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CULTURE XV (2), 1995

Korean Management, Corporate Culture,
and Systems of Labour Control Between South Korea 
and North America
Gregory Teal *

This paper is an attempt at synthesizing an empir- 
ical and a theoretical critique of the cultural model of 
industrial organization, by focussing on Korean indus-
trial organization and industrial relations in Korea, and 
on a large Korean industrial organization that was based 
in Quebec. As a counter weight to the cultural argu-
ment, the paper shows that mechanisms established to 
socially integrate workers into the organization in Korea 
are weak, and that management has had to rely instead 
on authoritarianism and on the State to ensure worker 
compliance. The paper then présents and discusses the 
social organization of a Korean industrial transplant; 
while there was a managerial discourse of participation 
and diffusion of power, the gap between this discourse 
and the real diffusion of power was such that a sizable 
minority of employées did not comply with managerial 
objectives.

Cet article vise à faire la synthèse d'une critique 
empirique et théorique du modèle culturel d'organization 
industrielle en analysant les principes d'organisation et de 
relations industrielles en Corée et ceux d'une entreprise 
coréenne implantée au Québec. Contrairement à ce que pro-
pose une analyse plus culturelle, cet article montre que les 
entreprises coréennes en Corée instaurent très peu de mécanis-
mes visant à favoriser l'intégration des travailleurs: l'adminis-
tration fait plutôt preuve d'autoritarisme et compte sur l'Etat. 
L'article poursuit en présentant et discutant l'organisation 
sociale d’une entreprise coréenne implantée à l'étranger; alors 
que la rhétorique de la direction met l'accent sur la participa-
tion et la répartition du pouvoir au sein de l'entreprise, la réal-
ité est à ce point contraire aux discours officiels que de nom-
breux employés ne respectent pas les objectifs de l'administra-
tion.

1. INTRODUCTION

In this paper11 wish to explore the limits and 
the fallacies of a management and social science 
fad that has attained the status of paradigm, that 
being culture as explaining forms of industrial 
organization and worker commitment to the enter- 
prise. Although the cultural model has been popu- 
lar for explaining both the success of Japanese 
industrial dominance and new forms of work 
organization - particularly but not exclusively in 
the auto industry internationally - it also has 
attained wide currency in explaining the success of 
Korean enterprise in Korea and internationally. I 
begin with a discussion of the emergence of the 
culturalist paradigm that has, for many, supplant- 
ed the labour process as the definitive theoretical 
instrument to interpret social organization and 
change in a corporation. The paper then explores 
the application of the cultural model to Korea. 
Culture is widely used to explain Korea's rapid 
industrialization and its particular forms of indus-
trial organization. This cultural paradigm rests 
largely on the claim that Confucianism forms the 
basis of the organizing principles of Korean social 
relations, including those between labour and 
management. I discuss the historical and theoreti-
cal foundations of this model and présent an alter-
native view of Korean industrial organization in 
terms of a form of partial or underdeveloped enter- 
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prise welfare corporatism dépendent on the State 
to regulate industrial relations. Such a System con- 
tains some fatal flaws; as we shall see, the most 
critical is the weakness of mechanisms, at the level 
of the organization of the labour process, when it 
cornes to integrating workers into the enterprise. I 
then examine the operation of Korean transplants 
in North America, particularly the Hyundai auto-
mobile assembly plant in Québec, which has, since 
the research ended, suspended operations. In this 
latter section I focus on the limitations of a position 
which sees management in East Asian industrial 
transplants as a simple transfer of the so-called 
Asian (Japanese or Korean)-style management, on 
the real changes some of the transfers bring to 
labour-management relations, and on the chal-
lenges these changes pose for North American 
labour. The study of transplant operations is par-
ticularly fruitful for exploring issues conceming 
the interface of culture, the labour process, and 
industrial organization, and for evaluating new 
théories and models of industrial organization. 
Such a project is important in that the transforma-
tion of industrial organization and work in late 
twentieth century capitalism is a global process 
strongly influenced by international compétition. 
In popular and academie literature, East Asia is 
often portrayed as representing a culturally dis-
tinct form of production and System of labour- 
management relations. Such an assumption needs 
to be tested, theoretically and empirically.

This paper, then, is an exploratory critique of 
the theoretical-ideological foundations of the cul-
tural paradigm of East Asian capitalism. It also 
empirically investigates the more complex social 
relations of an industrial transplant that, together 
with the theoretical weaknesses of the culture par-
adigm, east serious doubt on the paradigm as it 
applies to East Asia in general and to the social 
organization of East Asian industrial transplants in 
particular. I examine the social organization of a 
transplant that tends to belie and contradict the 
foundations of the current cultural discourse on 
organizations. There are important changes occur- 
ring in the social organization of work. However, 
the daims made in much of the literature that there 
is a fundamental redistribution of power due to 
various forms of participation, and that there is a 
subséquent convergence of worker identification 
with the organization, are, on the basis of this and 
other case studies, highly questionable (Perruci, 
1994).

2. THE CRISIS OF FORDISM AND
MANAGEMENTS 
REHABILITATION OF CULTURE

It is commonly accepted that the publication 
of Harry Braverman's Labor and Monopoly Capital: 
The Dégradation of Work in the Twentieth Century 
(1974) effected a révolution in the study of work, 
by retuming our focus squarely to the labour 
process. The thèmes articulated by Braverman, 
particularly that of management strategies to 
reduce worker control over the labour process, 
held great appeal at a time when the level of job 
satisfaction among industrial workers in Europe 
and North America was, by virtually ail accounts, 
in décliné, and when workers' organizations were 
contesting the System of work organization and 
industrial relations based upon Taylorist and 
Fordist models.2

Yet, one of the ironies of the reorientation 
effected by Braverman is that it appeared precisely 
at a time when the North American and European 
Systems of industrial organization were in a pro- 
found crisis and entering a period of transforma-
tion. This crisis was brought about on the one hand 
by the internai limitations of Taylorism and 
Fordism, and in particular, by the problem of stag- 
nating labour productivity. On the other hand, 
international compétition, especially from Japan 
and Germany, but also and increasingly from the 
Newly Industrialized Countries of East and 
Southeast Asia, was challenging the position, and 
even the continued existence, of key sectors of 
American and European industry, the automobile 
industry being the most important and the most 
effected.

The search for solutions to the crisis of 
Fordism has led to management's expérimenta-
tions in restructuring the labour process, imple- 
menting new forms of work organization such as 
Just-in-Time Production, Total Quality Control, 
Flexible Specialization and Team Work.3 Along 
with such changes in work organization hâve 
corne new human resource practices promoting 
various forms - and to varying degrees - of worker 
participation. The emergence of participative man-
agement is in large measure the resuit of manage-
ment's récognition that Just-in-Time, Total Quality 
Control, Team Work, and other new organization- 
al practices require a certain level of worker partic-
ipation if they are to be successful. Coercion is not 
necessarily the best method to mobilize employées 
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and can be counterproductive as it can generate 
résistance and reduce employées' commitment to 
the enterprise (Lincoln and Kalleberg, 1990: 24). 
Instead, a productive, high quality, flexible work 
force can be developed by fostering employée 
commitment to the enterprise, through mecha- 
nisms which promote employée identification 
with the goals of the enterprise and loyalty to it. To 
foster such an identification with the enterprise 
and a convergence of interests between employées 
and management, it is important that the enter-
prise not be perceived simply as an économie unit 
functioning for the maximization of profit on 
behalf of the owners. The new image of the enter-
prise should be that of a community, or a family, 
operating around a common set of values and for 
the benefit of the common good, that is, the enter-
prise as a cultural entity.4

The challenge posed by Japanese industrial 
organizations, with their particular forms of man-
agement and of worker mobilization, combined 
with the restructuring of the organization of work 
and the évolution of new forms of human resource 
management in Western Europe and North 
America, has led, both in management science and 
the in the social sciences, to a new model or para- 
digm in studying and interpreting work: the cul-
tural model of industrialization and industrial 
organization. From this perspective, industrial 
organizations can be seen in two ways: first, as cul- 
ture-producing entities, and second, as expressions 
of the larger culture of society (Hamilton and 
Biggart, 1988: S71). Managerial, sociological, 
anthropological and trade union discourse since 
the 1980s has undergone a reorientation focused 
around the concepts of enterprise culture, partici-
pative workplace, and new social partnership 
between labour and management, and what are 
portrayed as Post-Fordist forms of work organiza-
tion.5 This reorientation represents a potentially 
positive évolution in the study of work in that it 
moves beyond Braverman's and other reductionist 
schémas that imply a radical déniai of culture and 
a naive portrayal of the behaviour of labour and 
management as being based simply on a primitive 
mutual opposition. It also represents the potential 
of reform of the workplace and of industrial rela-
tions which could redistribute power within orga-
nizations. For these reasons, the cultural paradigm 
and a Post-Fordist discourse hâve seduced large 
numbers of sociologists and other social scientists.6 
However, despite the prevailing management dis-
course around participation and enterprise culture 

and the hope of workplace reform that has cap- 
tured the imagination of industrial sociology and 
anthropology, it remains to be seen to what extent 
work is actually being transformed and effective 
power being redistributed. There is an évident 
need for carefully conducted case studies, at once 
open to recognizing changes that are taking place, 
while remaining sceptical of the extent of such 
changes in terms of an effective redistribution of 
power.7

3. THE PLACE OF KOREAN
INDUSTRIALIZATION IN THE 
ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE 
PARADIGM

The importance of Korea to this cultural reori-
entation in management and social science may 
not be évident. North American and European 
managements hâve, even if reluctantly, recognized 
that Japanese industrial superiority lies not in tech- 
nology but in management methods and the qual-
ity and degree of mobilization of Japanese labour 
(Kaplinsky, 1988: 461-462; Parker, 1990:38). Forms 
of work organization hâve been carried out in 
response to Japanese industrial compétition and in 
an attempt to introduce what are presented as 
being Japanese-style organizational and human 
resource practices and labour-management rela-
tions (Blanpain, 1992: 17; Lincoln and Kalleberg, 
1990: 2; Milkman, 1993: 152).

Sociological interest in alternative forms of 
work organization likewise has focussed on Japan, 
Japanese industrial transplants, and what is 
referred to as the Japanization of industrial organi-
zation in the other advanced capitalist countries. 
Although there exist different interprétations of 
Japanese management and labour, one which has 
had some popularity sees Japanese management 
methods and the quality of labour as having their 
source in Japanese culture. This cultural model of 
Japanese industrial organization has a relatively 
long and continuons tradition. It extends from 
Abegglen's (1958) view that industrial practice 
intégrâtes traditional communalism, through 
William Ouchi's (1981) Theory Z, whereby 
Japanese industrial organization reflects commu-
nal and familial éléments in Japanese culture, to 
Ackroyd's (1988) notion of Japanese management 
being embedded in its distinct social System 
(Lincoln and Kalleberg, 1990: 2-4; 11-13; Wood, 
1991: 568). The récognition that Japanese manage-
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ment practices and worker loyalty are culturally 
embedded led, in the 1980s, to a debate over the 
possibilities of adopting such management meth- 
ods and fostering high levels of worker commit- 
ment to the enterprise in societies with different 
(that is, supposedly less communalistic and more 
individualistic) cultural values (Lincoln and 
Kalleberg, 1990: 18; Milkman, 1993:159).8

Korea's industrial and technological develop-
ment is more limited and has been based in part on 
extensive borrowing of Japanese and American 
technologies and practices. Korean transplants 
hâve less presence in the North American and 
European industrial landscape than are their 
Japanese counterparts. Hence "Koreanization," 
analogous to Wood's use of "Japanization" to refer 
to the évolution and diffusion of a distinct model 
of industrial organization or management System 
(1991: 568), is not readily apparent.

Yet, Korea does play a vital rôle in the debate 
on the relationships between culture, industrial 
organization, and worker commitment, even if 
limited by the smaller scale and intemationaliza- 
tion of its economy. First, although it has borrowed 
management techniques and developed its manu- 
facturing capacity through acquisition of foreign 
technologies, Korea has become more independent 
within the world economy than was the case earli- 
er (Foster-Carter, 1985: 31). Korean industrializa- 
tion has not conformed to neo-Marxist prédictions 
of Third World dépendent development. It has 
become increasingly compétitive with American 
and Japanese industry, not only in labour-inten-
sive low technology sectors, but in heavy and high 
technology sectors as well. Several Korean compa-
nies are listed on Fortune's top 100 companies out- 
side the United States (Steers et al, 1989: 2). The 
rapid and large-scale development of its steel and 
ship building industries in the 1970s and 1980s has 
played an important part in the Japanese rational- 
ization and upgrading of their own shipbuilding 
and steel industries. And as much of literature on 
post-Fordism and organizational culture focusses 
on the automobile industry, Korea, with its grow- 
ing auto manufacturing industry, does hâve a 
place in the debate. Like Japan, Korea is a late 
industrializer, but it began in a much less favour- 
able position. The rapidity of its industrialization 
has been even more remarkable, passing between 
1960 and 1987 from among the ranks of the poorest 
countries of the world to the tenth largest economy 
(Ogle, 1990: 29). Korea's industrialization cannot 
be adequately explained in terms of dépendent 

capitalist development nor in terms of neo-liberal 
économies, and its industrial enterprises are high- 
ly dynamic in their own right, with their own orga-
nizational particularities and management styles. 
This has led management writers and social scien- 
tists, including anthropologists, in the West and in 
Korea, to speculate that éléments of Korean cultur-
al héritage are responsible for management prac-
tices and worker behaviour.9

A second reason for the importance of Korea 
in the debate is that, although less significantly 
than for the Japanese, Korean industrial trans-
plants are now in place in major industrial sectors 
in North America and Europe. Generally they are 
organizationally and economically successful and 
pose a fundamental challenge both to management 
and to organized labour in these sectors. As early 
as the 1970s and 1980s, that is prior to the presence 
of Korean transplants, North American manage-
ment, perhaps as a message and warning to 
labour, frequently cited Korean workers' apparent 
high commitment to intensive work and accep-
tance of low wages. Korean styles of management 
and industrial organization also hold great appeal 
to authoritarian régimes and économie and intel- 
lectual eûtes in the new génération of Southeast 
Asian Newly Industrialized Countries and in the 
People's Republic of China and Russia as well.

Finally, on the surface, the cultural paradigm 
to explain industrialization and industrial organi-
zation has even more applicability to Korea than it 
does to Japan. The cultural paradigm for the 
Japanese case states that the traditional Japanese 
cultural dynamics of collectivism rather than indi- 
vidualism, and the stress on harmony - both por- 
trayed as being partially dérivative of Confucian- 
ism - are responsible for the high work effort of 
Japanese workers and their commitment and loy-
alty to the company, and for the participative style 
of Japanese management. The Confucian cultural 
tradition was stronger in Korea than in Japan and, 
as we shall see below, cultural interprétations of 
Korean development hâve claimed that these tra-
ditions hâve influenced management practices and 
the supposed loyalty and high levels of commit-
ment of Korean labour, and hâve therefore been a 
key feature in the success of Korean industrializa-
tion and industrial organization.

In sum, a popular current in management 
and social science writing daims that there exists a 
close interdependence between the enterprise and 
the wider sociétal relations, and that this interde- 
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pendence is assumed to influence both the style of 
management and the level of commitment of 
workers, fostering, so we are told, a high level of 
consensus within the enterprise and in the society 
in general. Korea does hâve a place in the debate 
around enterprise culture in the advanced capital- 
ist countries, where the search for such a consensus 
and workplace reform has become the mode in 
management, trade union and academie circles.

4. THE CULTURALIST MODEL
OF KOREAN INDUSTRIAL 
ORGANIZATION

Beginning in the 1970s sociologists and econ- 
omists began explaining Korea's rapid industrial- 
ization as being based on its Confucianist héritage. 
In a widely cited article on world économie devel-
opment, Thomas Kahn stated that the Confucian 
ethic - the création of dedicated, motivated, 
responsible, and educated individuals and the 
enhanced sense of commitment, organizational 
identity and loyalty - will resuit in what he called 
Confucian societies having higher growth rates 
than other cultures (Kahn, 1979). Since then, the 
Confucianist, culturalist model has been a recur- 
ring theme in explanations of Korea's rapid indus- 
trialization, the apparent commitment of its work 
force, and the supposed harmonious character of 
labour-management relations. Almost ail recent 
books on Korean management and the so-called 
miracle of Korean industrialization stress the rôle 
of Confucianism. Even writers who seek to devel- 
op a more balanced explanation of Korean indus- 
try, by bringing in an organizational or institution- 
al analysis, lend credibility to the culturalist 
model. Hamilton and Biggart (1988: S53), for 
example, while recognizing the limits of a cultural 
model (in attempting to explain everything in gen-
eral it explains nothing in particular) claim that "a 
cultural explanation enables us to see organiza-
tional practices not only in Japan but also in Korea 
and Taiwan as generalized expressions ofbeliefs in the 
relative importance of belongingness, loyalty and sub-
mission to hierarchical authority" (emphasis mine).

There are at least three problems inhérent to 
this cultural paradigm as it applies to Korea. The 
first is that it is almost completely devoid of his- 
toricity. It assumes a continuons Confucianist tra-
dition, and that this tradition was simply trans- 
ferred to Korea's new industrial structure. Despite 
the pervasiveness of Korean Confucianism up 
until the Twentieth century, such a historical and 

cultural continuity and transference as such does 
not exist. Compared to Japan, the Korean bureau-
cratie and landed eûtes of the Chosun Dynasty 
were much more successful in preventing the 
emergence of commercial enterprises, in part 
through Confucianism's relegation of merchants 
and artisans to low social status. This meant that 
there was virtually no indigenous tradition of pre- 
capitalist enterprise existing within the womb of 
the Confucian society and operating along 
Confucian social principles. Then, during the 
Japanese annexation of Korea from 1910 to 1945, 
the Japanese colonial administration selectively 
destroyed institutional supports for Confucianism, 
as the administration saw Korean Confucianism, 
indeed any element of Korean culture, as a poten- 
tial source of anti-colonial mobilization. Korean 
enterprises that did emerge during the period of 
Japanese colonialism were very limited in their 
functional autonomy from the colonial administra-
tion and from Japanese enterprise.

Finally, during Korea's initial period of post- 
war industrialization in the 1960s, the Korean gov- 
ernment set up numerous University business 
schools based directly on the orientations and 
courses then dominant in American universities, 
and sent over 600 missions of entrepreneurs to the 
United States. Korean managers and entrepre-
neurs were strongly influenced both by American 
and Japanese management practices and American 
management theory from the earliest days of its 
post-Second World War industrialization. In short, 
a continuons Confucianist héritage and its direct 
and unmediated impact on business practice and 
industrial organization is un tenable.

The second problem with the culturalist 
model is that it attempts to establish an artificial 
séparation between what is cultural and what is 
class. Confucianism is defined simply as a cultural 
System and a set of social values. But 
Confucianism in Korea was always a critical ele-
ment in a System of class domination. Confucian-
ism, officially sanctioned and sustained by the 
State, served as the ideological légitimation of the 
System of domination, to regulate class, gender 
and âge relations. It sought to elicit peasant com-
pliance while justifying the inherited status of the 
landlord and bureaucratie eûtes (Palais, 1984: 456- 
457, 468).

This brings us to the third problem of the 
Confucian culturalist model, which is that it mis- 
represents empirical social relations, workers' con- 
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sciousness, and the reality of work in Korea. In an 
article on Korean corporate culture, the American 
management professor Richard Steers and his 
Korean colleagues claim that Korean workers' leg- 
endary commitment to hard work is grounded in 
Confucianism. They go so far as to say that one 
way "to examine the work ethic is to consider 
actual behavioral manifestations of it. For example, 
the average male industrial worker works an aver-
age of 53.8 hours per week, reportedly the longest 
in the world" (Steers, Shin, Ungson and Nam, 
1990: 252).

Contrary to such daims, it is difficult to draw 
direct links between cultural values and forms of 
social organization of industrial work, or between 
cultural values and patterns of social behaviour at 
work. Such daims must be regarded with extreme 
scepticism, particularly when attempting to 
explain the length of the work week. The length of 
the work week in Korea was not voluntary or an 
expression of an intemalized work ethic. It was 
based on économie need, political régulations, and 
management policies. Korean workers had to 
work long hours to survive economically. They 
hâve had to endure long hours because the Korean 
state has systematically denied basic workers' 
rights, and because management in Korea incited 
worker commitment primarily through authoritar- 
ianism, force and coercion.10 To claim, without any 
nuance, that worker behaviour is a pure and vol-
untary reflection of a generally accepted cultural 
tradition, is not simply the resuit of being blinded 
by a theoretical model; in the presence of over- 
whelming empirical evidence to support alterna-
tive analyses, this cultural explanation appears to 
be little more than the légitimation of a manageri-
al view of the world.

Steers and his colleagues claim that the sec-
ond typical characteristic of the Korean work envi-
ronment, also derived from Korea's Confucian hér-
itage, is its maintenance of group harmony based 
on worker loyalty to the company and that there is 
a society wide social contract based on workers' 
acceptance of the govemment and its économie 
policies. Individuals are expected to subordinate 
their own interests and sense of injustice to the 
principle of preserving group harmony (Steers et 
al, 1990: 254-255). Once again these authors, 
among others, downplay or ignore the rôle of other 
éléments, such as the authoritarian System in 
which industrial relations existed in Korea from 
the 1940s through the late 1980s.

5. THE REAL WORLD OF 
INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS 
IN KOREA

The reality is that Korea's industrialization 
has not continuously enjoyed unconditional sup-
port. Moreover, the social consensus around it has 
not flowed naturally out of the Confucian cultural 
héritage but has been ideologically and organiza- 
tionally nurtured by the State. Even so, periods of 
industrial peace in Korea hâve been largely based 
on the sanction of force and its systematic use to 
limit the expression of criticism or the articulation 
of alternative industrial policies and to suppress 
the development of independent workers' organi- 
zations. Beginning with the Syngman Rhee gov- 
ernment, each successive authoritarian administra-
tion understood that one essential component for 
the proper functioning of its industrialization poli- 
cy, centered around a small number of conglomér-
âtes, was that of not allowing the possibility for 
labour to express itself independently. The State 
ensured the continuing dependence of labour by 
pursuing a form of corporatism in which the one 
national trade union fédération, to which ail 
unions had to belong, was legally recognized, and 
incorporated into the goveming party. But this 
was a crude and ultimately fragile corporatism 
compared to classic forms of corporatism in which 
organized interest groups are linked with the insti-
tutions of the State, (Schmitter, 1979). The Korean 
State severely limited the growth and effectiveness 
of even the officially recognized unions. The rôle of 
the unions as representing an interest group was 
thus compromised, and their legitimacy and cred- 
ibility, as perceived by many workers, was low. 
There was therefore no social contract, much less a 
Confucian one based on workers' culturally 
ingrained acceptance of hierarchy and authority, 
but rather a generally stable industrial relations cli- 
mate based on the exertion of State power, which 
extended into the enterprises.

As for the supposed intemalization of and 
adhérence to Confucian values, virtually ail of the 
writings on the subject are based not on interviews 
with or observations of employée behaviour but 
on interviews with management or with business 
consultants. One of the few studies that actually 
questioned workers on the subject of 
Confucianism, a survey among blue collar employ-
ées of an automobile manufacturer, found that 
while four fifths of those questioned were familiar 
with Confucian values and evaluated them highly, 
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this had little effect on their attitudes and behav- 
iour. As well, 77% of those surveyed said that they 
had either looked for other employment or consid-
ered doing so (Bae, 1987: 81; 95-97). Turnover rates 
in Korean industry as a whole are higher than 
either Japan or the United States (Keamey, 1991: 
163). This would seem to call into question the real 
extent of the loyalty to the enterprise apparently 
exhibited collectively by Korean workers.

In brief, the culturalist model - relying on 
Confucianism to explain worker commitment, 
compliance, and work effort, is misleading. 
However, a large number of Korean enterprises 
did and continue to attempt to institute a form of 
welfare corporatism, that is, a set of structures for 
incorporating workers into the enterprise, along 
the lines of what Lincoln and Kalleberg (1990: 13- 
19), following Dore (1973), discuss for the Japanese 
case. As with the Japanese zaibatsu, the Korean 
chaebol - the large, diversified, usually family 
owned and managed conglomérâtes - hâve had 
mechanisms aimed at fostering worker identifica-
tion with and dependence on the company. This 
was carried out especially via initial hiring and 
training, company symbols such as uniforms, 
songs and slogans, as well as social clubs and 
paternalistic benefit schemes. The dormitory Sys-
tem, initially established in Korea during the peri-
od of Japanese colonialism by Japanese enterprises 
in the textile industry, is an attempt to foster 
dependency on the part of the workers, while 
allowing close supervision of worker behaviour 
not just on the shop floor but outside of work as 
well (Ogle, 1990: 26). Dormitories were especially 
used by small and medium sized companies in the 
1960s and 1970s in the light export manufacturing 
sector to establish virtually total control over the 
young, migrant female labour force, but were used 
by the chaebol as well. Hyundai, for example, has 
dormitories for its single male employées, apart- 
ments for married employées, and has sold condos 
to employées at cost (Bae, 1987: 73; Bello and 
Rosenfeld, 1990: 26; Keamey, 1991: 147).

The chaebol hâve systematically attempted to 
foster a sense of community between employées 
and the enterprise through their sponsorship of 
social clubs, sports activities and other, generally 
patemalist, social structures for their employées. 
However, in the everyday operation of the labour 
process and social relations on the shop floor, 
which is precisely how and where identification 
with the company, an "enterprise culture," and a 

corporatist System must be produced and repro- 
duced, most Korean enterprises hâve been inadé-
quate. On the whole, management philosophy and 
practice has been one of worker exclusion rather 
than of intégration. For example, in the South 
Korean automobile factory where most of the 
research for this article was done, work teams and 
quality circles were in place but lacked possibilities 
for worker input and were too hierarchically orga- 
nized to be as efficient as Japanese or even North 
American work teams in building worker loyalty. 
Another researcher at the same factory found sig- 
nificant levels of worker dissatisfaction and low 
levels of participation on the shop floor. While 
large numbers of production workers participate 
in company-sponsored activities outside work, 
fewer make suggestions for improving production 
and even fewer felt they received any significant 
reward for suggestions (Bae, 1987: 89).11

The success of large Japanese enterprises in 
instituting and maintaining corporatism has been 
based in part on the intégration of company-level 
unions into management goals and planning 
(without a significant redistribution of power to 
the unions), and a certain degree of employée 
autonomy and participation in production. By con- 
trast, very few Korean chaebol hâve attempted to 
establish close collaboration with employées' orga- 
nizations but hâve militantly opposed them. Prior 
to 1987 the only labour-management forum at the 
enterprise level was the existence of labour-man-
agement councils. However, these were dominat- 
ed by management and avoided issues of work 
organization. For example, one of the few issues 
that was resolved by the Hyundai labour-manage-
ment council was not about wages or health and 
safety, but haircuts. Part of Hyundai's policy was 
that ail employées should hâve military-style short 
haircuts. But employées complained, through their 
committee, that it was taking too much of their 
time and money to go outside the factory to hâve 
their hair eut. So management instituted a System 
whereby a bus with a barber shop inside moves 
around the compound and employées hâve their 
hair eut in the bus at subsidized rates (Keamey, 
1991:175).

Given the absence or ineffectiveness of shop 
floor structures which would socially integrate 
workers on a daily basis into a management-deter- 
mined enterprise culture, most chaebol relied on an 
enterprise philosophy and the moral persuasion of 
the chaebol's founder, with his total commitment to 
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his company and his frequent exhortations for 
worker sacrifice and incantations of the company 
as a big, harmonious family. Enterprise philoso-
phies, whether known as the "Daewoo Spirit" or 
the "Hyundai Spirit," invariably attempt to elicit 
worker compliance by regularly promoting the 
idea that the good of the nation is based on the 
company's performance which, in turn, requires 
effort and harmony on the part of the workers. 
Each company attempts to instill its philosophy in 
the minds of workers by repeating its principles 
over loudspeakers and through slogans in compa-
ny bulletins (Keamey, 1991: 145). Chung Ju Yong, 
the founder of the Hyundai conglomerate, would 
regularly address groups of employées, exhorting 
them to greater work effort by telling them that the 
company depended upon them to do their best 
and that the development of the nation depended 
on the success of the company (Ogle, 1991: 71).

Such a System, while successful in mobilizing 
workers in the initial growth stages of the compa-
ny, which also coincided with a period of rapid 
social dislocation and proletarianization and weak 
working class social formation, was structurally 
fragile. Over time workers began to realize the gulf 
between the paternalistic language and their 
everyday working conditions. Once the State Sys-
tem of labour control which sanctioned the partie - 
ularly harsh labour process of Korean industry 
broke down, as it did in July and August 1987, 
workers fought with détermination, not to make 
the company-dominated structures such as work 
teams and workplace committees function, but to 
create what they considered to be démocratie, 
autonomous, worker-controlled unions (Asia 
Labour Monitor, 1988; Bello and Rosenfeld, 1990; 
Keamey, 1991).

Employers' responses to these expressions of 
workers' aspirations only served to heighten 
workers' récognition of the authoritarian nature of 
the System of labour relations. At the Korean 
plants studied by the author, the refusai of man-
agement to recognize the union only led to 
increased identification with and loyalty to the 
union by production workers. The protracted situ-
ation of strikes and occupations at Hyundai, and 
management intransigence, led to the emergence 
of worker heroes who instantly replaced the reject- 
ed image of the heroic entrepreneur. Although 
some sections of management in South Korea hâve 
become more accommodating, management on the 
whole has shown little enthusiasm for enlarging 

the scope of worker participation or of humanizing 
the labour process. Management obstinacy inad- 
vertently favoured the deepening of worker iden-
tification with unions and their hostility to man-
agement. Hence the possibility of a transition 
toward Japanese-style corporatist labour-manage-
ment relations was made more difficult. The cul- 
turalist model of a naturally existing Korean form 
of management based on harmony and unity of 
enterprise social relations grounded in 
Confucianism, simply cannot hold up, and the 
construction of such a model appears remote.

6. KOREAN TRANSPLANTS, THE 
ORGANIZATION OF WORK, AND 
NORTH AMERICAN LABOUR

In the wake of what has been termed the 
Japanization of work organization and social rela-
tions of the workplace across a spectrum of North 
American and British industry, the growing prés-
ence of South Korean multinationals in North 
America has led to similar images of a 
"Koreanization" of production processes and rela-
tions. nBusiness Week, for example, published an 
article entitled "Korea's Newest Export: 
Management Style," with the subtitle, "Its U.S. 
Plants are Run by Egalitarians who take Pride in 
Being More Flexible than the Japanese" (Baum, 
1987: 66). The title is obviously misleading, in that 
it portrays Korean management style as being 
egalitarian, something I hâve shown to be prob- 
lematic. However, Korean factories in North 
America do tend to exhibit many of those features 
associated with human resource management and 
the organization of production of Japanese auto-
mobile transplants in North America. And the 
Business Week article is correct in suggesting that 
the Korean firms are more flexible, than their 
Japanese counterparts. The Korean transplants 
hâve generally been more open to considering and 
implementing alternative human resource prac-
tices, even if this may be due in part to the inap- 
propriateness, in the North American context, of 
many of their inherited practices.12

Hyundai's decision to build an automobile 
assembly plant in North America was the resuit of 
a combination of éléments. At the most general 
level, it forms part of Hyundai's strategy to 
become, in the words of a Hyundai executive, "a 
significant and substantial presence in the world 
auto industry" (Financial Post, 18 February, 1991). 

92 / Gregory Teal



The decision to assemble the mid-sized front wheel 
drive Sonata was part of Hyundai's strategy to 
diversify its export models and enhance its com- 
petitiveness. Hyundai Motor Company now 
exports to over 85 countries, but to become a major 
player meant establishing a presence in the North 
American market. This was seen by Hyundai as a 
way to challenge the dominance of Japanese auto 
makers in the U.S. imported car market (Hyundai 
News, December, 1988: 1). It was also a way to 
profit from the initial popular acceptance and suc- 
cess of Hyundai cars in Canada and the United 
States. Hyundai began exporting the subcompact 
Pony to Canada in 1984. In 1985 Hyundai sold 
79,000 cars in Canada, making it, for that year, the 
largest auto importer in the country and account- 
ing for 30% of Hyundai's automobile production 
(Report on Business, April 1988: 49). By 1987 
Hyundai had captured 4.8 % of the passenger car 
market in Canada. Hyundai entered the U.S. mar-
ket in 1985, establishing an import record of 
168,8850 sales of the Excel subcompact. In 1986 
Hyundai sold 186,000 cars in the U.S. and 264,000 
in 1988.. A North American assembly plant was 
viewed as a way to promote identification with the 
product in North America. Equally important, it 
was seen as a way to avoid what Hyundai and 
other Korean chaebols viewed as growing the 
Canadian Import Tribunal in 1987 on charges of 
dumping causing économie injury. The panel 
eventually ruled in favour of Hyundai, in part 
because the Big Three produce few small cars 
domestically (Time, April 4, 1988). However, 
Hyundai's fear of a protectionist backlash in North 
America remained, and an assembly plant would 
go some way to avoid sanctions or the imposition 
of import quotas.

Japanese transplants in North America hâve 
tended to be located in greenfield sites in rural, tra- 
ditionally non-union régions (Perruci, 1994: 9). 
Korean companies hâve generally followed a simi- 
lar pattern. Lucky-Goldstar, the first Korean con- 
glomerate to establish a transplant operation in 
North America, located its télévision and 
microwave factory in Alabama. Hyundai set up its 
assembly plant in Bromont, a rural, largely non- 
union région in Quebec. According to the 
Canadian Automobile Workers union, this deci-
sion was taken to keep the operation union free 
(Parker, 1990: 30). While this was an important 
objective in determining the location of its plant, 
Hyundai had other compelling reasons for locating 
in Bromont. Bromont is close to the U.S. border 

and the large Northeastem U.S. market, and the 
transport infrastructure is well developed (inter-
views with Hyundai managers). There is also a 
large labour force in the région. Furthermore, there 
was an existing Industrial Park, with IBM, GE and 
Mitel. Hyundai acquired its 400 acre property from 
the Town of Bromont for the symbolic sum of 
$1.00, and the municipality of Bromont provided 
the infrastructure. Hyundai received $110 million 
in grants from the fédéral and provincial govern- 
ments for its total initial investment of $325 mil-
lion. Hyundai later added a press shop with an 
additional investment of $120 million. In addition, 
in 1988 the Quebec Department of Labour gave a 
$7.3 million grant to Hyundai to assist in its train-
ing program over a three-year period.

Hyundai's Bromont operation was essentially 
an assembly plant, but more than a knock-down 
operation.13 From the beginning it had a fully func- 
tional paint shop, probably to avoid quality prob- 
lems that would resuit from the shipment of paint- 
ed body parts from Korea. The decision to con- 
struct the press shop at the Bromont plant was 
again the resuit of several factors. Hyundai's 
almost annual labour problems such as strikes and 
occupations that led to shutdowns at its Ulsan 
plant since 1987 meant delays in delivery of essen- 
tial parts to Bromont. But the Bromont plant had 
also experienced some quality problems due to 
defects in body parts as a resuit of handling and 
shipping from Korea. Finally, doing the stamping 
at Bromont would substantially increase the North 
American content, to 25 or 30%, from 15%, an 
important criteria in exporting to the United States 
under the terms of the North American automobile 
trade agreement.

7. THE SOCIAL ORGANIZATION
OF WORK: EMPLOYEE 
IDENTIFICATION AND 
COMPLIANCE

Hyundai had various mechanisms and struc-
tures for promoting worker participation, identifi-
cation with the company, and, as has been noted in 
Japanese transplants, for fostering high dependen- 
cy relations (Wood, 1991: 571; Perrucci, 1994: 117). 
As with Japanese transplants, Korean companies 
in North America were concemed from the outset 
with establishing management control over and 
high work effort from an unknown commodity: 
North American labour. The challenge facing 
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Hyundai, however, was to socialize workers in a 
context where management could not rely on the 
same degree of State prévention of unionization 
and of labour control as in Korea nor on its own 
traditional style of highly authoritarian, patemalis- 
tic management, nor on the willingness either of 
Canadian employées or managers to readily accept 
ail of the practices current in Hyundai's Ulsan fac- 
tory. When members of the first groups to be sent 
to Ulsan for a six week training period were asked 
to participate in the daily company hymn, they 
finally explained to their Korean hosts that such 
displays of submission and loyalty to the company 
were not yet the custom in Quebec. The Korean 
managers were flexible and didn't insist on their 
participation (Le Soleil, 7 December 1987).

Korean transplants, with some exceptions, 
hâve therefore incorporated several strategies to 
impose their own vision of enterprise culture, 
beginning with employée sélection. The key objec-
tive of Hyundai's hiring policy was to select 
employées capable of being integrated into 
Hyundai's philosophy and of developing a strong 
sense of belonging and identification with the 
company and its production objectives. Among 
these criteria was that the potential employée be 
able and willing to do répétitive, monotonous 
work on an assembly line. The prospective 
employée should be persévérant, tolérant, dedicat- 
ed, non-individualist, and, most important, well 
suited to work in a team (Nadeau, 1991: 40). The 
Human Resource Department managers explicitly 
sought young people - the average âge of produc-
tion workers was 22 years - and those who had lit- 
tle or no expérience in automobile manufacture. 
Management wanted employées who had not 
already been socialized into what it considered to 
be a particular North American kind of work orga-
nization involving an instrumental approach to 
work and a conflictual industrial relations System 
(Interviews by the author; Le Soleil, 11 October, 
1988).

To accommodate these criteria, the sélection 
process was lengthy and complex. In the initial 
large-scale hiring, candidates spent four days 
being interviewed, passing psychological tests and 
participating in hand-eye coordination experi- 
ments (Interviews by author; Nadeau, 1991: 40).

Training was of strategie importance in 
developing or attempting to promote loyalty, 
motivation, and team spirit. Several employées 
were sent in teams to Hyundai's automobile pro-

duction centre in Ulsan, South Korea, for training 
prior to the opening of the Bromont plant, and oth- 
ers were sent later in préparation for the opening 
of the Press Shop. A few of the teams participated 
in outdoor training meant to inspire teamwork and 
problem solving.

Hyundai attempted to socialize employées in 
such a way that promoted active identification 
with the company. It had a "fiat" hierarchical 
order with just a few classifications: ail production 
workers were classed as "technicians." Manage-
ment seldom used the term employée either to 
address workers or in referring to workers. Rather, 
each employée was a "member." Almost everyone, 
from production workers to top management, 
wore the same uniform. There was one parking lot 
for both management and workers, and one café-
téria.

Hyundai, just as other Korean firms such as 
Samsung and Lucky-Goldstar as well as Japanese 
transplants, transferred some of its cultural and 
symbolic mechanisms for developing employée 
identification with the company, such as company 
uniforms and slogans (Fucini and Fucini, 1990:104; 
Perrucci, 1994: 121). As in Korea, the company 
strongly encouraged employée socialization out- 
side of work as well. A company-level social club 
organized numerous sports and cultural activities, 
and a wide range of employee-initiated, company- 
sponsored sorts clubs, were active: hockey, sponge 
hockey, and fly-fishing. There were also golf tour- 
naments and picnics. Once a month management 
organized a party for ail employées who had had 
birthdays during that month.

Despite apparent similarities, many of the 
practices in Bromont, both on the shop floor as 
well as the extra-work social activities that it orga-
nized, were substantially different from its Korean 
operations. In effect, the Korean management in 
North America showed considérable sophistica-
tion in attempting to institute structures and mech-
anisms which aimed at facilitating a certain level of 
worker participation. However, more important 
than the similarity in non-work socialization such 
as social clubs and events, were the différences in 
the social organization of work and production 
between Bromont and Ulsan. In Bromont, the com-
pany showed some flexibility in introducing 
changes to respond to the characteristics and évo-
lution of the work force. As an example of this flex-
ibility, Hyundai's organization of team work in its 
Quebec operations was different than its Ulsan
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plant in Korea. The teams were relatively less hier- 
archical and authoritarian than in Korea. Team 
members were encouraged to discuss any prob- 
lems. There also appeared to be greater rotation of 
jobs within the team. Teams had a certain degree of 
autonomy: each team had a social budget they 
were relatively free to use as they chose. The dif-
férences in the conceptualization and functioning 
of teams at its Québec plant and at the plant in 
Ulsan were due probably to the different needs in 
socialization of workers in each locale. The gener- 
ally smaller sized teams at the Bromont facility 
were essential both for the technical training of 
workers with generally little factory expérience 
and little or no expérience working in teams. In 
Ulsan, on the other hand, until 1987 Hyundai man-
agement was confident that high employée work 
motivation and commitment to the company, 
together with its authoritarian System, allowed the 
management control and employée socialization to 
be maintained through large teams rather than 
small teams.

Hyundai also developed a Direct Com-
munication System in its Quebec plant which, 
while existing in a different form in Ulsan, was not 
modelled on its Korean operations. Each team 
elected its own représentative to a departmental 
committee. Team représentatives from each 
department met regularly, with management play- 
ing an observer rôle in such meetings. Most 
employées, at least in the early stages of this Sys-
tem, expected the recommendations of their repré-
sentatives to be taken seriously and management 
was sensitive to this expectation. The company 
also attempted to promote communication and the 
création of a motivated work force and a social 
community at work through a daily Newsletter. 
Finally, the company further promoted participa-
tion through a Health and Safety Committee, to 
which employées elected their own représenta-
tives. Therefore, while many similar industrial 
relation practices existed in its Canadian and South 
Korean operations, the forms they took often dif- 
fered substantially. There was not a simple transfer 
from South Korea to Canada. Rather, management 
adapted social and organizational structures such 
as teams and the Direct Communication System, 
and introduced new ones, to suit the spécifie con- 
text of its Bromont plant.

8. INCOMPLETE COMPLIANCE
AND IDENTIFICATION:
THE STRUGGLE OVER 
UNIONIZATION AT THE 
BROMONT PLANT

One of the primary goals of these social struc-
tures - the teams, the clubs, the newsletter, the 
communication and health and safety committ- 
ees - was to integrate employées into the company. 
In so doing, however, another objective was the 
prévention of the formation of a union and the 
maintenance of high dependency relations. This 
did not mean that there were no problems in inte- 
grating the work force or asserting control over 
labour. In particular, the Canadian Auto Workers 
union put considérable organizational and finan- 
cial resources into attempting to organize the 
Québec plant and had at least a degree of active 
and passive support among the workforce.

The company did not stand idly by while the 
union was organizing. One manager said that "we 
hâve always told our employées that it isn't in their 
interest to hâve a third party negotiate their condi-
tions." General Assemblies were occasionally 
called in which the main message was manage- 
ment's disapproval of unionization. One of these 
assemblies, on 26 November, 1991, took place dur-
ing a period of intense union activity. A senior 
manager presented a report to the Assembly 
focussing on issues of concern to a number of 
employées, which, if unresolved, could be exploit- 
ed by the union. Indeed, in its organizing cam- 
paigns the union had already raised many of the 
issues, particularly regarding health and safety, 
overtime, and transfers. The manager showed a 
chart listing that in 1991 there were nearly 160 
requests concerning health and safety issues, of 
which over 100 were resolved and the remaining 
ones were under study. The plant's health and 
safety record had indeed improved since 1991, 
even if health and safety concems remained an 
issue for some employées. Changes in human 
resource policies included the implémentation of 
the "Direct Communication System." In 1991 there 
were 50 meetings of Direct Communication com- 
mittees, with over 400 subjects being discussed. 
The Report presented to the November 1991 
assembly ended with a graph indicating changes 
in human resource practices:
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Two other new poli- 
cies were transfers based 
on seniority and overtime 
paid for business trips. 
Additional changes includ- 
ed a pay increase which 
brought wages more in line 
with those at General 
Motor's assembly plant at 
Boisbriand near Montreal.

In addition to these 
policy changes enacted to 
prevent issues from be- 
coming contentious, there 
were attempts to isolate 
activist pro-union employ-
ées. Management suspend- 
ed, dismissed or trans- 
ferred a number of 
employées who were 
thought to be sympathetic 
to or organizing on behalf 
of the union. The CAW/ 
TCA intervened on the 
behalf of workers who 
were fired, claiming that 
they were dismissed because of their pro-union 
activities, and brought some cases before the 
Québec Government Labour Commission. In 
February 1991 the union was successful in negoti- 
ating an out of court settlement with Hyundai. As 
a resuit, a worker who had been dismissed in 
March 1990 was reintegrated with back-pay. While 
the level of management action against pro-union 
workers may not always hâve been as intense as in 
this case, some workers who were interviewed 
stated that there were cases of intimidation by 
Team Leaders. On more than one occasion, a pro-
union worker was taken roughly by the collar by a 
Team-Leader, and told that if he brought in the 
union, he would be out of the company.

The company's efforts to avoid unionization 
were aided by the formation of a pro-company, 
anti-union committee among the employées. 
Calling themselves "The Silent Majority" this com-
mittee was formed in 1991. Not only did the com-
mittee use many of the same tactics as the union, 
such as leaflets and meetings, but integrated some 
union thèmes and language in its literature, in its 
efforts to dissuade employées from developing 
pro-union sympathies. One leaflet, distributed at 
the factory gates, claimed that "we will defend 
ourselves, our families, to protect our jobs and our

Table 1
Changes made to human resources practices at Hyundai in 1991

Policy Past Amendments

Uniform 2 additional T-shirts

Attendance Bonus weekly 
monthly 
yearly

Weekly and annual 
(4 payments of $120)

takes into account absence due to 
matemity and CSST (Health and 
Safety Commission)

Death Leave calendar days working days

Matemity Leave up to 9 months up to one year

Parental Leave none Up to 34 weeks

Births/Adoptions 1 day paid 2 days paid

Overtime takes account 
of regular hours

takes account 
of overtime hours

future." The message was that it is not the union 
that will protect employées' interests, but them-
selves, the employées, and by inference, the com-
pany. To challenge the image of the union, the 
committee claimed that a number of employées 
and their families had been harassed and intimi- 
dated by visits of union organizers to their 
homes.14

If the union is not there to represent workers' 
interests, what is it there for? "The union needs 
money, a lot of money, and there is only one way 
to get it: from our pockets!" The leaflet went on to 
say that, if Bromont becomes unionized, each 
employée will loose two and one half hours of pay 
a month in union dues, or 30 hours a year:

This would be like working for nearly 
one week without being paid, or cutting one 
week from vacation pay! In this way, the 
union would collect a half million dollars 
from our pockets each year. For the union, 
it's like buying a lottery ticket and being 
guaranteed of winning each time, only it's us 
who will be payingfor the ticket!

The argument that the union was only inter- 
ested in taking money out of the pockets of work-
ers was in turn linked to other anti-union argu-
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ments designed to dissuade employées from sign- 
ing union cards. "Why does the union want 
money? Because it has lost thousands of members 
through plant closures." The message is clear: the 
union cannot protect jobs. Rather, so the commit- 
tee's literature claimed, several of these plants 
hâve closed because of the CAW/TCA. One of the 
Committee's flyers, this one entitled "Young, But 
Not Stupid!" repeated the theme of plants closing 
because of the union: "they [the union organizers] 
won't tell you about what they've done in the past, 
about how they closed factories and companies in 
the four corners of Québec; about factories that 
were going well before they came. Don't let them do 
the same thing to Bromont." Given the économie cli- 
mate in Québec and the disappointing sales of the 
Hyundai Sonota in North America, such an argu-
ment was quite persuasive. Elsewhere in its litera-
ture, the committee took up the theme of job secu-
rity:

"How can they [the union] hâve any 
credibility in the factory when they promise 
us absolute job security at the same time that 
we can read in ail the newspapers about the 
dozens of factories with CAW/TCA unions 
close their doors or do massive lay-offs?"

The committee claimed that in contrast with 
workers being laid off in auto plants where the 
CAW/TCA was represented, Hyundai had hired 
new employées and opened a press shop, and that 
no regular employée had ever been laid off at 
Bromont. Ironically, Hyundai later introduced 
periods of a reduced work week and finally in 
September 1993 shut the plant indefinitely.

In addition to these arguments the Silent 
Majority committee took up a management theme 
current in both North America and in South Korea: 
the union as an outside force. "If we were union- 
ized by the CAW-TCA, what weight would we 
hâve in this union that cornes from Toronto?" The 
committee's literature drove home the point that 
the union would certainly protect the interests of 
its Ontario members and members of the Big Three 
before protecting Bromont workers.

Finally, the committee drew upon and reiter- 
ated thèmes used by management to create 
employée identification with the company and 
high dependency relations. In the leaflet addressed 
to young employées one could read:

If this is your first full-time job, think 
for a second of your luck:

• a salary and benefits that place us among 
the best paid workers in the région;

• a clean and safe work environment;

• the challenge of working in a team, with 
ultramodem equipment and high technol- 
ogy;

• Opportunities for training and a promising 
future that the Hyundai family offers us.

In the anti-union drive, these thèmes became 
linked to the theme of the union as outsider and 
the danger of a non-profitable (unionized) plant:

What we need, we certainly know bet- 
ter than strangers who corne from the out-
side: work in teams to build quality automo-
biles, that is what is important; and that the 
consumer gets value for his money. That 
way, the Bromont factory will become prof-
itable, and that will guarantee our future.

If the Bromont plant was relatively successful 
in avoiding unionization (at the time of the plant 
closure in September 1993, the CAW/TCA claimed 
that it had wide support among the employées), it 
was due in part to a certain number of anti-union 
tactics by management and to fear and anxiety on 
the part of some employées over the possibility of 
losing their jobs. However, these reasons do not 
explain the complexity and ambiguities of worker 
sentiments. Rather, the failure of unionization was 
due in some measure to management's strategy of 
promoting a real - even if limited and uneven - 
worker participation. Like its Korean operations, 
this participation was organized in part around 
social activities outside the shop floor which 
sought to promote both a sense of team work as 
well as identification with the enterprise. Despite 
incongruities, a greater level of shop floor partici-
pation existed in its transplant operation. Quite 
apart from fearing to lose their job, or from being 
convinced by the anti-union arguments and tactics 
of management and the Silent Majority committee, 
a large number of workers believed that the orga-
nization of work and the représentation of their 
interests were best served without the presence of 
a union, even if they had complaints. As such, one 
of the ironies of the Hyundai transplant was that it 
had greater success in integrating North American 
workers into the company than Hyundai had in 
integrating Korean workers in its South Korean 
operations.
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Nevertheless, the structures and philosophy 
of participation, intégration, and identification 
remained limited and partial, and employée com-
pliance was incomplète. In particular, there was a 
lack of fit between management discourse, man-
agement policies aimed at participation, and man-
agement practice. Management responsiveness 
and flexibility to some worker concems and its 
introduction of changes in organizational and 
industrial relations practices tended to be mitigat- 
ed by what some workers perceived to be manage-
ment inflexibility and heavy-handedness over 
other issues.

More serious perhaps in limiting the effec- 
tiveness of policies aimed at participation, identifi-
cation, and compliance, was that they were 
unevenly and erratically implemented on the shop 
floor. Many Team Leaders were perceived as being 
distant from Team members. Several employées 
from different teams and departments, and repre- 
senting a cross-section of opinions regarding the 
union and unionization, affirmed that they regard- 
ed their Team Leaders as foremen. The visibility of 
hierarchical and to some degree authoritarian con- 
trol undermined the objective of loyalty and the 
promotion of a participative organization. As one 
employée told the author,

there are some good Team Leaders, but 
there are others who hâve a power trip. They 
don't listen because they see themselves as 
the boss.

This pattern of social relations undermined 
production objectives as well. Very few Team 
Leaders had any expérience in automobile produc-
tion prior to Hyundai. Several workers inter- 
viewed individually by the author said that Team 
Leaders often could not respond adequately to 
their inquiries when production or quality prob- 
lems arose. This also undermined the autonomy of 
the Team, and its capacities to résolve problems 
and to engage employées in continuons improve- 
ment and leaming.

9. DISCUSSION

Since the mid-1980s social science discourse 
and research on work and industry has been 
increasingly oriented by a cultural paradigm 
which sees the enterprise as a cultural entity and 
national patterns of industrialization and industri-
al organization as being interdependent on wider 
sociétal relations and cultural values. This orienta-

tion potentially represents an advance over the 
schéma articulated by Braverman. In Braverman's 
schéma of the labour process, management is dri- 
ven by one simple motive, and ail management 
strategies to organize the labour process are deter- 
mined by the drive to control. New methods and 
strategies of management are no more than élabo-
rations of Taylorist-Fordist modes of organization, 
in which work is increasingly fragmented and rou- 
tinized, workers are deskilled, and labour-man-
agement relations are reduced to one basic dynam- 
ic, that of mutual opposition. Braverman's schéma 
radically déniés the cultural organization of pro-
duction and production relations. The history of 
the labour process is replaced by a mechanical 
unfolding of an inhérent, and therefore ahistorical, 
logic.

By analyzing the labour process and the orga-
nization of work as being culturally organized, the 
cultural paradigm has the potential of avoiding the 
determinism and reductionism of Braverman's 
schéma. The organization of production, manage-
ment strategies and their implémentation, and 
social relations at work, are culturally mediated. 
The cultural paradigm, in some of its variants, also 
has the potential of replacing the Euro-American- 
centric model of the genesis and évolution of 
industrial organization with the récognition of the 
possibility of alternative modes of organization of 
the labour process and labour-management rela-
tions based on spécifie national cultural character- 
istics. This orientation also recognizes the possibil-
ity of developments in work organization and 
labour-management relations that involve greater 
employée participation in production and indus-
trial relations based on the search for consensus.

However, as this case study shows, the cul-
tural paradigm, as it has generally been articulated 
to date, is inadéquate, both in conceptual sound- 
ness and empirical evidence.15 Theoretically and 
politically, its source lies in a generally uncritical 
acceptance of contemporary management dis-
course which espouses the benefits of participation 
and consensus in developing compétitive, dynam- 
ic enterprises. The common denominator in this 
supposedly new management discourse is that it 
seeks to erase the existence of differing interests by 
subsuming them to the supposedly communal - 
and therefore higher - interest of the enterprise. 
United by the enterprise culture, there is then no 
need for collectivities within the enterprise to hâve 
their own organizational forms of représentation.
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The empirical validation of the paradigm 
rests on the extent to which participation and a 
redistribution of effective power within the enter-
prise actually occurs. Yet, here, the evidence is dis- 
tinctly wanting, especially when seen against the 
managerial discourse espousing participation. 
Given the uneven and ambiguous record of partic-
ipation, much of the inspiration for the possibilities 
of a participatory workplace encompassing Post- 
Fordist human resource management and work 
organization remains limited to a relatively small 
number of cases. Moreover, much of the evidence 
for participation is based upon interviews with or 
questionnaires of management.16 There could be 
distinct gaps between managements and employ-
ées' perceptions of participation. Some compara-
tive ethnographie research has indeed document- 
ed such perceptual différences and revealed cases 
where management unilaterally did away with 
participative schemes when they felt threatened by 
employées' increasing articulation of their requests 
under such schemes (Wells, 1987).

Within the framework of the cultural para-
digm, East Asia and East Asian industrial trans-
plants are presented to us through the filter of their 
being culturally distinct; the secret of their success 
being the interdependence between culture and 
the enterprise. Yet the foregoing study points to 
the dangers of an predominantly cultural analysis 
of management, work organization and labour 
relations. This cultural model of East Asian indus-
trial organization is largely ahistorical and essen- 
tializing. It présents work organization and labour- 
management relations as if they flow naturally out 
of supposedly ingrained cultural values, rather 
than being the resuit of struggles, oftentimes 
intense and violent, to establish the norms of oper-
ation regulating production relations. By and 
large, the so-called traditional, pre-industrial cul-
tural values hâve an influence on industrial rela-
tions because they hâve been ideologically appro- 
priated by management to legitimize itself, not 
because they are somehow naturally reproduced 
in the consciousness of workers. Even gaining 
worker acceptance of such values has required sus- 
tained effort on the part of management and the 
State. Dorinne Kondo's remarkable ethnography 
of a Japanese company is particularly éloquent in 
depicting how cultural meanings of work and 
work organization are constructed:

The shacho [president] had the power to 
impose his reality on others and to enforce his déf-
initions of that reality, and workers who contested 

his deployments of meaning risked their jobs in so 
doing (Kondo, 1990: 207).

Cultural définitions are conditioned by 
diverse interest groups and the relations of 
power between them.

As regards the transplants, the présent study 
reveals that the image of "Japanization" or 
"Koreanization" of labour relations and work 
organization that is apparently associated with 
transplants reduces the complexifies of the 
processes actually taking place. To assume that a 
simple transfer of management practices, idéolo-
gies and discourse will be sufficient is encouraged 
by, and in tum reinforces, the myths that such 
practices are culturally-based and that they are as 
they should occur in the countries of origin. There 
is often a dynamic évolution of management, 
which may be partially based on cultural traditions 
but is centrally influenced by the problems facing 
management in organizing production, in estab- 
lishing control, in socializing workers, and in 
imposing its définition of reality as the culture of 
the organization. For the majority of transplants 
other than those that are joint ventures with, or the 
resuit of, acquisitions of existing North American 
companies, a vital component of establishing and 
maintaining control is the prévention of unioniza- 
tion. However, coercion and a unilatéral manage-
ment hegemony over social organization by no 
means constitute the only mechanisms, nor even 
the dominant mechanisms, of control. The often 
ambivalent and ambiguous responses or outright 
opposition by North American workers to union- 
ization of transplants is due, in part, to their com- 
parison of the traditional forms of organization of 
work and industrial relations characteristic of 
North American industry, with the tangible, if 
often exaggerated, advantages they feel they hâve 
in the transplants.

At Hyundai, the organization of production 
and of labour-management relations changed 
some of the classic conditions of Taylorism and 
Fordism. In particular, the organization of produc-
tion around the team potentially realigns, without 
eliminating, the traditional division between the 
office (where the planning and intellectual labour 
is carried out) and the shop floor. Each team had 
its own office, which also served as a social space, 
right beside the assembly line. Second, employées 
were not simply subjected to management author- 
ity in the division of labour and carrying out of 
work tasks. There was the potential, even if 
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restricted in practice, to plan and participate. The 
importance here is that this form of organization 
had attempted to overcome, or at least address, 
one of the classic problems for management of 
Taylorism, which Donald Roy (1959) and other 
sociologists in the 1950s so eloquently described, 
that is, the autonomous informai work group with 
its own sub-culture. In contrast, an organization of 
work which encourages worker participation and 
identification with the company represents a man-
agerial effort to penetrate worker culture and to 
hamess it on behalf of the organization (Perrucci, 
1994: 12).

Some theorists of Japanese transplants claim 
that Japanese industrial organization and manage-
ment Systems excel in raising productivity and in 
promoting high work commitment. In particular, 
the work team is seen as the key to the success of 
transplants in achieving production and organiza- 
tional goals (Kenney and Florida, 1993; Womack et 
al. 1990). By organizing production in teams, 
Hyundai, like other Korean and Japanese trans-
plants, attempted to integrate workers into the 
company and put the creativity of the work group 
to the service of the company. But this intégration 
remained incomplète. Work itself remained orga- 
nized along Taylorist principles to the extent that 
there was a minute division of tasks and work was 
subject to speedup, engineering and intensifica-
tion.17 This Taylorist organization of work was the 
source of numerous complaints by production 
workers and rendered problematic management's 
construction of their identification with and loyal-
ty to the company.

Further adding to the incompleteness of 
employée compliance, identification, and loyalty 
was the fact that the rearrangement and relative 
"flattening" of the social hierarchy within the fac- 
tory and the System of welfare corporatism 
remained uneven and contradictory. While man-
agement encouraged workers to put their creativi-
ty to the service of the company and to identify 
with the organization, management was highly 
intolérant of alternative visions of the organization 
and production, and opposed alternative forms of 
interest représentation, other than those which it 
détermines. However, teams, as the case study of 
Hyundai and a number of case studies of Japanese 
transplants show, often remain the sites of worker 
résistance and contestation (Perrucci, 1994: 118- 
123; Fucini and Fucini, 1990).

Neither the advantages of nor the so-called 
Japanese or Korean methods of sponsoring worker 
loyalty and identification with the company are 
sufficient to completely eradicate tendencies 
toward autonomous worker organization at the 
transplants. Such autonomous social organization 
can involve informai groups or cliques, or it can 
involve workers attempting to use the formai team 
organization to reclaim or reconstitute an informai 
autonomy from the official culture and manage-
ment control. It could involve formai organiza- 
tions, namely, trade unions. Yet, North American 
unions hâve not been able to convince a majority of 
employées in most transplants of the benefits of 
unionization. And it would appear that organizing 
campaigns that focus on denouncing working con-
ditions and worker-management relations in these 
plants generally fail to win the support of a major-
ity of employées. As with Taylorism and Fordism, 
the transition to the post-Fordist era, or at least the 
current restructuring of work and the social rela-
tions of work, reveals a complex situation marked 
by diversity, ambiguity, and contradictions. As is 
often the case, our theoretical and research work 
lag behind the changes transforming work and 
organizations. However, we would do well to 
avoid accepting management discourse on organi- 
zational change as fully représentative of reality.

Notes

1 The research on which this paper is based was part 
of the author's Canada Research Fellowship 
(SSHRC) project on organizational culture and 
labour-management relations in Korean industrial 
organizations. The research involved participant 
observation in Hyundai in South Korea and in 
Quebec. The author wishes to thank the SSHRC for 
its support, Bernard Bernier for his continuing 
encouragement and critical insight, Culture's 
anonymous reviewers for their diligent work, and, 
especially, the managers and workers at Hyundai 
who were so generous in their time with and assis-
tance to the author.

2 Braverman's work also inspired a number of 
anthropological studies of informai social organi-
zation and informai forms of worker résistance to 
management. See, among others, Lamphere (1979), 
and Sapiro-Perl (1979).

3 Just-in-Time production is a System whereby fac- 
tories receive parts and components from suppli-
era only when and as required. It reduces storage 
costs and contributes to efficiency of work in 
process.

100 / Gregory Teal



4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

There is an ever-expanding management literature 
expounding the merits of corporate culture in con- 
structing harmonious labour-managment relations 
and a committed, loyal workforce. See, for exam-
ple, Charles Hampden-Turner (1990).

See, for example, the spécial issue of Anthropology 
of Work Review, Vol. X, No. 3, (Fall, 1989), on 
"Anthropological Approaches to Organizational 
Culture."

This is a trans-Atlantic phenomenon. For examples 
of how the culture paradigm has impacted on 
French social science approaches to the study of 
work, see, for example, spécial issues of Travail 
(Hiver, 1991-92, No. 24) and Critique régionale 
(1989: No. 17).

For a facinating and sophisticated critical examina-
tion of corporate culture based on ethnographie 
fieldwork, see Gideon Kunda (1991).

Tony Elger and Chris Smith (1994) hâve put 
together an edited volume of case studies and the- 
oretical contributions which explore the diffusion 
of Japanese work processes while avoiding an 
uncritical acceptance of either Post-Fordist models 
or of cultural models of industrial organization.

Choong Soon Kim (1992) has written an ethno- 
graphically informed account of Korean industrial 
organization in which he essentially accepts a cul-
tural explanation of worker behaviour. For a criti-
cal anthropological analysis of the cultural model 
of Korean work practices and organization, see 
Roger L. Janelli (1993).

Among other sources on Korea's labour history 
and patterns of industrial relations, see Asia 
Labour Monitor (1988).

Alice Amsden (1989), one of the most rigorous 
studies of Korea's industrialization, which also 
contains an extensive discussion of Hyundai 
motor company, is regrettably brief and vague on 
questions of industrial relations.

Among the growing number of studies of Japanese 
industrial transplants in North America is that by 
Martin Kenney and Richard Florida (1993). A 
recent collection by Japanese scholars is to found 
in Tetsuo Abo (1994). For a more critical study than 
either of the above, refer to Ruth Milkman (1991).

In the international automobile industry, knock- 
down operations are assembly plants in which ail 
the parts are imported or brought in from other 
plants. There is no local production of parts or 
components or transformation of materials in 
knockdown plants.

Given the difficulties unions hâve in conducting 
and organizing campaigns, and the threat of dis- 
missal of workers identified by management as 

pro-union, it is common practice in Canada for 
union organizers to visit workers in their homes.

15 One Exception is Kunda (1991), in which social 
hierarchy is given a prominent place in the analy-
sis of management's efforts to build corporate cul-
ture. Another is Kondo (1990).

16 Among other researchers presenting evidence for 
participation based on interviews with manage-
ment rather than interviews with a cross-section of 
organizational members is Michael Piore. In a 
recent article on the organizational effects of 
Information Technology, Piore (1994: 43) argues 
that there is a révolution taking place in manager-
ial practice,in which communication between sub- 
ordinate levels within the organization is increas- 
ing substantially and the hierarchical structure of 
the organization is becoming flatter. This might be 
the case, but it would seem to be difficult to sub- 
stantiate, based as it is on such limited research.

17 This is largely supportive of Daniele Linhart's 
(1992) argument to the effect that the internai func- 
tioning and the social relationships within French 
firms are being altered, associated in part with the 
implémentation of participative management, but 
that the organization of work remains heavily 
influenced by Tayloristic principles.
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