieve its purpose. A Fordian line is not a Sloanist, Toyotist or Honda one.

B. Fordism and Henry Ford reconsidered
As a second clarification, the national growth regime that the School of Regulation called
“Fordist” and which supposedly characterised the post-War boom years owed little to Henry Ford
and only affected a few countries at best. It has been claimed that Henry Ford decided in 1914 to
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pay his workers them fixed hourly wages totalling $5 for an 8-hour workday so that they could purchase Model Ts, a decision he announced with a great deal of fanfare. His real reason was to stave
off a dramatic haemorrhaging of his workforce, with many workers having refused “to be put in
chains”. He also wanted to put an end to the social upheaval that was taking place, and was mostly
successful in this respect. It was only much later, once he discovered that the upwards curve of his
sales was being constrained by the insufficient purchasing power of the vast majority of his
employees that Ford theorised industrial and economic reasons to offer them high wages, reproducing (and popularising) an incipient idea taken from elsewhere. As was his wont, Ford
launched a public campaign, this time aimed at his fellow employers, trying to convince them
that his policy made sense (in the naive belief that he could persuade them to do the same).
Unsurprisingly this failed, amongst other reasons because Ford did not realise that labour unions
could be useful allies. This was an era when unions were seeking to contract pay increases on a
national and branch-wide basis, and were the only parties in a position to offer the necessary
counter-guarantees. In the name of employers’ unshared authority Ford fought the unions until
the very end, thus working against his own interests.
It was Alfred Sloan who understood the need to recognise unions and to negotiate with them
guaranteed wage increases and other social benefits. Most importantly in the late 1940s he allowed
them to convert the agreements they had signed with General Motors into benchmarks they could
force upon the entire automobile industry and even beyond. To be entirely accurate, the so-called
“Fordist” growth regime should be called “Sloanist”.9 Of course, locked up in a cell Antonio Gramsci
had no chance to familiarise himself with Henry Ford’s mistakes, having been limited to Ford’s most
publicised writings and commentaries relating to them. In our social mythology (notably in Charlie
Chaplin’s films and Diego de Rivera’s murals) and in academic literature there remains the term
“Fordism”, efficiently revived by the Regulationists to designate the growth regime that characterised
the post-War boom years. In reality, everyone understood or thought they understood what was at
stake. It is also true that the expression “Fordism” did not contribute much to the diffusion of
Regulationist theses.
Of course, it did raise two problems. Attributing to Ford what belongs to Sloan is not just a question of historical accuracy. In truth the error would be minor if it did not have such major theoretical consequences, i.e., it kept us from seeing the real source of Henry Ford’s problems. Even if Ford
had changed the Model T or adopted an internal braking system he could no longer expect to
achieve any new economies of scale since the market for products considered at that time to be bottom-of-the-range would not be able to grow any further in the absence of a sufficiently generalised
rise in household purchasing power. And yet, Ford’s “volume” strategy (solely based on the one
source of profit) plus his product policy and production system could only become viable if this particular form of national income distribution were implemented. Sloan was no more than a simple
cog in the establishment of a new form of national income distribution in the United States. What
this required in fact was the particular post-Depression conjunction of several processes that went
far beyond any one actor’s capacity for comprehension or action: a reinforcement of labour and popular movements; a destabilisation of American capitalism; protectionist urges across the world; the
breakdown of so-called mass production; the Second World War with all of its deprivations; intensive ideological efforts in numerous political and intellectual circles; a fear of Communism, etc. All
these processes combined to create conditions favourable to the de facto establishment of a national compromise in which productivity gains were shared in exchange for an acceptance of the new
work organisation. This compromise was not a masterpiece concocted by a genius inventor somewhere. Instead it was the product of more or less mandatory and involuntary decisions taken by
many different actors who discovered ex post facto that when combined the sum total of these decisions could comprise a system.
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There is however another reason why we should reconsider the way in which the expression
“Fordism” has been used to refer to the growth regime of the post-War boom years. A more in-depth
international comparison would teach us that this allegedly “virtuous circle” featured modalities and
foundations that varied from one country to the next. In the United States, France and Italy internal productivity gains were split in a way that enabled a regular and moderately hierarchical growth
in all households’ purchasing power, but in West Germany and Sweden it was international specialisation (and in Japan it was price competitiveness) that allowed for this same type of redistribution. The significance of these variations can be witnessed in the crises of the 1970s. Whereas the
U.S., France and Italy were profoundly destabilised, Germany, Sweden and Japan were on the contrary galvanised, since they were (for various reasons) better prepared to cope with greater international competition. Furthermore, Germany and Sweden’s industrial specialisation and Japan’s export
market price competitiveness had no direct link to rising productivity and “mass production”. Not
only was the FRG more than just Volkswagen but the success of its national model (until the 1989
German reunification) was predicated on the “quality specialisation” strategy that most of its export
firms were pursuing10. Similarly, Japan’s price competitiveness, long a reflection of wage differentials
before becoming a counter-effect of currency parities, turns out over the long run to have been based
on Japanese firms’ invention of original productive models, something that was undermined in the
1990s by the bursting of the property speculation bubble and by an accumulation of bad loans in
the banking sector.
This is why Robert Boyer and I agreed to use neither the term “Fordism” nor its variants
(“Peripheral Fordism”, “Truncated Fordism”) in our book Productive Models or in our shared writings. These are all expressions that our colleagues in the School of Regulation have deemed appropriate to apply when describing countries that do not fit in with the canonical characteristics of
“Fordism”. We have replaced them with a typology of eight national modes of growth, each designated by its preferred driver of growth (consumption, investment, export) and by the particular
form of national income distribution it has adopted (coordinated, competitive, shortage and inegalitarian). These headings, albeit not particularly picturesque or colloquial, have the merit of indicating the characteristics of the two components comprising any given mode of growth, thereby
constraining (without entirely precluding) any semantic deviations. Most importantly, we offer a
typology that is not as summary as its predecessors were. It enhances peoples’ vision and understanding of growth modes’ (limited) diversity. We have used the expression “growth mode” and not
“growth regime” as some Regulation theorists do since this latter term encompasses other components that are not relevant to understanding the potential of the profit strategies followed by the
firms we observed11. Towards this end we have made a constant (and in our opinion indispensable)
attempt to openly test any and all limitations regarding the relevancy of our concepts so we can
replace them as quickly as possible by other more fertile ones12.

C. Volume strategy, Fordism and mass production
As a third clarification, the “ volume” strategy, basically geared towards economies of scale,
should not be confused with the Ford production system nor with what is more broadly called “mass
production” (and not even with what we call the Fordian model below). In reality there is more than
one way to implement this profit strategy. There is nothing self-evident about a concept of
economies of scale, which can be used in varying contexts (with each utilisation drawing on a different definition thereof). In our efforts to clearly distinguish between firms’ sources of profits, we
have considered economies of scale as savings obtained by spreading fixed costs (i.e., those expenditures that cannot be adjusted to variations in demand, including investments, product design costs,
workforce training expenses, marketing or administrative costs, etc.) over a greater number of iden52
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tical products (parts or complete products). This occurs when demand rises for a given product,
when parts are communalised amongst different products (be it a firm’s own output or rival products sourcing from the same supplier), when new models re-use parts from older models, when a
model’s working life is extended under certain conditions, etc.13 What also comes out of this is that
the substitution of capital for labour cannot be conceptually assimilated to economies of scale. This
assimilation or confusion stems from the “modernist” belief that it is only possible to lengthen a
series (and therefore to achieve economies of scale, as long as the market absorbs the surplus output
being produced) if increasingly productive labour-saving machines are used14. We know this to be
wrong, as Ford himself wrote, as his experience showed, and as numerous examples prove.15
The profit strategy we have described as “volume”-based is one that relies above all on economies
of scale. This prioritisation tries to generate the required level of profit all by itself and excludes certain other strategies such as the commonisation of parts or a “volume and diversity” strategy, where
economies of scale are combined with gains derived from “surface” diversity. Conversely, the typical
“volume” strategy applies a single model aimed at a “core target” of “deeper” market segments, or
the extension of a model’s working life by re-orienting it towards a new customer base, such as one
that is in an initial equipment acquisition phase: young persons, women, developing countries, etc.,
as long as volumes are sufficient and it costs no more to maintain its production than it does to
replace them. To pursue a “volume” strategy durably, demand must grow constantly and be homogeneous, and the workforce has to be abundant and active. Mass-producing fewer standard models
that are specific to each major market segment will of course enable lower prices and greater solvency for a greater share of the population - but market extension runs out of steam quickly if
national income distribution is not coordinated and relatively egalitarian.
A “volume” strategy also necessitates increasing quantities of the right type of workforce. For this
to occur, first of all there need to be sufficient reserves. This happens for example when there is significant underemployment; when certain social categories (rural population, women, etc.) become
wage-earners; when internal or external migrations take place; or when production units are located in those “emerging” countries where products and profits can be re-imported without punitive
taxation. This workforce must also be usable, i.e., it has to possess the requisite characteristics for the
chosen work organisation. Clearly it is very hard to unite these market and labour conditions at a
national level, and even more so at an international one. We know of no growth modes that can
guarantee such conditions. This is why it has only been possible to pursue a “volume” strategy on
an exceptional and/or temporary basis (i.e., during market takeoff phases). Also on many occasions
the strategy has soon been in trouble, either because of the fact that a market’s limitations cannot be
overcome in growth modes that are marked by a competitive distribution of national income, or else
due to the socially and geographically diversified demand that is found in modes featuring coordinated distribution and moderate hierarchy.
Only egalitarian regimes in centralised and administered economies are theoretically in a position to be able to durably guarantee the conditions in which a “volume” strategy can be viable: an
absence of market uncertainty; homogeneous demand; the lack of alternative products; the obligation to employ people, and for people to work. However, as shown by the Communist countries,
economies of this sort will in fact introduce other obstacles to impede the strategy’s success, notably
inconsistent sourcing and irregular work rates. Even once its enabling conditions have been met, a
“volume” strategy implies that the means can be found to ensure continual economies of scale. With
regards to product policy, such means must make it possible to offer (in an increasing number of
countries) an individual transportation product that is judged for a certain period of time at least to
be necessary and sufficient in both price and utilisation terms for the needs either a vast majority of
the population or of a large market segment. In design, supply, manufacturing and sales terms, the
productive organisation must be conceived of in such a way as to ensure that specialised facilities are
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put to continuous use. The employment relationship must offer conditions of employment that are
sufficiently attractive to get people to accept a type of work that consists of reproducing the same
object time and time again. If a firm can come up with means that are capable of satisfying the aforementioned requirements, it will have to share a double conviction: that there is a need to make available to the greatest possible number of people one or several standard products that fulfil the population’s essential needs and aspirations; and also that achieving a coordinated and relatively egalitarian distribution through economies of scale is a good idea.

3. The Ford production system and the “Fordian model”
These enabling conditions for a “volume” strategy help us to understand the problems that Henry
Ford had to face so early on in the United States, and abroad in Europe and Japan. Retrospective
attempts to smooth out the rough edges of the past (to convince people of the novelty of Fordism)
has made non-specialists forget about two very important historical facts: the trials and errors and
uncertainties that featured in the development of the Ford production system; and the fact that it
was soon in crisis. We will review these two factors now and see why it is that the “Fordian” model
was only really born after the Second World War; and to what extent it differs substantially from the
Taylorist and Sloanist models.

A. The Ford production system: developmental trials and errors followed by crisis
High-volume output and falling prices preceded both the introduction of assembly-line work and
production integration. It was only two years after the Model T’s late 1908 launch that Ford started
to follow his engineers’ advice: first by installing specialised machine-tools and organising his production process into a succession of phases (as other carmakers were doing); and then by implementing assembly-line work in 1913 (generalising it in 1915). By this time output had already
reached 395,000 vehicles and the sales price had fallen by $490. It was also at a relatively later date
that Ford first thought of integrating the automobile production process from steel through to the
finished project. In 1920 he did this at the second-largest plant he built, River Rouge. It was his recurring problems in getting the desired quantities, quality, delivery times and prices for parts he was
sourcing from outside suppliers that motivated him to design and build an entirely integrated unit.
As such, half of the fall in Ford’s sales price had occurred before assembly work even began to
spread, and well before he integrated his production process. This reminder of the chronology and
circumstances surrounding these two tenets’ adoption shows that neither constituted an attempt to
extend a high-volume production logic in such a way as to maximise economies of scale. Instead
these were means for Ford to overcome the problems he was having with non-skilled workers and
with suppliers. They brought about a sharp rise in fixed costs and created complex problems relating to how operations should be broken down between different workstations and how flows should
be synchronised16.
Well before these attempts to limit production disturbances, however, Ford had to deal with a
sudden rise in voluntary worker resignations following the introduction of the first assembly lines.
The solution he found to staunch this haemorrhage was the 8-hour workday paid at a fixed rate of
$5. The idea was innovative and attractive for three reasons: it introduced the 8-hour workday that
people had long been demanding; it offered a fixed daily wage; and it doubled average wages. In
Ford’s opinion assembly lines would help him to forecast daily output without having to resort to
variable scheduling. They would also allow him to enforce a specific production rate without having to offer a performance-related bonus in return. Lastly, he felt that the economies of scale this
would achieve could enable a distribution of profits that was more favourable to his employees17.
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Ford went through two difficult periods, one in 1918 and the other in 1920. Sales fell much
more quickly than total demand did, and even though they recovered when general trading conditions improved the second time around their rise was no faster than the market as a whole. Even
worse, the price war that Ford himself had declared eroded his profit margins - and worst of all, one
year later his sales began to fall even as the overall market continued its upward trend. By 1927
Ford’s annual sales were down to 400,000 units. After recovering briefly in 1929 output dropped
even more sharply as the Great Depression broke out, with Ford being overtaken first by General
Motors and then by the outsider Chrysler (the former definitively and the latter until the Second
World War). Ford’s “machine” began to fall apart just nine years after the Model T’s initial launch,
and fewer than three years after his generalisation of assembly lines and organisation of a $5 daily
working wage.
In fact the homogeneous and growing demand that had ensured the success of the Model T only
existed in the United States for as long as it took to develop and enrich social categories of independently wealthy individuals or highly paid employees, whose income and needs began to diverge
so that they started to turn to vehicles that corresponded more closely to their changing economic
and social circumstances. Since the vast majority of wage earners were not in a position to enter these
market categories (due to the absence of any nationally coordinated increase in purchasing power),
the “volume” strategy was doomed to fail. In short, what the Ford production system lacked to
become a durably profitable productive system from the very outset was not a coherency of means
(Ford’s means were coherent, and remarkably so). What was absent instead was the macroeconomic and societal framework that could help to perpetuate a “volume” strategy.

B. The “Fordian model”
The above clarifications and historical reminders mean that we can now offer a more operational
definition for the Fordian model, which can be defined18 as a productive model that:
• implements a “volume” strategy that cannot be durably pursued unless income distribution is relatively egalitarian or differentiated into only two or three big and very homogeneous social groups,
first at a national and then at an international level.
• satisfies the requirements of this strategy by
– product policy whose purpose is to offer a standard model at the lowest possible price to the
entire population or to each major market segment
– productive organisation (ranging from design to sales) that is: highly centralised and sequentially
integrated into a continuous chain; mechanised and operates at a specified speed; based on predetermined and standardised elementary operations that are divided amongst the different workstations in an independent and undifferentiated manner to fully saturate the cycle time
– an employment relationship guaranteeing workers who lack the requisite skills a fixed wage that
is not related to their output and offering a regular rise in purchasing power for a specified daily
work duration.
• relies on a company governance compromise that is mainly agreed by executives and unions, and
which is based on access to mass consumption in exchange for an acceptance of the productive
organisation.

C. Three distinct models: Taylor, Ford, Sloan
There are three reasons why the Taylorist model should not be confused with the Fordian model.
The first is that the former was devised and implemented in order to resolve a problem that typifies
a medium series type of diversified and variable production, workers’ slacking or “soldiering” to use
Taylor’s own words. This is a voluntary slowdown in working speeds by employees paid for each task
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they accomplish or for each item they produce, their purpose being to keep employers from cutting
their pay whenever output rises. This problem disappears if the production line is mechanised, as is
the case in assembly line work.
The second reason is that contrary to what has been said and re-said on this subject the Taylorian
division of work into elementary operations does not entail breaking with the intellectual logic driving a given’s product’s manufacturing and assembly organisation - for the simple reason that the
sequencing of gestures that needs to be established and which employees must be persuaded to
accept does not have to work within a standard cycle time that is common to all of the workers in
a given workshop, as is the case with manufacturing lines or specialised machines. This is why Taylor
said that his method could be applied regardless of the type of work involved, whether skilled or
unskilled, intellectual or manual. Taylor’s method implied a work analysis that could only be carried
out with the help of the most experienced employees. He was also well aware of the fact that his
method presupposed similar physical capacities and competencies to ensure that people stayed within each task or part’s time parameters. Hence his much-debated idea that employees be strictly
selected on the basis of the physical and mental requirements of each task. The Taylorist model corresponded well and truly to a more accentuated division of the intelligence of labour, since a specialised department would henceforth be responsible for establishing which work sequence was most
efficient. It was no revolution, however, as some have said.
The third reason is that the Taylorist model is incapable of physically enforcing (through
machines and equipment) whatever sequence of work has been deemed to be the most efficient.
Hence it contains a twofold obligation: that this sequence be legitimised from a technical and
human point of view (greater efficiency without extra fatigue and without undermining the product’s manufacturing logic); and that any employees who accept this system be given back a share of
the productivity gains it achieves in the form of 30-100% higher piecework rates.19
The Fordian model contrasts with the Taylorist model on the three preceding points – which as
we can see refer to product policy, productive organisation and theemployment relationship. The
problem that Ford faced was very different from the one Taylor faced. Mass production of a standard product implied mobilising an abundant workforce replete with skilled manufacturing workers. But in the United States at that time this could not develop as rapidly as Ford would have liked,
due to the dearth of manufacturing professionals, the time it took to train them (even though this
could be shortened somewhat using Taylor’s method) and the difficulty in getting them to accept
time allocations, despite increased pay. In reality, the Fordian model’s productive organisation developed progressively based on a critique of Taylor’s method20. The solution it imagined (although others were possible) was to physically enforce a given work rate by determining the speed at which the
product being manufactured or assembled should move down the line.
As previously mentioned, this solution created a number of balancing and synchronisation problems. To resolve the former, operations were split amongst the various workstations solely according
to a logic based on time cycle saturation, thus putting paid to the earlier intellectual logic based on
product development. For the first time, operatives had to memorise operations that had no logical
connection to one another. The execution time for each operation no longer needed to be (and
could no longer be) determined by analysing and timing an employee’s work. Instead it would now
reflect the time required for each elementary gesture, calculated once and for all. A workforce lacking in the requisite professional training could then be recruited for any and all manufacturing tasks.
The Fordian productive organisation can only be efficient if suppliers provide (at exactly the right
time) semi-products or parts with rigorously standardised physical and chemical characteristics. It
was Ford’s recurring difficulty in satisfying such needs that motivated him to set up an integrated
production process and to try to synchronise its various subsections.
Between the determination of a given task’s time allocation (based on studies of the best way to
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sequence the operations that comprise the task and optimise its intellectual and physical realisation);
and the enforcement of cycle times by controlling the speed at which products move down a line
and by dividing up fragmented and logically unrelated operations – this new system truly constituted a conceptual, productive and social break with the past. Only observers adopting ex post facto
a linear vision of history (in which one approach necessarily paves the way to the next) could or can
overlook this reality.
It is no surprise then that the Fordian and the Taylorist models also contrast in terms of their
employment relationships. There is no need for wages to be differentiated to reflect the extent to
which time allocations are met or tasks competently executed. Work rates and job specifications are
enforced and shared by all. Yet people must be persuaded to accept an extremely restrictive productive organisation, one that is so constraining that the first employees to experience this system tried
to free themselves from it by quitting in droves (since the labour market conditions at the time were
conducive to this sort of behaviour). The solution to get them to stay included a triple innovation,
one that was coherent in terms of its product policy and productive organisation: a doubling of
manufacturing workers’ wages, something made feasible by the new productivity gains; a fixed daily
wage that had become possible and tolerable due to identical cycle times and job specifications; and
a fixed 8-hour workday made possible by regular output targets and appropriate to the demands that
employees were putting forward at the time.21
The Sloanist model, named after Alfred Sloan, President of General Motors, was also explicitly
created to break away from preceding models. For Ford both workers and users had to accept the
new production and consumption norm (an assembly-line production of standard products to satisfy the necessary and sufficient needs of much of the population) since this was the only way to give
the greatest possible number of people access to industrial products. In their desire to satisfy a
demand whose hierarchisation had risen in parallel to the development of a middle class, the executives at General Motors, less ideological and more pragmatic than their counterparts elsewhere,
tried to find a way to render volume-enabled economies of scale more compatible with increasingly diversified final products. Towards this end they invented a new automobile architecture that consisted of sharing the largest possible number of invisible parts and subsystems amongst models that
only differed in terms of their visible parts and elements. This product policy required diversity control at many different stages (design, production and marketing) and firms had to avoid the sort of
simultaneous under-and overcapacities that resulted from shifts in the demand for different models
and versions. The solutions found to stave off these risks included distinguishing between strategic
and operational levels; structuring firms into divisions; organising design in a matrix-like manner;
getting subsidiaries or subcontractors to produce components; and developing multi-specialty
machines and staff members. To get people to accept this productive organisation, it was accompanied by a wage and promotion system that was based on polyvalence (the ability to carry out different sets of specialised and predetermined operations) and by a planned classification-based hike
in employee purchasing power. The Sloanist model differed from the Fordian model in all respects,
including in regard to the assembly line, where multiple products created specific balancing problems that needed to be resolved.22
The structural differences between these three models explain why they coexisted historically in
the same national space, and not only with one another but also with other productive models
whose presentation is not relevant to the current argument A rapid chronology suggests that at some
point during their coexistence the Taylorist model was in the process of disappearing, the Fordian
model was in full bloom and the Sloanist was just emerging. Yet this coexistence was no temporary
thing, with one model replacing its predecessor simply because it was technologically superior or fit
in better with market demand. In reality, all three models corresponded to different “profit strategies” and “company governance compromises”, as we call them. The “diversity and flexibility” strat57
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egy was never as popular in the United States as it was during the rise of the Ford production system; which only became durably profitable and transferable in parallel to the affirmation of the
Sloanist model; and only in countries that had adopted a coordinated and moderately hierarchical
national income distribution.
In sum, the Taylorist model implemented a “profit strategy” that emphasises “diversity and flexibility” thanks to a “company governance compromise” that guarantees managers greater productivity during the manufacturing of diversified and variable products; and which also guarantees
higher individual wages for employees. The Fordian model prioritised economies of scale, meaning
that it implemented a “volume” strategy thanks to a compromise between managers and labour
unions based on a generalised access to mass consumption in exchange for an acceptance of continuous, undifferentiated and fragmented production. The Sloanist model applies a strategy that
combines two sources of profit: “volume and diversity” thanks to a company governance compromise between managers and unions (and based on planned, regular and moderately hierarchical rises
in the purchasing power of direct and indirect wages); and to an acceptance of polyvalence during
the execution of pre-determined tasks.

Conclusion
For our investigation into who was really a Fordian, we now wield tools that are more precise but
also more demanding. Three questions should be answered at this point. Was it the mode of
growth that enabled a “volume” strategy to be pursued? Which were the carmakers actually trying
to pursue this strategy? Which ones succeeded by adopting the means the Fordian model offers,
and by convincing concerned parties to accept those means? To answer the first question we need
to find out whether the host or home country’s growth mode included a nationally coordinated
and relatively egalitarian distribution of national income, and how long this lasted. To answer the
second we would need to ascertain what sort of economies of scale were achieved, and compare
them with other profit sources: diversity effects, margins derived from the product’s social distinctiveness, innovation rents; gains derived from the immediate adjustment of costs to general conditions; and cost-cutting in all circumstances. Economies of scale must (easily) have been the leading profit source.
To answer the third question we need to verify whether the product policy, productive organisation, employment relationship and company governance compromise really corresponded to the
means that characterise the Fordian model: a standard product that offers few options and which
targets a “deeper” market segment; a lowering of sales prices in constant terms; a productive organisation (ranging from design to distribution) that is highly centralised and sequentially integrated via
procedures that are standardised and which as often as possible have been mechanically enforced; an
employment relationship guaranteeing workers without the requisite skills a wage that is unrelated
to their output, accompanied by a regular rise in their purchasing power and established for a specific workday duration; and a company governance compromise that is usually agreed between managers and labour unions and which is based upon access to mass consumption in exchange for an
acceptance of the productive organisation.
As we can see, the conditions in which the “Fordian model” become feasible and viable are much
more restrictive than many would believe. At the same time, we also hope that when depicted as we
have done in the present article they can be much more useful than the confused attributes of
“Fordism” have been in helping us to illuminate the past23.
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