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During the last three or four years John Mathews has made important 
contributions to the study of political economy in Australia (Mathews 
1989a, 1989b, 1989c, 1989d, 1990, Badham and Mathews 1989). 
These ideas, usually referred to as post-Fordism, have been important 
because they have influenced the direction of both the theoretical and 
political debates over the restructuring of work and production. 
However, these new production concepts have been subject to 
considerable critical comment, by myself among others (Gahan 1991). 
In a response, Mathews has expressed surprise at the nature of these 
criticisms (Mathews 1992). He suggests that rather than taking a 
negative stance and focusing on perceived weaknesses in the post
Fordist thesis, researchers should engage these ideas in a more positive 
manner, given the appeal of the concepts for those seeking to influence 
the change that many workplaces are currently experiencing. He also 
expressed concern about the manner in which these critics have 
muddled 'the ideas of intellectual critique with personal and political 
abuse' (Mathews 1992,92). 

Intellectual and scholarly exchange is about debates which occur in a 
critical and analytical manner~ Criticism of ideas does not constitute a 
personal attack or intellectual abuse. What this paper seeks to do is to 
answer the criticisms made by Mathews of my work, and to counter the 

* Thanks to Andrea Mahony, Rick Iverson, Steven Deery and the Journal's referees 
for comments and criticism on earlier drafts of this paper. 
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somewhat perplexing claim that my scholarship is in any way 'strange' 
(Mathews 1992, 94).1 

A Critique of Post-Fordism 

The central theme of the post-Fordist thesis is an assertion that, in the 
last decade or so, a fundamental change in the organisation of work and 
work relations has occurred: there has been a movement from Fordist 
production systems (ie. standardised, mass-production) to a new set of 
production processes. This change is said to be in response to a crisis in 
international capitalism. In this new post-Fordist era, rather than 
continuing the trend of deskilling and fragmentation of the work 
process, fInns are said to be reintegrating job functions, up-skilling and 
'professionalising' workers as a strategy to enhance the accumulation 
process. Kern and Schumann (1984, 57) referred to this as a "holistic 
approach to the appropriation of labour power". 

Identification of the post-Fordist alternative is said to be based on the 
experiences of fInnS, both in Australia and elsewhere, that have been 
subject to strong international competition, which has produced volatile 
and constantly changing product market demand. To survive, these 
fInns have needed to engage in continuous product innovation. This 
implies shorter production runs, which in turn requires a flexible 
production process. As the production process is characterised by 
regular adjustment, a firm's labour requirements are also changing. 
Instead of demanding workers who possess a narrow range of skills, 
fInns require workers who are able to undertake a range of job 
functions. These new processes also require workers who can work 
autonomously and make decisions independent of management. All of 
these changes are said to have implications for how we conceive of 
work, our place in the international economy, and the role of organised 

It is, however, 'strange' that Mathews can only justify including my work in his 
response on the basis that it is published in the Journal of Industrial Relations 
(Mathews 1992,94). The implication that my critique of the post-Fordism has no 
intellectual merit borders on a position that is certainly not 'the stuff of intellectual 
debate' (p. 93). 
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interests such as unions. In short, it has been asserted that this is a new 
.. Age of Democracy' (Mathews 1989b; Lipietz 1992). 

In response, I have argued that there are number of problems with an 
uncritical acceptance of the post-Fordist thesis (Gahan 1991). First, it 
was not Clear that post-Fordist ideas were in fact so new; nor did they 
represent a distinct break with past ideas. I compared a number of the 
central concerns of the post-Fordist thesis with the ideas found in the 
work of Kerr, Dunlop, Harbison and Myers (1960, 1975). These 
parallels are striking, especially given that the work of Kerr et ale stands 
at the very core of the ideas from which the post-Fordist ideas are said 
to have made a break. Thus the post-Fordist ideas do not represent an 
organisational or intellectual catharsis. It us thus more appropriate to 
see the post-Fordist thesis as part of a historically continuous 
development of ideas on work and the organisation of production.2 

Second, is the deep theoretical confusions penneate post -Fordist 
concepts. Three specific theoretical notions are significant: the use of 
the concept of strategic choice between various production paradigms; 
the use of the concepts of competition and markets; and how the post
Fordist thesis has incorporated the process of change into its central 
theoretical propositions.3 All of these concepts have been incorporated 
into the post-Fordist thesis in a contradictory or ambiguous way. Thus, 
contrary to the assertion of Mathews and others,4 it was unclear why the 
post-Fordist outcome would be in the interests of both fInnS, 

management and labour; not to mention the various other interests and 
organised movements that pursue their own sectional interests, both 
within the workplace and at the political level (Gahan 1991, 173). 

2 For a systematic analysis of this 'dualistic rhetoric' of the competing Fordist and 
post-Fordist production ~radlgms, see Sayer and Walker (1992, 1'1'. 193-212) and 
Pokrant (1993, 5-7). 

3 These do not, of course, capture aU of the theoretical concerns which have been 
identified with post-Fordism. Two additional concerns, which have been dealt 
with in some detail by Sayer and Walker (1992, 24.53 and 198-212) are the 
implications of the gender division of labour for the post-Fordist' analysis, and 
confusions surrolUlding the use of the concept of flexibility. 

4 Lipietz (1992, 92-100), for eumple, has argued that post-Fordism can be die 
source of wide ranging 'citizenship rights'. 
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Third, concerns arise about operationalising the post-Fordist thesis in an 
empirical analysis of the changes that are occurring in labour markets 
and the organisation of production. The evidence supporting the post
Fordist thesis is selective, reflected in the incomplete inductive process 
of empirical validation that Mathews has undertaken to legitimate his 
assertions about the 'reality' of post-Fordism. 

Mathews' Objections 

Mathews (1992) contends that my work is "a strange kind of scholarship 
that systematically misquotes, misrepresents and misconstrues an 
argument" (Mathews 1992, 94). Later, he adds that the work "shows 
the depths of misunderstandings and misrepresentation reached in these' 
debates" (p. 103); and is nothing short of 'dishonest' (p. 108). If 
Mathews is correct, then my work is certainly not deserving of any 
reply (as he suggests) - perhaps not even the brusque sidelining given to 
the work of Bramble (p. 94).5 

He criticises my paper on six accounts: 

• that I have not offered a coherent alternative to post-Fordism (p. 94, 
106, 107); 

• that I have misconstrued his arguments on the historical development 
of production epochs and the process of change (p. 103, 108); 

• that my paper has taken a contradictory position on the issue of 
empirical selectivity (pp. 105-6); 

• that I have embarked on some "quest to deny the reality of post
Fordist options" (p. 109); 

• that I have queried the legitimacy of market forces in debates over 
restructuring in a questionable manner (p. 109); and, 

5 His failure to contend with the critique of his own worlc. by Bramble is justified 
simply on the grounds that Bramble occupies "a political position radically 
opposed to my own" (Mathews 1992, 94). 
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• that the comparison of his work with that of Kerr et ale is insulting (p. 
122). 

The Reply 

The vehemence of the attack on my work by Mathews is. quite 
extraordinary. My aim was not to misrepresent systematically the 
Mathews line in a way that is dishonest, as he suggests (p. 108). My 
intention was to present a number of problems with these concepts, 
which the various post-Fordist writers have overlooked or failed to 
address. The ultimate aim of my critique was not to refute the post
Fordist thesis. Instead, my purpose was to point to the need for a more 
clearly thought-out theoretical construction that allows a full 
understanding of the changes occurring in labour markets. 

1. The Counter - Position 

The fust accusation is that my cri,ticisms are not valid because I fail to 
provide a counter-position to the post-Fordist thesis. A counter-position 
is not a necessary pre-condition for legitimate criticism. The beginnings 
of a better understanding of the full complexities of labour markets do 
not have to come with an exposition of a fully thought out alternative 
position to post-Fordism. The criticisms do not derive their legitimacy 
from an alternative position, but rather the force of their own argument 
and logic. 

2. History and the Process of Change 

Mathews suggests that I have misconstrued his construction of history 
and the process of the historical change towards the post-Fordist 
outcome (p. 103, 108); in particular, the epochal nature by which one 
dominant production paradigm is displaced by another. 

This is a misrepresentation of my criticism (Gahan 1991, 165-67; 170-
1). My point was to show that the post-Fordist literature - not just 
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Mathews ~ has advanced a contradictory position on the historical 
unfolding of post-Fordism and the forces of change which have bought 
this about. On the one hand, the historical development of the post
Fordist reality is described as a response to a crisis in mass production 
in the 1970s. Thus the displacement of mass production by post
Fordism is construed in epochal terms where forces beyond the 
workplace, industry or nation state, act as the sources of change. Yet 
frrms are also able to make choices which are not necessarily post
Fordist or neo-Fordist, such as 'Toyotism' (1989c, 140). A central 
question posed by this observation is whether frrms have been the force 
behind these changes or the 'callous agent' of larger sources of change. 
Further ambiguities were raised about the conceptual. choices that fIrms 
are able to make: Fordism, post-Fordism, neo-Fordism or Toyotism. In 
particular how does one differentiate between these options (Gahan 
1991, 167). Conceptually then, the process of change and its causes is 
developed in an ambiguous manner. 

In addition, historical change has not always been associated with 
crisis.6 Kern and Schumann (1984; 1987) note that a frrms ability to 
introduce innovative production techniques has been associated with 
high profitability: those frrms who enjoy the buffer of higher profits and 
are in core stable product markets are in a position which allows them 
to experiment with different production techniques. Norton (1986) 
shows the importance of product life - cycles and regional economic 
development as crucial to labour and product market strategies. Hyman 
(1987) suggests that organisational limitations also play an important 
role in constraining the ability of finns to initiate change. Streeck 
(1987) points to the uncertainty of management and unions with respect 
to these new production techniques given the uncertainty of 
developments in the global economy. Under conditions of uncertainty, 
it is not clear that the post-Fordist option represents optimising 
behaviour for frrms. 

6 The notion of a 'crisis' in mass production is of it self a dubious proposition. See 
Sayer and Walker (1992, 196-8), Meegan (1988, 136), William, Cutler, Williams 
and Haslam (1987, 405) and Pokrant (1993) " 
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3. The Problem of Empirical Selectivity 

Mathews' response to the criticism that the evidence uSed to support the 
post-Fordist thesis is selective is difficult to interpret There are three 
aspects to the argument put forward. First, he questions my argument 
that the evidence is drawn almost exclusively from the manufacturing 
sector. Second, he asserts that I have failed to provide arguments for 
the case thatpost-Fordist adherents have been decidedly selective in the 
gathering of empirical support for their notions. Third, he claims that I 
have made a volte face by pointing to the incomplete inductive process 
of validation for claims of a more universal significance fot post
Fordism. I criticised Mathews for selectively choosing evidence of 
different facets of the post-Fordist thesis, and not being able to illustrate 
all of these elements within any single case. I also suggested that a 
complete inductive inquiry would then seek to fmd general application 
for the inferences drawn from any single case study; a step that would 
be crucial to the legitimising the claim that the post-Fordist thesis 
represents a coming epoch. 

The evidence presented by Mathews (1989a, Chapter 5) for the services 
sector does not support the assertion that post-Fordist production 
systems are emerging in the retail and food services. Rather it describes· 
the computerisation of these seCtors. The development of computerised 
retailing services and its integration into banking and other financial 
services, for example, does not necessarily mean an increase in the skill 
requirement for all workers in those sectors affected by technological 
change (pp. 63-5). The Identification by Mathews of these shifts in the 
technological basis for the provision of such services cannot be said to 
constitute major evidence for the emergence of post-Fordism. 

Mathews concedes that many of these changes represent 'contradictory 
tendencies' (p. 106), and the evidence in their favour is by its very 
nature 'fragmentary and selective' (p. 107). Further, like Kern and 
Schumann (1984), Mathews argues that one cannot 'expect these new 
systems to emerge throughout the whole economy, but only in certain 
sectors, and then not uniformly' (p. 107). The contradictory, 
fragmentary and selective nature of the evidence found in case studies 
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raises the problem of interpretation. These changes in the organisation 
of work and production may be better explained by competing theories. ~ 

For example, in a study of the structure of labour markets in Japan, 
Chalmers (1989) highlights the importance of the peripheral workforce 
in the organisation of production and work. She draws particular 
attention to the importance of this sector of employment and production 
in maintaining the core workforce, whose employment exhibits many of 
the features that would be associated with post-Fordism. Reich (1991) 
has likewise recognised the strong continuities in labour market 
segmentation in his analysis of the impact of a new technological 
revolution and restructuring of the global economy. That is, he observed 
the same developments as does Mathews, but fmds sense in a quite 
different explanation. Segmented labour market theory, which has a 
long tradition in institutional labour economics, is used to explain many 
of the developments that are characterised by Mathews as providing 
contradictory support for post-Fordism. Perhaps a more fruitful. 
analysis of the changes in work and production can be found by 
couching explanations in, inter alia, segmented labour market theory.1 
This recognises that it may not be an optimal strategy for all frrms to 
pursue a post-Fordist strategy, or for any single firm to restructure work 
for all workers along post-Fordist lines. 

Having failed to find evidence to justify fully an acceptance of the post
Fordist thesis in case studies, Mathews looks to other means. The 
reader is informed that the reality of post-Fordism is evident from "a 
reading of history' (p. 107). 

7 This idea is perhaps captured by Dore's (1987) notion of 'flexible rigidities'. Sayer 
and Walker (1992, 212-3) contend that these rigidities, which appear as 
unexplainable paradoxes to post-Fordism can be best captured by notions of 
'structUred flexibility'. One type of structured flexibility is segmented labour 
markets. 
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4. The Reality of the post-Fordist Option 

A failure to provide strong empirical support for post-Fordism does not 
mean that the ~st-Fordist paradigm does not provide an appropriate 

. explanation for the current changes: 

Just as a failure to fmd fairies at the bottom of the garden does 
not prove that they are not there. All such a failure proves is 
that the searchers were not able to find what they were looking 
for. It does not prove that the fairies do not exist. It is always 
possible that further empirical work will produce supporting 
evidence for the theory. The lack of empirical foundation for 
the basic hypothesis underpinning the... argwnent does not 
disprove it, but rather, given its lack of any logical deductive 
foundation, it turns its claim into unsubstantiated assertion. 
Belief in the theory becomes a matter of faith (Nyland 1989, 
545)8. 

Perhaps it is the case that post-Fordism best. describes the workplace of 
the future: and that the 'limited evidence' (Mathews 1992, 107) will, as 
a result of future research or strategic interventions by 'young activists 
and scholars alike', become more universal and 'open up a new world of 
workplace reform' (p. 95). 

To question the post-Fordist thesis because of its lack of empirical basis 
is not to query 'the reality of post-Fordist options' (p. 109). As an 
option it may still be 'real'. However, the manner in which the post
Fordist thesis is transformed from theoretical assertion into historical 
truth is questionable. 

8 Nyland is not relating fairies to the post-Fordist thesis, but to the theory of a 
negatively sloped labour supply CUlVe. He is cited here to demonstrate the general 
point about empirical work and the validity of theory. 
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5. Market Forces and Restructuring 

Mathews states that I have queried whether market forces have 'any 
legitimacy in restructuring debates' (p. 109). This is not the case at all. 
The contention is that the role of market forces in post-Fordist theories 
also apJ>e8:f to be contradictory. On the one hand, in an 'untended 
garden' they exhibit all the inefficiencies and inequities characteristic of 
monopoly capitalism (Mathews 1989b, 149). Yet if they can be 
regulated, they will prove to be 'good servants' (Mathews 1992, 109). 
At issue is the adequacy or otherwise of post-Fordist concepts to deal 
with the omnipresence of market power in determining the behaviour of 
firms. 

It has been those firms at the heart of monopoly capitalism and those 
able to exercise market power that exhibit the clearest ability to 
experiment with new production and working arrangements. Mathews 
cites CIG Gas Cylinders, Bendix Mintex and Colonial Mutual Life, 
among others, as characterising firms who have adopted these new 
forms of work and production (p. 95). These firms hardly represent 
small producers. Piore and Sabel (1984) utilise evidence drawn from 
the Italian region of Emilia-Romagna to substantiate their flexible 
specialisation thesis. Yet Murray (1987, 86) notes that the economy of 
this same region is dominated by multinational companies. Where 
small and medium companies do operate, Ruggiero (1987) contends 
that they have been successful in reinforcing and exploiting labour 
market segmentation as a source of expendable labour. Thus, the very 
firms said to be the agents of these more desirable changes have equally 
perpetuated the labour market segmentation wrought by monopoly 
capitalism. Market forces are very much in evidence in both product 
and labour markets dominated by large, medium and small fmns. It 
would appear, therefore, that post-Fordist theories have failed to take 
full cognisance of the implications of market power for the labour 
market (re )structuring process. 
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6. From Industrialism and Industrial Man to Post-Fordism: 
Theoretical Continuity or Break With the Past? 

An important aspect of the post-Fordism thesis is the assertion that it 
. represents a break from past structures and arrangements in the 
organisation of production and work. This is a refutation of the 
inherent pessimism of labour process theory. In a more optimistic vein 
post-Fordism has attempted to refute the predictions of deskilling and 
the degradation of work as continuing processes under monopoly 
capitalism (Bray & Littler 1988). 

Prior to the rise of labour process theory, other long run analyses of 
labour market developments under mass production offered a far more 
optimistic picture. In the early 1960s, Kerr et ale co-authored a book 
called Industrialism and Industrial Man (1960), which began a research 
agenda that ran for some twenty years (Cochrane 1979). Kerr et ale 
hypothesised that industrialisation and the emergence of mass 
production would eventually lead to rising levels of skill, broader job 
functions and a highly educated and politically sophisticated workforce. 
All this, they argued, would have profound implications for the quality 
of working life, and the emergence of democracy in all spheres of life. 
Mass production, they argued, was the beginning of the 'age of 
democracy'. 

The parallels that can be made with the post-Fordist thesis seem 
striking, especially given that the work of Kerr et ale represents some of 
the ideas from which the post-Fordist thesis is said to have made a 
break (ie. commodity and product markets dominated by mass 
production). There are at least four parallels. First, both post-Fordist 
writers and Kerr et ale rejected the historical detenninism of Marxist 
predictions. Second, both theories predicted a major shift in work 
relations and its organisation, in which skill and knowledge were 
paramount. Work would become a source of satisfaction and creativity 
rather than a source of alienation. Third, both theories couched their 
conceptual framework in the context of paradigmatic change, which 
was also labelled' democratic'. Fourth, both presented their ideas (and 
agendas) as agendas or ideologies for the labour movement (Gahan 
1991, 165), 
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Mathews seems to fmd this comparison insulting. He asks: 

How in all. seriousness could one equate the notion of post
Fordism - which is all about a break with the rigidity and 
conformism of mass production, and an opening towards 
diversity - with a view of the industrial system at the end of the 
1950s, when the mass production system seemed to many to be 
impregnable and unassailable, and social scientists were 
celebrating the 'convergence' between East and West on a 
single industrial model? (Mathews 1991, 122) 

He asserts that my motive in drawing these parallels was calculating, as 
to associate the two theories is an attempt to bring post-Fordism 'into 
the same disrepute that attaches to these authors in current industrial 
relations circles' (p. 122). 

Whereas the notions associated with industrialism seem to have been 
relegated to the past, Kerr et al. are hardly disreputable authors. Many 
of the ideas of these same authors still dominate theory in both 
industrial relations and labour economics. Dunlop's notion of an 
industrial relations system, for example, is still widely utilised as an 
appropriate heuristic device, despite years of criticism (Dunlop 1958). 
Kerr's work on labour market segmentation holds an important place in 
labour market analysis as a seminal piece which highlighted the 
importance of institutions in labour market exchanges (Segal 1986). 

However, if in certain 'circles' of intellectuals the work of Kerr et al. is 
considered" disreputable', then the parallels become even more striking; 
especially given that the comparisons have the ironic consequence of 
associating aspects of the post-Fordist thesis with writers who were 
concerned to explain the very phenomena (mass-production and 
Fordism) from which post-Fordism is said to have broken away. It also 
suggests even greater caution with what Bell (1974, 49) saw as the 
sociologist's disposition to play the role of seer. Speculative social 
analysis, like economic forecasting, has its own limits. 
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A Speculation 

The surprise then is not the nature of the criticisms made of the post
Fordist thesis. These criticisms cannot be seen as strange, or as a 
personal attack on Mathews. Rather, the concern was to identify a 
number of shortcomings in these debates. These have met with a rather 
emotive response by Mathews, which in itself rests on a 
misrepresentation of my own arguments. The response of Mathews is 
also perplexing for its inability to come to terms with the weaknesses of 
post-Fordism. 

In general, it remains questionable whether post-Fordist theories are 
able to adequately analyse the continuing process of change as it 
unfolds in future production epochs. Indeed, if past experience can 
provide a basis for speculative analysis, the shortcomings will, over 
timef be revealed if Mathews (and others) fail to recognise and respond 
to the theoretical weaknesses of post-Fordism. If there is a surprise, it 
is the insistence that these criticisms can be overlooked in the crusade 
to win, what Mathews labels, the 'battle of ideas' (Mathews 1989b). 
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