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BUILDING AND THE CRISIS OF FORDISM : THE CASE QF FRANCE

Alain Lipietz, CEPREMAP, Paris
(Trarslaved by Susan Sreencff)

The building industry, from the point of view of
the labour process, has never really been Ford-
ised or Taylor-issd. However the growth of
Fordism in France has been accompanied by a
brisk growth in the building sector, and the
crizis in the pattern of development has
precipitated the crisis in building. This
sector, like all the rest, must now look for
new forms of organisatien.

Looking in particular at the case of France, we
shall cal] to mind briefly the logic of the
Fordist regime of accumulation (sectiom 1), we
shall consider how this regime applies specific-
ally to the building sector (section Il}; we
shall then ook at the joint crisis of the
Fordist regime and the building industry
(section III}, and finally we shall try to
diagnose the ways in which the industry has
adapted to the crisis.

I - The Fordist Repime of Accumulation

There are two fares to Fordism as a regise of
sccumulation. (1)

From the point of view of the labour process,
it appesats as a development of Taylorism, The
latter consists in a growing systemisation of
work operstions, by which the know-how of the
skilled worker iz taken over by the technicians
and engineers of the Bureau des Methodes.
Tasks of conception are separated from tasks of
exccution, and the latier are contrelled by a
system of norms dictated by the Buresu des
Methodes. Properly speaking, Fordism is when
this systematised know-how is incorporated in
an sutmmzted machine system, the movements of
which govern the nomms and harmemies of a
deskilled labour of sxecution, The results of
this tendency are: ’

- a rapid increase in apparent labour
productivity

- #n  increase in the technical compozition of
capital.

From the point of view of the pattern of
consumption, the sxperience of the 1930's has
shown that an enlarged repreduction of capital
under intensively Fordist conditions of
accumulation cannct be maintained without
allowing the mass of workers access to Fordist
consumer goods (cars, dowestic squipment ete.).
Fully developed Fordism supposes a growth in
the purchasing power of wages in parallel with
increases in productivity.

But this comparability, which characterises the
regirte of acoumlation, cannot exist without
bringing inte being a "monopolis” potterm of
regulatiom, that is to say, an snseable of
constraining and stimulating instituticnal forms
to assure that managements will arrive at
agreements despite their comflicting interests.
Such forms are: collective agreements, minimum
wages, the Welfare State. These forms of
regulation of wage relations are obviously
accompanied by other forms relating to money,
To state intervention, ete.

However, the stability of such a zegime of
accumulation Tests on very strict conditions.
These are:

- that the rate of growth of global technicai
composition (that is to say, approximately, of
fized capital per capita in output, K/N) and
the productivity of section 1 are the same.
This counter-tendency in the increase of
technical composition inhibits the tendency
towards an increase in the organic composition
of capital.

- that the rate of growth of wage consuwmprion
and of productivity in sectiom 2 are the same.
The counter-tendency towards a decline in the
rate of profit which would have constituted an
increase in the rate of exploitation is indeed
inhibited, but at the same time the tendency
towords a crisis of under-consumprion is also
inhibited. And, as the organic composition of
capital does not vary, the rate of peneral
profit remzins stable, and accumulation can
thus proceed with rhythaic regularity,

These two conditions were more or less observed
in the develeped countries umtil the aiddie of
the 1960's, But there was n¢ a priori
guarantee that this would be the case.

The maintenance of the rate of exploitation was
of the whole stabilised by the sawe principle
of menopolist regulation. The risk came from
the evolution of organic composition. This has
been measured by Bertrand {1978) in two ways:

- by "work-composition" (Fig. 1)

- by “the apparent productivity of capital”
(Fig. 2}.

This second way, obtained by measuring the
relationship of the growth in voluse of product
Q and of fixed capital K, is in fact a
convenient way of oeasuring the inverse of
organic compesition, supposing o homogenecus
evolution of productivity. We can analyse:



=D

-2,
N

(N = posizive)

= 2

between a result "productivity {Q/N)" and a
Tesult "technical composition',

AS we can see in Figs. 1 apd <. OTganic composit-
ten has tended to §row [and the productivity of
capital to diminish) op averzge since the snd of
the 1965%s.  But Figs. 3 and 4 show that this
result is the outcome of contrasting evolutions.
While the "manufactursd goods industries" [cars,
electro-mechanical erc.}, typically Fordist,
evolved propitiously until the beginning of the
19707s, rhe building industry declined slowly
but surely, since the increase in technical
compasition did mot generate sufficient increases
in productivity. We shall now consider this.

I - Building: 1 Logic "Exogenous" to Fordism

The atypical evolution of building shows the
specificity of the evolution of the preduction
process. On the other hand, it compels a
transfer of surplus value from the Fordist
S2CTOTs to compensate for the decline in
organic compesition,

1 Irn-'estigatirm oyver long periods

The long-period series established by Basle et
al. (1979} shows elearly the following points.

L. In spite of urbanisation, building Tepresents
in volume one of rhe least important parts
QF production, At no time has it been the
"motor” of Fordist development (Fig. 5}.

2. Within the industry wage forms appear back-
ward and incomplete,

3. The growth of fixed capital per head did not
really get started until towards 1560 (Fig,
7). It was accompanied by a growth in
intermediate consumption (Table 1),

But "capital productivity™ [the reverse af
organic composition!) was tpitially strong,
and declined during the 1960's (Fig. 8).

50 we have backward Techanisation apd wage forms

without Fordist-type productivity increases,
¥hy?

2} Why building "misses out" op Fordisatien

It has been shown [Lipietz 1374 that the
specific socio-economae conditiens under which
building activity took Place during the Fordist
epech prevented it frem adopting the "azsembly
line" form of organisation characteristic nf
Taylorism, The difficulty of finding credit-
worthy preliminary demand in the market, and the
temtrol of property remt f{which does not conform
te strict capitalist logic) over conditions of
production, impose on building a more randem
form of production. Fated with this difficulty,
the “uilding profession in France was divided

between industrial capital (the builder) and
finance capital (the entreprenesr) (Fig. 9.
According to Bettelheim (1970), the “Propriet-
or” of the production process is not its
Towner™. It follows from this that the
deprivation of the crafrsman has itself been
noderated,

As the studies of labour-economists and
-socivlogists have shown {2}, site work is
characterised by its variability, by the non-
standardisation of operations, This puts a
check on orthodox Taylorisation, The typical
Structure of the production team is that of
organised craft-work, where the site-foremen
co-ordinate the activities of skilled WOTKETS,
assisted hy plant, Mechanisation itself shows
the development of machines which ares ne more
than “mega-toals”, ertengions of the skillaed
worker's hands (like cranes) rather than
dictators of his acrions.

The only domain in which a Fordist process has

been able to develop is in heavy prefabrication.

Becaduse of the dearth of markets able to offer
sufficiently latge projects, there has been
little of thiz except duting the peak of
urbanisation fat the end of the 1960's},

As to the question of the |aboyur force in
building, it is far from the faws of monopolist
Tegulation:

- above average mobility
- less qualified workers
= less professional structure

- lesg senioTity

Nevertheless, the nan-Fordist building sector
is deeply immersed in the Fordist pattern of
development .

k3] Buiiding and Fardism

Although produced by nen-Fordist means, housing
is the structuring motif of the Fordist way of
life. Urbanisation, the need to produce the
50Tts of houses and towms which render
inevitable the consumption of Fordist guoods |
turned building into an indispensable auxiliary
of the Fordist model of development Reciproc-
ally, the broadening of the wage-sarning
category and its momopolist regulation,
together with its increase in purchasing power,
the zertling of the expected horizons of
household incomes, the development of fringe
banefits and credit, and the growth of public
financing, offer the pessibility of mass
consumption for that seceor which has nonethe-

less had difficulty in espousing the nomms of
mass reproducticn .

Moresver, the ambiguity of rant [or more
precisely of "“urban land rent"], which is 23
much real estate” as "rent”, permits the

entreprensur te reflect the land price in th?
price of housing [Lipistz 1874). Since credit-
worthy demand exists (and 1t devolves an the
state to en]lerge this by aeans of :red_xr at low
interest rates], pressuTe ON COMSTIUCTION COsTS
is able to redain relatively weak.

i Te 15 in this an historical )
:::;3::;‘]";}" rise in land rent and in organic
composition have repercussions o the cost of
housing for the final consumer (Fig. IO!A_ The
transfer of surplus value {or "productivity
surplus™) towards building thus realised by
Telative price wovement guaranteed to this
sector toe a particularly high level of
profitability in the 1360's. (See Fig. _11.
The "peak" of 1964-65 corresponds to the influx
of repatriates from Algeria.} But at the end
of the 1960*s this profitahility started to

i due to the rapid rise in crganic
:::;:f{m, and to the lewering of Tates of
exploitation resulting from the sharp rise in
salaries following the strugpies of May 1968.

And so, during the “'great days'_' of Fordist
growth, the logic of the l?uildmg sector ua:
expgencus te that of Fordisa. It was |_-mt the
sector's own productivity increases whxlch
permitted the widening of mass consumption om
the housing market. On the contrary, this
consumption was financed by increases in
purchasing power released in otker §ector§,
either by the ebb and flow of rglnnve_pn:es,
or by the transfer of capital via pul_)hc
financing. These transfers, u!_n:hlfmanced
widespread intensive accumulation in the
building industry, weighed zll the moTe
heavily on other sectors.

For house-duellers, these transfers meant that
housing costs bore heavily on the household
budger. In 1973:

- BY for social housing (heavily subsidised
by putlic financing}

- 10% on average for home owners

- buildipg ¥ for new dwellings in the Paris
region

The average debt per household incresased over
twenty yesrs from two week's )'.nct_.ne to 15 weeks,
of which B5% was devoted to housing.

is lack of connection between the growth of
I:;ssector, Q {logarithmically derived from the
product over time), and the growth of produc-
tivity in the sector, is to te found in ‘nore or
less all the countries of Furope. The "Kanldor-
Verdoorn law" (high product,-'productlwny
elasticity}, characteristic eof Ford1sm,_and
which is highly applicable to industr)_-' in
general, is far less applicable to building
(Fig. 12).

I1T - The Lrisis of Fordism: Its Effect on
Building

1y, the crisiz of Fordism results from a
?:::5‘1‘:\;)0{ the prafmability of :apital_due to a
tise in the orginic composition of Cfpltal.. )
This rise itself results from a growing split in
the acceleration in the rise in technl:a! )
composition, and & slackening of productivity
inereases. Taylarist forms of work orpanisation
have outgroen their usefulness._ Furt!zel_' probies:
are added to this, such as the upossxb:h;y of
world-wide regulation. Attempts to establish
profitability {and competitiveness} by pressure
on salaries let Joose in their turn a d.ep."“l"
tendency which did not improve profitability, at
least during the 1970's (Liepietz 1984b).

This world decline in profitability i?\'olved in
France a lowering in the rate of hous!ng
production (Fig. 13) due to the f?ll in
purchasing power and to the fajl mlti:ne apount
of public capital availabls Fo_subsuhse )
constTuction. Fordism in crisis cannot all:_n-
itself those transfers which were possible in
the epoch of growth. Besides, the brutal finish
to urbanisation breught with it a ql:lﬂlﬂ".atl\fl
change in the struc ture of produ:ngn in the
industry: growth in the areas of maintenance
(Fig. 14) and of individual housebullding
(Fig. 16).

The result of this {5 a spectacular f‘all i1:| the
purchasing power of wages (Fig_, 15]_. in spite
of a growth in productivity which is still
infericr to that of industry as = whole [Fig.
17}. Again, weak productivity increases are
obtained on an hourly basis. If we take account
of the reduction in working hours (Fig. 1&!, it
can be seen that there is cmplgte stagnation
in production per head in building.

Nevertheless, at least until 1975, l_)mldmg
managed to safeguard its profitabi}uy tharks
to the ebk and flow of relative prices. I
was only after this date that all_the_cns:s
factors converged an buildin;:r: rise in
technical composition, rise in the rela‘_u\_re
price of fixed capital, fall in productivity
in contTast to a slight growth in the purchas-
ing power of wages, fall in demand (see the
analysis in table 2).

The quasi-tetal stop to productivity increases
in bailding is itself the product of three
factors:

- the huge fall in investments

- The end to the building of vast projects
(even though these allowed a “pseudo-
Taylerisaton™)

- grewth on the part of maintenance and of the
construction of individual housing.

Thus, the inability of the building sector te
bend itself to the Fordist logic of the labour
process came to a head at the same time that
the tTisis in the pattern of development



rrevented it henefitting from the distriburion Notes

of productivity increases in the rest of

industey, 1.

But :in fact, faced with this profound crisis,
building transformed itself, particularly in
structural work.

- Smal! enterprises exploited to the full their
advantage of flexibility (in terms of
adaptation to non-standard sites, and of
adaptation of their working hours).

- Large enterprises went back to 1 mare
classical technology and began to make usa
of a division of labour between a stable
rucleus allowing scme dutonomy on rational-
ised sites [“enveloppes", as defined by the

Bureau de Methodes (31} and casual labour
on a piece-work basis.

Thus, hourly productivity progressed at both
ends of the enterprise spectrim (Fig. 19},
essentizally becapuse of “flexibility" (although

this word doss not mean the same thing in beth 3.

cases).

Conclusion: What Future for the Buiiding

Industry?

Juccessive governments in France since the

start af the crizis, including those of the lefr,
have sacrificed building for the sake of
financing industrial modernisation. Building
does have, however, the great advantage of

being a sector not ‘exposed” to international
competition., And it attracts Telatively

little investment, especially since it has

turned more and more to renovation, maintenance,
and thermal insulation of existing bulldings.

On the assumption that we can agree to admit
the bankruptcy of Taylorism and the need for
‘more flexible” and “more autonomous™ forms of
work organisatiom, can we Expect Tto zee this
sector leave behind the stage of Taylorism and
enter wholeheartedly into the post-Taylarian
era?

The natter is complex. "Flexibility™ can at
first sight involve fragility of social Tights
and contractual conditions for the labour
force; and there is no doubt that building is
particularly exposed to this form of evolution,
which is a soeial tegression, But, if by
"Elexibility' is meant 2 greater autonomy given
te teams of versatile workers, thenm it is
Certain that the improvement of the builr
environment couid be a privileged area of
secial innovation.

The concepts presented here (rate of
accumulation, form of regulation, Fordism
have become known threugh Aglietta {19787,
Bover ¢T Mistral {1%78], Coriat [1978),
Lipletz (1579). A summary presentation in
Lipietz (1984 a and b}.

If the now typical character of the
building industry has been analysed from
the early 1970's (e.g. Lipietz 1974), a
surge of new studies on the subject has
shown a concretisation in three more
recent publications: CEPREMAP (1980 ,
various authors (1984, 1985). Among these
latzer we mention especially the contrib-
utions of . Boyer, K, Coriat,

E. Caapagnac and, above all, Myriam
Canpinos Dubernet, by whem also the
admirable synthesis (i384). These
fundamental contributions will be used in the
following without further special
reference.

These new tendencies of werk oTganisation
are often designated by the very improper
tetm ‘neo-Taylerism” in 'various authars'
(1984, 1985).

F1G. 1. "Composition of Labour" {indirect living lahaur/_
girect living labour) <orrected by net accumulation,
T in large aggregates
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F1G. 2. Apparent Productivity of Fixed Capital by Large Sectors
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FIG. 12. Laws of Different Productivities

in the industry: a close interrelation between
growth of the market and increase of productivity
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in building and civil engineering: a quasi-independence of
productivity in relation ta medium-range periods of demand
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Legend: BE = Belgium
FR = France
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Source: Boyer-Petit (1979),

FIG. 13. The French Economy and Building from 1973
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FIG. 14. Development of Building Production
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FIG. 18. Weekly Working Time (Workers) im Building
and Civil Engineering in 1974 i
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These series represent the average real working time of blue

collar workers, generailly taken for the last week of each
third of a year.

Source: Ministere du Travail - INSEE - Series Cvs.

FIG. 19. Development of the Dispersion _of Productivity
according to size range of firms -
main construction 1970-1978, index (basis 100 = 1870}
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Source: Campinos-Dubernet in Var. Auct. {1585)
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TABLE 2. Development of Productivity in Building and Civil Engineering 1970-1978
Development of clements of the coefficient of capital
(mverage anpual growth rate)

1970-1978 , 1970-1975 1975-1978
lndustrial Building § I Industr. Build, % - Industr, Buxld, &
Manufacture Civil Eng. | Manuf. Civ.Eng. ' Manuf. Civ.Eng,
Capital intensity K/N 5.5 6.2 ! 5.1 7.0 5.6 4.8
|
labour productivity VAN 3.0 1.5 3ie 2.5 | 4.2 -0.1
Coefficient of output capita! 1.3 5.5 1.3 5.8 1.3 5.1
K/VA
Relative price of capital 0.4 -1.3 0.7 -1.4 -0.2 -1.3
{PK/P)
Coefficient of capital per '
value added K/VA ! 1.7 3.2 2.0 2.9 1.1 3.7
Development of the elements of the rate nf profit
1970-1978 1970-1875 1975-1978
Industrie! Building & | Industr. Build. § Industr., Build. &
Manufacture Civ.Eng. Manuf . Civ.Eng. | Manuf. Civ.Eng.
Profitability (PE/K) - 9.4 -6.8 -5.8 -11 -15.0
Share of profit in value added | -3.1 -6.5 -4.8 -3.1 o -12,1
PE/HA 'i
1
Confficient of capital K/Va : 1.7 3.2 2.7 2.9 1.1 3.7
Revelopment of the elements of the profit m gin
1570-1978 : 1970-1975 1675-1978

Industrial Building § ' Industr. Build, § | Industr. Build. &
Manufacture Civ. Eng. Manuf, Civ_Eng. | Manuf. Liv.Eng.

Growth of purchasing power of
the average salary {w'fpc) 4.5 4.0 4.8 4.7 3.8 2.7

Development of the price of
value added in relation to the
price of consumables (PF/FC) -0.% 1.2 -0.7 1.4 =0.4 .8

Growth ef labour productivity
{VA/N) 3.9 1.5 3.8 2.5 b 4.2 -0.1

Share of personnel cost in
value added (FP'/VA) 1.1 1.2 1.8 0.7 ¢ =21

Development of the rate of
profit pf/va -3.1 -6.,4 -4.8 -3.2 0 -11.4

Source: Boyer-Petit (1979),
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