The ‘Crisis’ and a ‘post Fordist state’

In his seminal article written in 1991, Robin Murray advocated the need for a post-Fordist state. The Henry in question was Henry Ford, a major contributor to the theory and practice of management. 
 

(Marxism Today, May, 1991, pp 22 - 27. This journal took a leading role at this time in contributing new ideas for government, particularly alternatives to both Conservative and Labour traditions. A number of those involved were significant in the formation of Demos, the think-tank that had a significant input to the development of 'New Labour'. This edition of Marxism Today was a special issue entitled 'Power to the Public') 
 

'Fordism' became  a much used term to describe organisations built on reductionism, 'one best way' (Utopianism) and tight supervision and control. It built on Adam Smith's enthusiasm for and advocacy of, 'the division of labour' later developed by the founders of 'work study'. The whole is divided into the parts with many levels of management. Smith eulogised that in took many different specialist operatives to produce a pin. Here was the future key to efficiency. It was a mechanistic view of the world and of organisations and a very limited and mean view of human potential. Control and command was the one best way.
 

Then is dawned in the West (for a short time) that the Japanese manufacturing revolution was based on a very different philosophy. Basically it turned the Anglo-American classical theory of management on its head. It was based on trust, collaboration and continual improvement. Nothing is ever perfect. By working together, both laterally and vertically, better results could be achieved both within organisations and in the production/service chains between them. Ironically key people in this development were American - Deming and Jurran for example, who could not be heard in their own country. It was based on systemic understandings of how organisations actually work. This was the quality revolution when it meant something very different to what passes for quality now. "We are experiencing unusually high volumes of calls. Please hold. We really value your custom." (on the tenth time of ringing)
 

In the 1990s, Will Hutton was a leading light advocate of a stakeholder economy. This was in harmony with the Japanese model of collaboration and quality.
 

There were high hopes that the incoming Labour Government of 1997 would take on the ideas in reforming public services and influencing the private sector similarly. It didn't happen. What happened was relentless Fordism based on the 1979 model. They were conned by big consultancy and big IT to increase the pace of the now burgeoning Fordist state.
 

So what are the implications for Stamfordtown? It would be about getting realistic about the state of the economy and the City; developing service and new manufacturing sectors and a diminished financial sector based on these post Fordist approaches. This would be underpinned by a state, however big or small, leading on the same principles. This is no magic bullet on offer from Cooperman and big IT. Rather, it is about the continual search for improvement based on really serving the needs of customers, citizens and communities. Following this philosophy, greater collaboration, trust will replace the relentless drift into individualism, distrust and a wholly negative view of human potential. 
David Wilkinson

