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Abstract

The term 'flexibility’ is on the agenda as far as new forms of labor process
and changes in the world economy are concerned. However, what is clear is
that the term itself is flexible and requires a close evaluation of its variants.
In addition, Japanese labur process is investigated from the stand point of
‘flexibility' debates. In this context, the collapse of 'Fordism' is important. It
is argued that the emergence of a vast literature on flexibility is related to
this collapse together with the current world economic crisis.

1. Introduction

There is a consensus among scholars working from a wide range of
paradigms that the mid-1970s witnessed a global economic recession that
marked a turning point in the history of capitalism. For some of these
scholars, the world is experiencing a transition from Fordism to post-
Fordism, others call it a move from mass production to flexible
specialization, or from one regime of capital accumulation to another.
Although the list of terms for this transition could easily be increased, it is
obvious that we are facing a real crisis that requires a reevaluation of existing
paradigms.

The paradigms that purport to offer new solutions for the crisis under the
common denominator of flexibility are prominent examples of such attempts
at reevaluation. Not only in academic literature, but also in the daily press,
any recipe claiming a new insight into the "changing times" regards
flexibility as a significant prospect for the Western world.
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This study sheds light on the Japanese production system, analyzing the
extent to which flexibility plays an important role. The significance of the
Japanese case in the discussions regarding flexibility lies in two respects.
First, the crisis, which itself has augmented the popularity of flexibility, was
in a way an outcome of the competition from Japanese and newly
industrialized countries' firms against the traditional Western market leaders
in the form of massive exports to advanced capitalist countries. Second, the
Japanese industrial style allegedly has several flexible characteristics that are
perceived as the basis of the so-called "Japanese miracle."

Even though the paradigms regard flexibility as a panacea for developed
countries, there is a growing literature which advocates the necessity of
implementing flexibility in the labor process of developing countries as
well'. Even in Turkey, some distinguished large plants, such as i ecam,
have declared their interest in the Japanese model and have already
implemented what they call "quality circles".

Before focusing on the Japanese production style, it is appropriate to
summarize some of the nuances in the usage of the concept of flexibility.

2. A flexible concept: flexibility

The concept of flexibility is itself very flexible. Many scholars use
different definitions of the concept, and consequently their emphases vary a
great deal. Different emphases can be classified by certain points:

o Flexible labor practices that loosen the centrally controlled structure of
the labor process, removing demarcation restrictions. This, in turn, makes it
possible to get a worker move from one job to another in quite a short time
interval.

It is interesting that the paradigms based on flexibility did not originate at all as a solution
for the less developed countries but rather for the advanced capitalist countries. In this
respect, the Japanese model and flexible specialization have been analyzed by many
different scholars in the US to find a solution for the contemporary crises (Cohen and
Zysman, 1987). However, by saying so, we do not want to suggest that this paradigm has
not been used for the underdeveloped countries. Quite the contrary. Several
developmentalist studies have been conducted trying to apply flexible specialization to
developing countries. Once the developing countries were conceptualized in terms of "petty
commodity production" or small production, now it turned out to be "flexible
specialization". The interesting thing is that at the time, the attempt was to conceptualize
a phenomenon different from advanced capitalism, but now these underdeveloped countries
seem to be raised to a higher position!
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e Flexible labor markets are divided into two parts; a core group of
workers and the rest, who are part-time, non-permanent, homeproducers and
the like®. Unfavorable labor conditions of subcontracting small firms also
contribute to significant labor market flexibility. The laxity of legal
constraints governing the contract of employment plays an important role, "a
trend towards increasing openness, competitiveness and volatility in local
labor markets" (Pollert, 1991: 6). Rather than centralized trade unions on a
national level, contracts on the firm level exist. Therefore, flexibility comes
with a very differentiated wage system.

® Small-scale networks of specialist producers cooperating with each
other on the basis of their individual specialization. In this case, "flexibility
is achieved by fragmentation of the production process into multiple units,
often in separate firms, thus facilitating rapid change in the combinations of
vertical and horizontal linkage between the units, and permitting rapid shifts
between products and different output levels" (Storper and Scott, 1990: 573;
see also Piore and Sabel, 1984).

® Adaptability of production organization to changing conditions
especially by using programmable machinery. In other words, it is the
capacity of a firm to restructure itself rapidly when needed.

e Numerical flexibility in output so as to respond to fluctuating patterns
of markets. Rather than a resource driven one, a demand-driven pattern of
production could be possible by having flexible outputs.

o "Functional flexibility allowing the firm to change its product
configuration over the short run without marked losses of efficiency" (Sayer,
1989: 6).

® The use of general purpose equipment and machinery especially
provided by computers that has enabled a rapid readjustment of the
production process.

As seen above, there are several different aspects of flexibility. Some
scholars only concentrate on one of these, whereas some use a combination
of these. Below, we shall try to focus critically on some of these criteria in
order to understand flexibility in the Japanese context.

The idea of flexibility in labor markets comes to the agenda of several governments as far
as employment policies are concerned. The two-day jobs conference held in Detroit in
March 1994 involving ministers from the Group of Seven industrialized nations agreed on
the idea that "job security is based on the skills that workers acquire, not on enduring
relationships with employers". See Salwen (1994).
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3. Flexibility of working practices

Worker productivity, which is allegedly flexible, seems to be the most
important factor in the relative success of the Japanese system. A
vice-president of an American automobile firm who had studied five
Japanese automobile plants came to the following typical conclusions:

. their accomplishments are the result of a totally dedicated workforce
rather than any unique skills, automation, manufacturing techniques or
innovative processes... Neither their actual productive effort, assembly line
rates, or metal fabrication line output is any greater than ours; they have
merely eliminated the excess manpower, start-up and changeover losses, and
the debilitating effect of excessive repair, inspection, rework and
absenteeism. (Dohse et al., 1985: 116).

Therefore, any attempt to understand the Japanese system, first and
foremost, has to scrutinize the labor process. Flexibility allows Japanese
corporations to benefit from the advantages of intra-firm strategies that
increase the "redeployability of work force across the shop-floor" (Storper
and Scott, 1990: 575). This may be achieved in several ways. The most
common one is the ability of workers to perform many different kinds of
tasks inside the production unit. Thus, a broadening of job categories in the
workplace makes possible the shifting of workers between different machines
and job stations. In large enterprises, these methods may be associated with
the reorganization of workers into flexible groups or teams (Storper and
Scott, 1990: 576).

In Japan, capital utilization is increased by the flexibility of workers. A
Toyota worker, for instance, is able to "handle 35 different production
operations in a cycle lasting 8 minutes and 26 seconds and walk 6 miles a
day in the process" (Sayer, 1986: 53). It seems that the Japanese workers are
relatively more skilled and more able to control the production process
vis-a-vis their counterparts in the other advanced capitalist countries (Foster
and Woolfson, 1989: 56). However, this argument has also been challenged
by some scholars. It has been argued that it is the enlargement of the working
tasks in the form of flexible rigidities that has been actually occurring. In
other words, this kind of skilling is nothing but undertaking a wide variety
of tasks which in turn intensifies the working conditions by eliminating
wasted time as much as possible (Tomaney, 1990: 36).

The ability of workers to move from one task to another, then, cannot so
easily be attributed to the skilling of workers. In fact, this phenomenon was
already present in Japan for decades and had attracted the attention of other
advanced countries such as the US. A Ford worker describes the changes in
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his labor process to the Financial Times after the implementation of the
"After Japan" strategy in Ford factories:
Flexibility means that every 102 seconds a car comes by, and not only do
you have to screw something into the car, but in between you have to tidy
up, check your tools, repair things and check you've got enough parts. You
do not have a single job any more. If there is no work on the line they move
you to where there is work. You are working the whole time. (Financial
Times, February 8, 1988).

In the same vein, Tomaney (1990: 37) argues that "[i]Jn sum, Japanese
methods of work organization can be seen primarily as a means of work
intensification based upon the elimination of wasted time in production”
rather than "skilling" of workers. This is contrary to the advocates of
flexibility such as Piore and Sabel (1984). The myth of team work in the
production unit can also be considered to be controlled by the application of
tightly and centrally imposed time standards, usually subject to electronic
monitoring (Tomaney, 1990: 40).

The second thing that enhances flexibility is the possibility of making
wage bargains on an individualized, worker-by-worker basis rather than
through strong trade unions. This as a whole can make it possible for
corporations to reduce wage rates. Thus, it is no surprise that flexible
accumulation forms first took root in places where traditional strong trade
unions or labor movements were lacking. These forms also became
widespread due to a considerable availability of rural work force, who were
unfamiliar to modern industrial relations. In other words, it can be argued that
the first condition of flexibility in the labor process, by and large, can be
related to different historical forms of labor organization®.

In that respect, the Japanese corporations largely benefit from such a
flexibility provided by the lack of organized labor. Unlike the situation in
Europe, the wage system is determined at an individual level. This system of
individuated treatment leads to an intense competition among workers. The
Japanese workers must continuously demonstrate their "usefulness as
individuals to the firm through diligence, docility, and flexibility" (Dohse et
al., 1985: 138). Therefore, contrary to the myth of team-working, the

It must be kept in mind that many of the countries where flexibility is on the agenda
witnessed intense working class struggles in the form of leftist trade unionism or left wing
politics that was eventually suppressed. Such was the case of Japan in the 1950s and of
[taly after the Second World War.
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Japanese workers face a very strict pressure of competition with each other”,
This, in turn, as an objective condition, wipes out the feelings of solidarity
among the workers. The shop-floor unionism of Japan is a form of unionism
quite different from the sort of corporatist, nationwide trade unions prevailing
in many European countries. The elections for the Japanese unions, for
instance, take place openly in the offices of supervisors, under the heavy
pressure of those people who are responsible for workers' promotions”.

Finally, flexibility in labor markets must be mentioned. This is the ability
of enterprises to adjust their direct labor inputs rapidly. In places where
outputs fluctuate and workers are easily replaceable, such a flexibility is
likely. Temporary lay-offs and recalls also serve as buffer stocks of labor
that contribute to flexibility. In addition to these, the number of temporary
workers has increased very much during the last decade or so. Flexibility is
maintained by increasing the ratio of permanent to temporary workers in the
labor force of firms through the use of part-time workers and by cooperation
with subcontracting small firms. By subcontracting, firms are able to deal
rapidly with changing labor needs by increasing or decreasing the volume of
work they give out to other firms (Storper and Scott, 1990: 576). Especially
in times of economic crisis, large firms are able to use the subcontracting of
small firms as buffers absorbing sudden shocks and softening the risks of
uncertainty.

The segmentation of labor markets with respect to gender, migration,

On the issue of the significance of team-working, Brenner and Glick (1991: 118) argue in
a different way from that posed by the advocates of team-working: "Whatever else it offers,
team or 'lean’ production does little or nothing to increase the level of workers' skill, let
alone make them into crafts people. Indeed, ... the foundation for the productivity gains
secured on the shop floor through team or lean production is hyper-Taylorization -the
super-deskilling of jobs by means of their breakdown into their simplest possible
components (fittingly called 'details' by the Japanese). This is achieved through what has
been illuminatingly termed 'management by stress', in which the goal is to remove, to the
greatest extent possible, not only all 'indirect’ and 'specialist' labour coming from off the line
as well as all excess materials at work stations, but also to make sure all workers are
labouring throughout the entire time the work is at their station. Initially, teams of managers
and group leaders actually work on each job and provide, from above, a highly detailed
specification of its content, the details composing it". Linge (1991: 320) argues that " ... the
views of the so-called 'scientific management' theorists, like F.W. Taylor and his followers,
gained an immediate and impressive foothold in Japan, whereas they were, in general,
scorned in the US and Europe".

In recent years, the social position of trade unions in Japan, which traditionally organized
only regular workers, has further weakened; the rate of organization declined from 35.4 %
in 1970 to 27.6 % in 1987 (Dohse et al 1985: 138).
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race, ethnicity and geography plays a crucial role in sustaining flexibility in
labor markets. In fact, as Hyman (1991: 259) points out, "there is nothing
novel about segmentation within the internal labor market between a stable
core and a vulnerable periphery". Indeed, all along the history of capitalism,
the segmentation of the labor market was important to prevent the
consolidation of workers and trade unions that might cause a pressure for
increasing wages. However, especially in Europe and in the US, the
specificity of labor market segmentation in sustaining flexible labor markets
has never been as crucial a factor for capital accumulation as it is now. Japan
is not exempt from this either. As Lincoln (1993) and Sayer (1989) argue in
the case of gender discrimination:

In Japan, women continue to face heavy discrimination in hiring and
promotion for managerial posts, and Japanese managers appear to have
carried those behavioral patterns abroad. (Lincoln, 1993: 79). Women's
average earnings are only 52 % of men's [in Japan] (Sayer, 1989: 690).

Differentiation along rural-urban lines is also significant in Japan
compared to other major industrialized countries. As Sayer (1989: 689)
stresses; "[i]t is still common, for example, for subcontractors to employ
workers who can supplement their income from agriculture".

Japanese industries benefit from the labor flexibility in the form of
overtime work. Twenty percent overtime work is not rare in Japan but is an
incredible amount compared to the other industrial countries (Dohse et al.,
1985: 139). Itoh and Lincoln both emphasize the overwork of Japanese
workers:

In the meantime, the result of the increases in productivity was not
distributed to Japanese workers either in the form of increased real wages,

or in the reduction of the notorious length of working hours. In 1985 total
yearly working hours of manufacturing production workers was 2168 hours

in Japan, which was 11 % longer than in the UK, 13 % longer than in the

US and 31 % longer than in West Germany. (Itoh, 1992: 204).

The percentage of firms providing a full two-day weekend every week was
still low: only 11.5 % of all firms in 1990, up from 5.4 % in 1980.
(Lincoln, 1993: 40).

The Japanese language has a concept called karoshi, which means dying

because of overwork. In Japan, ten thousand workers die annually because
of overwork (Itoh, 1992: 205).

In the West, one might expect reactions from workers and unions against
the implementation of Japanese techniques that intensify the labor process
and increase competitive labor market conditions. However, -what is
interesting is that the opposite has been the general case. The most important
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reason for limited worker reaction is certainly the state of national economies,
namely the worldwide crisis, throughout the globe. Workers are under heavy
pressure of job losses in crucial industries such as auto, steel and the like.
Moreover, the threat of plant closing, which began to appear frequently in the
1980s in the major heavy manufacturing industries, should also be noted as
a similar pressure (Shaiken et al., 1986: 179).

4, The "Just-in-Time"

The "Just-In-Time" system, which is also known as the Japanese style
of production, has to be taken into account in order to understand Japanese
flexibility. First, it has to be noted that the Japanese style of production is not
something that has been traditional in Japan. Quite the contrary. The
specificities of the Japanese production system are the product of historical
necessities. Flexibility has been implemented especially after the Second
World War, and the system itself is subject to change as the world economy
changes.

The historical necessities and Japan's specific conditions played an
important role in implementing the "Just-In-Time" (JIT). Linge (1991)
summarizes the development of JIT in its historicity and specificity:

JIT ... stemmed from the financial problems faced by the Toyota Motor
Company... Its options, like those of other Japanese vehicle manufacturers,
were constrained by the fact that the domestic market, although very small

in the early 1950s, was nonetheless demanding an increasing variety of

vehicle types and optional extras. The solution was to turn away from the

"just-in-case" approach that had been adopted in U.S. car plants because

this necessitated holding large inventories of all components to allow for

breakdowns, defects, or an unexpected demand for a particular model. Not

only did this take up warehousing space (an especially important
consideration in land-starved Japan), but it tied up capital unproductively.

Instead, techniques were devised that reduced set-up and lead times to

accommodate small lots and to reduce inventories by closely coordinating

deliveries, subassembly production, and final assembly. (Linge, 1991: 321).

It is generally claimed that the Japanese economic success, by and large,
depends on the JIT system as opposed to the Just-in-Case (JIC) system,
which is widely used in the Western countries. The JIC system is "the
capitalist logic of time economy, in combining extreme specialization of
tasks, long runs and maximum utilization of machines, and with its moving
lines delivering materials to workers at speeds determined by the
management" (Sayer, 1986: 48). According to Sayer, this system fails to
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adapt itself into rapidly changing conditions in markets that have been quite
saturated. It is claimed that the uniform and standard products are responsible
for this failure. In the JIT system, however, there is a flexibility to achieve
a rapid upgrading and diversification of products that proved superior to the
JIC system. Especially, "enhancing customer satisfaction in terms of
availability of options, assurance of quality, prompt delivery times can be
stated in achieving this goal" (Linge, 1991: 316).

The plants in the JIC system work with considerable "buffer stocks,
which are costly in space, in terms of excess capital and indirect labor, and
more crucially tend to cushion and encourage delay and inefficiency"
(Hyman, 1991: 263; see also Sayer, 1986: 48). Moreover, JIC necessitates
larger amounts of capital. In the Japanese system, work is done for the
required quantity only when needed at the required time (Linge, 1991: 317).

Using buffer stocks also involves collecting rejects and replacing new
ones from there. Moreover, the existence of buffer stocks in the JIC system
becomes an obstacle for the learning process of workers. Putting rejects in
buffer stocks and R&D departments distant from the shop-floor leads to
delays in the learning of the causes of rejects. "Production workers need not
worry about quality if that is the job of a R&D department" (Sayer, 1986:
48). In the Japanese system, the number of defects have been relatively
minimized®, and the shop-floor cooperation of the process engineers and
management has laid the ground of "learning-by-doing", which enables the
system to work efficiently, especially as far as long term goals are concerned.

In the JIT system, the reduction of set-up times of machines is an
important goal. This is achieved not because flexible technology is used, but
mainly because of the structure of the organization and the cooperation of the
workers, engineers and management. That technological innovations are the
basis for the Japanese "miracle” is a myth. The origins of this system,
originally expounded by a US management consultant, W. E. Deming,
emerged in the 1950s when the outcome of microelectronics was lacking
(Johnson, 1990: 216)’. Furthermore, Japan imported virtually all of the

"The avcrage defect rate for finished products among a sample of U.S. auto parts
manufacturers in the mid-1980s was 1.8 percent, while that for Japanese producers of
similar auto parts was only 0.01 percent" (Lincoln, 1993: 47).

"The Japanese Union of Scientists and Engineers, a private foundation established in 1946,
inaugurated the 'Deming Prize' which, beginning in 1951, was awarded to the company with
the most outstanding quality control program" (Linge, 1991: 320). It is also argued that the
"quality circles" were borrowed from the Americans but it was better matured in Japan
(Sayer, 1986: 59). In other words, it was the adaptation of the Western model in the context
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technology for her basic and high-growth industries, and she imported the
greatest proportion of this technology from the US. In short, some
specificities of the Japanese model such as higher productivity, faster growth,
and more ease in responding to market opportunities are not in general due
to the sophisticated equipment or technology but rather to the integrated
system of production organization which is also innovative®.

This is not to say that Japanese technology today is not sophisticated and
superior in many respects. The share of Japan's corporate capital expended
on conventional material inputs such as machinery and raw materials is
decreasing whereas the share expended on non-material inputs such as
software, data services, planning, research and development is growing’.

5. The role of small and subcontracting firms

The advocates of flexibility suggest that small-scale firms are more
flexible and profitable. It has been argued that small-scale firms are crucial
in the Japanese economy. It is, however, more appropriate to characterize the
Japanese small firms in the context of subcontracting rather than of scale. In
Japan, more than 50% of small and medium-sized companies operate as
subcontractors for a key manufacturer (Umebayashi, 1992). In that sense, it
is the large firms that really benefit from flexibility. By subcontracting, large
firms not only use the small ones as buffers in times of crisis but they benefit
from responding to rapid changes in market conditions as well. What large
firms gain by subcontracting is the ability to adjust the composition or
volume of output to the changes in the market. Furthermore, the close
relations between subcontracting firms and key manufacturers enable
cooperation that paves the way for "perpetual" Japanese innovations (Sayer,
1989: 687).

Contrary to what the supporters of flexibility regarding the scale claim,
small firms in Japan do not enjoy independence and better working

of Japan.

It must also be remembered that the American hegemony still persists as far as the quality
of university education is concerned because it is a very important factor of technological
competitiveness.

"... in the 1970s industries where material goods made up 80 percent or more of the total
value of inputs, but that by 1980 only 27.3 percent could be included in the 'very hard'

category" (Morris-Suzuki, 1984: 116).
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conditions'’. First of all, they are, to a great extent, financially dependent
on the large firms with which they are collaborating (Linge, 1991: 319).
Secondly, small firms offer lower wages and poorer working conditions'’.
In addition to these, social security is usually lacking in small-scale
enterprises and workers are subject to extremely long working hours together
with widespread exploitation of unpaid family labor.

Thus, a dualistic labor market is sustained in Japan by the existence of
a large proportion of subcontracting firms coupled with the major labor
reserve coming from overpopulated rural areas. Many Japanese assemblers
rely on subcontractors for 70 to 80% of the manufacturing cost of the final
product, whereas in the US the figure is only 30 to 40% (Linge, 1991: 318).
Japan's enormous small-scale industry is extremely different from that of
Taiwan (Orru, 1991), and the "Third Italy" where small-scale firms are
relatively more independent of large firms. In Japan, the emergence of new
small producers is mainly due to the demands of the large firms. Large firms
give the impetus of economic dynamism and support the small ones in
technological and organizational modernization. Technical assistance is
provided extensively to the small-scale firms by the Ilarge firms
(Umebayashi, 1992). These subcontracting firms, on the other hand, function
as "shock absorbers" in the Japanese business cycle and, in that sense,
provide the advantage of labor market flexibility. Moreover, these firms also
make it possible for large firms to utilize the flexibility arising from the
market fluctuations by supplying the core firms necessary inputs rapidly.

The small firms are also thought to be a source of entrepreneurial
ideology and for this reason, together with their function of complementing
big business, the Japanese governments support them with several policies.
For instance, the governmental financial institutions in the mid-1980s lent
substantially more to small businesses than they did to large, while
government taxation policies offered a range of special benefits to small firms
(Calder, 1986: 7).

The political importance of the small firms has been realized through
their potential as a reserve for the elections. Most of them are supporters of

" . . . .
" The subcontracting firms are under increasing pressure by the key manufacturers, such as

a pressure to cut production costs. "If they do not comply, they will be excluded from the
keiretsu". For research on subcontracting firms getting independence from large firms see
Umebayashi, 1992.

This is also true for the major developed countries. "Small firms paid 33 to 44 percent
lower wages than large firms while the difference was about 25 percent in the United States
and only about 13 percent in the Federal Republic of Germany" (Dohse et al., 1985: 118).






