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Whom are we working for? 
 

 
 

Michel Freyssenet 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is worth exploring this issue as it summarises many of the questions the network’s 
members have raised about GERPISA’s work, and more specifically about the automobile 
firm analytical schema that Robert Boyer and Michel Freyssenet developed on the basis of 
this work. Having constantly focused on the conditions in which corporate profitability 
occurs, is GERPISA in a position to act as a theoretician and consultant who makes firms 
aware of the many different ways there are to make money? Turning a profit is far from 
being the main preoccupation of many corporate actors, notably employees and labour 
unions who are currently much more concerned by the rapid deterioration in working 
conditions and by the new threats to weigh on employment. So whom are we working for 
today? Research cannot be neutral. Do we have another message to deliver? 

Last 18 October the international committee succeeded in clarifying this issue to a 
sufficient extent to keep it from becoming de facto an obstacle to our cooperation. The text 
below reproduces but also enhances and extends the exchanges that took place on this 
occasion. More than the simple minutes of a meeting, it expands our discussions and helps 
open up the debate on the ultimate purpose of our work. By so doing, it contributes to a 
refocusing of our intellectual trajectory. 

 
The intellectual trajectory of GERPISA 
 
Back in the 1970s (hence before our network was born), many of the GERPISA’s first 
members were already contributing to the scientific and public debate of the time on 
changes in the division of labour, “Taylorism” and working processes and conditions – in 
an era when people believed that the economic dysfunctions they were witnessing could be 
no more than temporary in nature. With the passing time, however, disagreements about the 
contents and organisation of work (with employees often victorious) were succeeded by 
desperate battles against the elimination of jobs and the closure of entire areas of activity. 
Labour unions were taken unawares, lacking an appropriate strategy and unable to come up 
with one to help them to fight with any efficiency in those firms that found themselves in a 
state of crisis or indeed close to bankruptcy. Unions were not the only ones in this position. 
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Many business executives had problems seeing the inefficiency of the measures they 
were taking and were unable to define a strategy that was viable for this new environment. 
Many researchers were also taken aback by the way things were shaping up. Previously 
they had been ready to accept the received wisdom that a profit margin is ultimately 
proportional to the degree of employee exploitation (understood here as the extent to which 
work is intensified). They therefore restricted themselves to simplistic explanations 
(company directors’ lack of competency, ukases from supra-national authorities, 
technological gap, etc.) - after all, they were not about to say that the companies going 
bankrupt were the ones that had been unable to exploit their employees! 

The GERPISA is specifically born out of a need felt by researchers from several 
different social science disciplines to pool their knowledge so as to be able to analyse as 
rapidly and rigorously as possible (in the case of the automotive sector) the processes 
underlying the crises that were breaking out in many firms; the reasons why so many other 
firms were doing so well; and the possibilities these different situations were opening up 
for labour unions and employees. By so doing, the network’s first members were also 
providing themselves with ways to de-compartmentalise work-related research. Previously 
work had been seen as a topic of study in and of itself, but now it was to be re-situated in 
the context of the social relationship that acts as its main catalyst, to wit, the capital-work 
relationship. At a scientific level, this was a major step. After all, it is impossible to 
understand how work develops without accounting for capital, its obverse yet inseparable 
alter ego. Interdisciplinary collaboration, at least between economics, history and 
sociology, became indispensable. 

In some countries nationalisation was seen as a way to save entire industries. Employers, 
over the moon at having survived at all, were willing to ignore any soft violence that might 
occur. And yet, it was already clear that nationalisation could never become a definitive 
general solution (unless it could turn nationalised firms into monopolies and constituted the 
first wave of an administrated economy). Capitalism being what it is, companies, including 
nationalised ones, have to be profitable to ensure their longevity. 

For many, this was the real crossroads. Analysts who had once considered the whole 
profitability issue to be full of contradictions began to change their opinion. After all, if 
profit making is inevitable, how can it be contradictory? Forgetting the “criticism of work” 
they had undertaken during their younger days, some yielded to the sirens of the “the new 
productive model” (lean production), something that was supposed to simultaneously 
resolve the crisis in productivity and the crisis of work. Inversely, others sought refuge in 
their former convictions and criticised “the new productive model” as a new form of 
exploitation, one that was even more pernicious inasmuch as it was being implemented 
with employees’ consent. They did not doubt its existence, however. The GERPISA, which 
used fieldwork to keep close tabs on developments affecting automakers, was intellectually 
geared towards checking what the two symmetrical positions (the fairy tale and the 
apocalyptic vision) had in common, to wit their certainty as to the emergence and inevitable 
generalisation of the “new productive model”. 

By highlighting the processes that drive the different models for profitable firms at a 
given moment in time and in a specific space, we showed that actors in a firm, employees 
in particular, are not condemned to suffer humiliating defeats at the hands of a single 
feasible model. By demonstrating that a company is only durably profitable if its profit 
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strategy is macro-economically and societally relevant and if its actors have devised a de 
facto or explicit compromise on the means that are to be used (product-policy, work 
organisation, employment relationship), we revealed the room to manoeuvre actors have at 
their disposal, both at a macro level as regards the national mode of growth they can 
choose, and also at a micro level with respect to the compromise they can put together. 

Was this a finding we could be satisfied with, at both a scientific and practical level? 
Scientifically this was not an insignificant advance. A serious macro-micro connection was 
created, where people in general had once been happy to project the macro onto the micro, 
or to extend the micro to the macro. Vague discussions on work were no longer possible, 
nor was it acceptable any more to take refuge in local descriptions. The discovery of a wide 
variety of productive models, like the identification of incoherent socio-productive 
configurations, helped us to better understand the diversity of work situations and employee 
practices. At a practical level, our results probably constituted precious analytical tools for 
actors, enabling them to free themselves of the pressure of a unique model and to have at 
their disposal an intellectual framework making it easier for them to choose a strategy and 
devise a compromise. 

Yet all we did was identify actors’ room to manoeuvre. Was this enough? Some consider 
the very idea of a “room to manoeuvre” as being scientifically weak. On a practical plane, 
is compromise definitely the best way forward for employees? How important is it that they 
have some room to manoeuvre? Does this suffice for employees’ needs? Are such findings 
merely conveying, under the cloak of a scientific approach, a pale and relatively desperate 
form of social reformism? Even worse, if the rules of profitability we listed were to be 
applied, would they create strife amongst the various actors in a firm, and more specifically 
amongst its employees? Is it possible to affirm that other possibilities and perspectives exist 
for such actors? Should we maintain the position of neutrality that all scientists are 
supposed to follow, consisting of providing actors with analytical tools and leaving it up to 
them as to whether they want to use such totals for their own purposes? Or should we adopt 
the more modest position that consists of saying that unfortunately these are the only 
conclusions we can come up with for the moment? 

Such issues may seem outdated, naive or to the contrary perfectly legitimate. In any 
event, there are at least two good reasons why we should examine them. Not talking about 
them would create a highly avoidable impediment to shared work. Asides from the fact that 
discussing them in the light of our findings would help us to avoid falling prey to 
considerations that are more general in nature, new paths might also be opened up. 
 
Do employees get the best results by compromising on strategy and means?  
 
or else by battling endlessly for the best working conditions and employment guarantees 
and trying to force company directors (whose job this is) to devise new solutions so that the 
company can remain profitable? Was it not the intransigence of Toyota’s employees with 
regards to their employment guarantee that forced the company’s executives to invent an 
original productive model, one that effectively enabled them to offer beneficiaries lifelong 
employment? Yet we know that this guarantee (which was such a priority for Japanese 
employees in the prevailing context of mass unemployment that marked the immediate 
post-War period) and the regular career progression that came along with it were only 
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obtained by Toyota’s personnel because they made major concessions, to wit, a daily 
participation in the reduction of standard times, systematic overtime and internal mobility. 
At Honda, the employment guarantee (accompanied by the sector’s shortest working hours 
and best working conditions) was obtained in exchange for wages and promotions being 
based on expertise and initiative, for employees’ immediate participation in any and all 
product and production organisation changes, etc. In both cases, a compromise was only 
reached after a struggle lasting nearly a decade.  Now, such compromises did not 
necessarily mean that everything would suddenly become hunky dory - quite the contrary, 
it was often the very attempt to strike a compromise (which was not always explicit) that 
created the conflict. In fact, compromises often engendered a state of equilibrium, an 
“armed peace” that more or less intentionally ensured the coherence of the means being 
used. Regardless of whether they were voluntary, such compromises were durable and 
served to weaken employees and unions’ positions in the labour market. In and of itself, a 
compromise is not a guarantee of profitability. The means that actors agree upon have to be 
coherent. Compromises often did not ensure sufficiently coherent means, either because 
actors did not realise that the means they had found were not fully satisfying the 
requirements of the profit strategy being adopted or else because their respective bargaining 
strengths did not allow them to render such means completely compatible. 
 
Is compromise on coherent means indispensable to a firm’s profitability and 
longevity?  
 
The permanent reduction of costs in all circumstances strategy which Toyota pursued was 
only able to turn it into an actor capable of being rapidly and durably competitive first on 
its national and then on the international market (and thus guarantee employment) after a 
sustained involvement by employees in its cost-cutting efforts. As for Honda, it was only 
able to guarantee employment by getting its staff members to accept the responsiveness that 
is indispensable if an “innovation and flexibility” strategy is to be implemented – this being 
one of the few strategies available to late arrivals in a business such as car manufacturing, 
firms that have to find a spot for themselves despite the presence of powerful competitors 
who are already established. A number of constraints are clearly born out of the search for 
means that can be coherent with this strategy - but does this have to be the case? There are 
scores of firms that have experienced episodes of non-profitability (sometimes for 
extremely long periods of time) yet which have survived thanks apparently to State 
intervention, the use of resources originally generated by other activities or juicy financial 
operations. Experience shows that such solutions do not last forever, even in politically 
sensitive areas like steel making or situations where the owners were very attached to the 
activity, like Fiat-Auto and the Agnelli family. 
 
Is there no choice but to seek to find a compromise at the level of the individual firm?  
 
In fact, there are other possibilities. The employment relationship can be negotiated at a 
national level, and then adapted by each branch (in more or less detail) before being 
imposed to a great or lesser extent upon individual companies. In this case, wage policies 
are not as much of a factor in inter-firm competition; employees are under less pressure and 
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are not subject to as much competition from one another. This is quite a social advance for 
them, but even here a compromise must be concocted. The difference is that this is 
achieved at the national instead of at the individual firm level. This should not be construed 
as meaning that everything will run absolutely smoothly – as a matter of fact, a compromise 
is not even always feasible at the national level, since so many more actors have to agree 
for it to be enacted. There can be a lot of tension between a nationwide labour union forced 
to negotiate average conditions that are acceptable to all firms and some of its “base”, 
unhappy with any concessions that are surplus to its own specific requirements. This was 
often the case during the post-War boom years. We now know that this way of building up 
an employment relationship was seriously destabilised when the different national 
economies suddenly engaged in full-scale competition following the oil crises, at a time 
when most were not prepared for this. Proponents of free trade and minimal State 
intervention stormed through the breach to subsequently obtain a complete or partial 
dismantling (depending on the country or part of the world) of the rules that had once 
governed the national employment relationships. Inter-firm competition intensified 
markedly, and the question became whether the practice of forcing all firms in a given 
space to accept a negotiated employment relationship was now something out of the past? 
The answer is not necessarily. The ravages of neo-liberalism in its currently unbridled form 
(including as regards capital movements) can lead to a constitution of regional spaces that 
are governed by employment rules that are applicable to all concerned. As we know, this is 
a key issue in European construction. 
 
Are employees prisoners of past compromises?  
 
Sure, but they are not the only ones in this position and experience shows that they do not 
remain prisoners forever. Unless we are dealing with a mandatory and imposed pseudo-
compromise that in any event will not last, such agreements are not one-directional. Under 
certain circumstances, employees are happy to be able to rely upon earlier compromises, 
even where they had never been entirely satisfactory. Remember the sudden turnaround in 
attitudes in France during the mid-1970s. Whereas earlier in the decade employees had 
wanted to break up the post-War employment compromise, rejecting the work organisation 
that had gone along with regular increases in the purchasing power of wages, post-1974 
they strived to defend this very same compromise against initial attempts by employers and 
the government to decouple wages and living costs. Moreover, union representatives all 
understand that it is easier to obtain new improvements when a compromise ensures a 
firm’s profitability than when employees are uncertain about their company’s future. Last 
but not least, it is a strength to be able to demonstrate and affirm that profitability can only 
be durable if the particular compromise which is being built is acceptable (especially to 
employees) and based on means that are coherent. This is a particularly strong argument 
whenever labour unions and employees find themselves in a weakened position. Moreover, 
there are least three reasons why a compromise is neither static nor eternal. It possesses a 
dynamic that modifies actors’ respective bargaining strengths, often in a way they do not 
expect. The contradictions it bears mean that sooner or later it will blow up, especially 
where it was initially set up between actors who were unequal and who each hold different 
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visions of the future. Finally, it will have to be redefined anytime that changes in 
international relationships and modes of growth force people to modify their profit strategy. 
 
How much room do actors have to manoeuvre?  
 
Volvo-Uddevalla exemplifies the relative freedom at actors’ disposal, as well as the 
dynamics and limitations of a particular compromise. First of all, heuristic and holistic 
production principles offer interesting possibilities. They allow employees working at fixed 
workstations in small teams of 2 to 4 persons to manufacture complex objects or undertake 
complex operations without such tasks having to be predetermined and organised at 
locations and work sites situated alongside an assembly line that is being run at a given 
pace - the system that has characterised industrial production for nearly a century now. The 
compromise at the heart of this choice has shown that is possible to advance rapidly 
towards an effective inversion of the division of the intelligence of labour; and that 
employees can actually acquire a power they never possessed before in the production 
process, asides from doing something negative like going absent or resigning. After a few 
months, instead of only being able to make ad hoc suggestions about some limited 
operation (ideas generally lacking in much value due to their proponents’ lack of familiarity 
with the consequences for the rest of the process, something that frequently occurs in 
assembly line work), assemblers were in a position to make proposals relating to product 
re-design, the purpose being to make it easier to assemble the product, thus increasing its 
usefulness to customers. This was because such operators now possessed a broader vision 
than ever before. As we know, “reflexive production” was abandoned after more than a 
decade of implementation. This happened after Volvo was taken over by Ford, although the 
dynamic underlying this compromise had already began to stumble well before, starting 
with Volvo’s 1993 financial crisis that had first led to the closure of the Uddevalla plant 
(which was subsequently re-opened once the situation cleared up). The reason was not 
insufficient performance or the impossibility of generalising this type of production to all of 
the carmakers’ Swedish plants. We believe that we have proven, even if this remains to be 
discussed within the GERPISA, that for reasons that are more structural in nature “reflexive 
production” provides superior results. The 1994 closure, senior management’s inconsistent 
positions and hesitations plus labour union tensions following the crisis of Swedish social 
democracy, all of these factors hampered the initial dynamic. The Uddevalla workers, 
whilst working to the deadlines they had been given, ultimately used the significant time-
savings they achieved for their own purposes, hiding them instead of converting them into a 
monetary form as some had expected. They did this to further increase their control over 
the production process and product and to further reduce the division of the intelligence of 
labour. Did the other actors in the company predict that “reflexive production” might lead 
to employees’ growing and direct involvement in the firm’s product-policy and strategy, at 
a time when labour unions in Sweden were already deemed to be wielding too much power 
in companies? Hard to say for the moment given the stage our survey has reached, but there 
is no reason not to believe that the “reflexive production” logic did raise serious questions 
about who should be wielding power in a firm, hence about the compatibility of this 
approach with the extant capital-labour relationship. 
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Is it possible to extend this line of thinking without any excessive proliferation of 
hypotheses or suppositions? This might be difficult, but at the very least we can mention a 
number of different ways of broaching this topic or researching it. The capital-labour 
relationship may have effectively demonstrated its historical ability to revolutionise 
production, techniques and lifestyles more than any other social relationship had done 
before, but it will not necessarily monopolise efficiency forever and ever. A ready-made 
example that should be studied attentively from this point of view is the Linux operating 
system (see the report written by Marie Coris, a doctoral student and member of our 
network) that has been designed, developed and diffused according to the tenets of the 
cooperative mode – and which specifically because of its cooperative nature has turned out 
to be simpler, more reliable, more inventive and quicker to develop. In fact, for certain 
applications Linux has become a serious competitor for Microsoft’s operating systems, 
even though nothing major was organised to help Linux force its way into the marketplace. 
Another line of thinking is that since the beginning of capitalism there are no durable or 
significant examples of an industry that has been able to develop without its technical and 
organisational choices having divided the intelligence of work in such a way as to control 
work execution and make the profits its expects - to such an extent that this form of the 
division of labour appears to be consubstantial to all industrial developments, with other 
forms ostensibly belonging to the past or being utopian in nature. 
 
Are some compromises on coherent means better than others?  
 
From the perspective of the firm’s longevity, this question is not really meaningful – that is, 
as long as the firm’s profitability is guaranteed for a sufficiently long period of time. From 
the perspective of each of the actors’ medium and long-term outlook, the situation is quite 
different. Based on the example of “reflexive production”, note that a compromise does not 
necessarily postpone until some indeterminate date in the future any and all attempts by 
employees to set up whatever social relationship they think could satisfy them more than 
the capital-work relationship by which they are currently governed. Union strategy at 
Volvo was not clear and unified enough to consolidate and develop the compromise that 
was taking shape, and therefore to reveal all of its dynamic and social and political impact. 
We can say that the “right compromise” on coherent means is the one that not only does not 
close the door on the main actors’ medium and long-term perspectives but also the one that 
allows them to progress towards their goals in one way or the other.  

Clearly our analysis provides employees and labour unions with ways of assessing the 
situation in their own firm, developing an action strategy they can pursue in case problems 
do arise, instead of belatedly waging a losing battle. Moreover, if thought through deeply 
enough, this will also allow them to put together, as other actors do, medium and long-term 
strategies that can serve as a framework for the compromises they agree to. This latter 
possibility does not appear clearly in the analytical schema in its current form (which 
stresses the profitability issue). This is a task we should be tackling in the future. Remains a 
final major issue that albeit idle in appearance should not be avoided - reality being what it 
is. 
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Are our findings simply providing actors with means to accentuate competition 
amongst themselves, and notably amongst employees?  
 
To be as succinct as possible, for actors in a company does the profit-making imperative 
signify that those employees who by coming up with a compromise contribute to the 
development of a profitable productive model are directly working to solve the problems 
that beset other employees, ones who find themselves at the end of their rope? Thankfully 
this is not always the case. Firms are the first to try to avoid competitive confrontations, 
especially when they are unlikely to benefit from them. Asides from entente-like 
agreements and arrangements between competitors (carefully hidden from public view even 
though they are very frequent) and despite all sorts of obstacles that have been raised to 
block the arrival of new competitors, one of the best ways is to choose a different profit 
strategy, in other words, not to get boxed into the same category. This, for example, is how 
Honda could develop despite being surrounded by companies that were already giants, 
Toyota and Nissan. Hence it is possible for two productive models that are just as profitable 
as each another to avoid confrontation. The other main way of doing this is to make 
products for a market that is in its initial equipment phase, and which generally has room 
for a lot of actors before demand turns into the product renewal variety. Note another 
(partial) solution that consists of taking wages, working conditions, forms of employment 
and inter-firm competition out of the equation via branch-wide and national level 
agreements. 

However, there is no doubt but that all this has a temporary life span, as we have seen. 
The strength of capitalism is that it constantly products, productive organisations and 
employment relationships to be renewed. Its weakness is that it is rudderless and has no 
goal other than to reproduce itself on a wider scale. We all know the efforts that have been 
made to channel this drive and even to tame it, but such initiatives can only be successful 
for a limited period of time. This has been enough to convince some observers that 
capitalism will have to be replaced one day. 

As we can see, solutions do exist to the issues our colleagues have raised. These 
problems are neither excessively general nor extraneous to the scope of our research. Quite 
the contrary, they call for further research. Our analytical schema, far from shutting the 
door on further questioning and possibly contrary to appearances, creates an opportunity to 
document this and to progress towards finding answers. In any event, these efforts attest to 
the will to go as far as possible towards understanding the social relationships by which we 
are governed. It is for this very reason that we are researchers. 

The fundamental uncertain nature of work with regards to capital means that no contract 
of trust, wherein employees are given the autonomy they need to define work and divide it 
up with the requisite efficiency, has ever lasted very long. 

Yet let us assume that despite all of this, those who own capital decide to commit to a 
path of “reflexive production” and that political circumstances enable and even encourage 
them to do so. If what we think about the potential performance of this type of production 
is correct, their firms and employees would become daunting competitors for everyone else. 
What would happen? Several scenarios are possible. We are free to hope that their 
employees would ultimately have cause to seek solutions that would allow them to avoid 
being systematically forced to compete with one another, if indeed the people who want to 
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preserve this sort of social relationship would allow them to do so. As we can see, 
nowadays it is very difficult to make any progress with one’s hypotheses or supposition! It 
is high time to return to the day-to-day reality with which we are so familiar, and to the 
issue of how our findings are ultimately going to be used. 
 
Note by the way that it is probably through these compromises and the social and political 
dynamics they create that it will become possible for actors to know what they really want 
whilst generating at the same time the conditions that will allow them to get there. At a 
deeper level, we can say that the stage at which capitalist society now finds itself is one 
which it has finally reached at the end of a long process whose consequences are as diverse 
as they are unpredictable. 
 


