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write as if such a separation is possible and desirable, thoughtful contemporary 
constitutional scholars rightfully reject it. A second objection may be that insti-
tutional considerations have no legitimate status in normative political theory, 
which should instead prescribe how things ought to be done in an ideal world 
– leaving the messy stuff of existing realities to ad-hoc and personal judgment, 
a kind of “situation sense” not amenable to principled deliberation. Against this 
view, we submit that responsible normative inquiry must aspire to address all 
the central elements that go into actual normative reasoning. Such an inquiry 
falls under the ambit of what John Rawls termed “nonideal theory.” Unlike ideal 
theory, which is concerned with a just society, or with a “realistic utopia”. 

Nonideal theory asks how this long-term goal might be achieved, or worked 
toward, usually in gradual steps. It looks for courses of action that are morally 
permissible and politically possible as well as likely to be effective. 
(Rawls, 1999). It is with a commitment to nonideal theory that constitutional 
theory should finally begin to tackle the question of judicial strategy.
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Labor, Family, Life Course.  Analysis of labor issues has a long history at the WZB. 
The project group Globalization, Work, Production focuses on the questions of 
changing labor division in a global economy and aspects of working conditions, 
employee relations, and the design of personnel and production systems in auto-
motive industries in the BRIC states. Training and education and issues of work, 
gender and family are explored primarily in the Research Area on Education, 
Work, and Life Chances and in the President’s Project Group. 

In China still officially calls itself a developing country, but it has long outgrown 
that status. The country is now the world’s largest manufacturer and exporter of 
industrial goods. For many years, China’s rise was primarily associated with the 
notorious sweatshops in the textile and electronics industries, which, however, 
were increasingly moved from the industrial centers on the East coast to the 
internal provinces and neighboring countries such as Vietnam. The emphasis in 
the Chinese economy shifted away from the production of simple mass goods 
towards high-tech and mid-tech industries. In these fields, Chinese companies 
have now caught up with international standards.

Is the trend towards globally standardized production systems and the conver-
gence of human resources management systems also visible in China? Or do 
traditional concepts persist as well? An analysis of the Chinese automotive in-
dustry can provide initial insights into whether the country has indeed adopted 
international concepts, and into the specific aspects that have a particular 
strong impact in that regard. It can also show whether there are areas in which 
production methods remain unaffected by global trends. Our findings are based 
on a multi-year research project on human resources management and produc-
tion systems in the BRIC countries. The study involved a German, a Japanese, and 
a domestic automobile manufacturer in China.

The strength of the lean production model

More than most other industries, the automotive industry is characterized by a 
strong trend towards the standardization of production systems following the 
lean production model. The opening of China’s automotive industry to foreign 
investors in the 1980s happened at a time when lean production – a translation 
of Japanese concepts of production organization into the Western context – was 
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at its peak popularity. As early as the early 1990s, Chinese carmakers traveled to 
Japan to study the production system there, started collaborations with Japa-
nese companies, and adopted some principles of lean production.

The key elements of the lean production philosophy are standardized work, 
teamwork that involves all employees in improvement processes (aiming at ze-
ro-error quality), and a high level of flexibility as far as work duties and work 
hours are concerned. After all, just-in-time production drastically reduces 
transaction costs, for instance for storing unused inventory.

Two fundamentally different points of view have emerged on the lean produc-
tion model. Representatives of high-involvement approaches emphasize the 
benefits of lean production: employees are highly involved in the process; this 
requires substantial investments in staff training, in-house career development, 
and a practice of extensively informing and consulting with employees.

Skeptics, by contrast, argue that the competitiveness of the lean management 
model rests on management by stress, created by pressure and discipline based 
on precarious employment and anti-unionization policies. The catchphrase “lean 
and mean” is often used to describe this practice.

The plants of German and US automobile manufacturers in China were designed 
on the principles of lean production from the very beginning. Given this stan-
dardization of manufacturing systems, it seems likely that human resources 
management in China was also adapted to foreign models, as suggested by the 
convergence hypothesis.

The antithesis of the convergence hypothesis is the divergence hypothesis. Pro-
ponents of the latter point to the governance of automobile companies in China. 
Foreign carmakers are required to enter joint ventures with domestic compa-
nies – a policy designed to ensure that the government retains its strong influ-
ence. The presence of domestic partners and the influence of the government 
could stand in the way of the adoption of foreign concepts. Chinese researchers 
are engaged in fierce discussions over the role of Western, socialist, and Confu-
cian practices in the design of human resource management systems in China.

Convergence or divergence?

At first glance, there is some evidence to suggest convergence towards a lean-
and-mean model. All employees in the automobile plants we studied enter the 
companies as temporary workers or on fixed-term contracts, remaining in that 
status for five to ten years, depending on the company. This situation was caused 
by Chinese legislation introduced in the 1990s to disrupt the communist system 
of lifelong job security and to create an open labor market by promoting fixed-
term contracts and temporary work.

Since then, however, the Chinese government has restricted the opportunities 
for using temporary employment contracts. In a 2007 reform of labor law, the 
rules for using fixed-term contracts and temporary workers were tightened 
significantly, even though the implementation of the reform gives employers 
plenty of time to adapt their practices. For the future, therefore, we are likely to 
see an increase in permanent employment contracts at automobile plants. What 
is more, given the immense boom in China’s automotive industry, only a small 
percentage of fixed-term and temporary contracts were not extended even be-
fore the reform was passed. Without a single exception, the workers we inter-
viewed were confident that their employment with their present companies 
would be long term.

A number of other practices also suggest that Chinese automobile manufactur-
ers are guided by high-involvement approaches. All of the companies we studied 
made substantial investments in staff training, which serves to raise their in-
terest in long-term employment relationships. Clear tendencies towards stan-
dardization emerge, especially with regard to training new production workers. 
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In all companies, decentralized training facilities designed to teach fundamental 
skills (i.e., basic movements and techniques for gripping, assembling, screwing, 
and other tasks performed in assembly-line work) were considered standard. 
The investments in training are accompanied by long-term personnel develop-
ment. This is done to ensure that workers meet the skills requirements of the 
manufacturing systems but also, in the face of an ongoing skills gap, to encour-
age employees to make a long-term commitment to the company.

In the area of personnel development, we find approaches characterized by a 
specific Chinese bend. For example, the personnel development system in place 
at the German and Chinese manufacturers we looked at builds on the Chinese 
system of occupational skills certification, which in the metalworking trades 
features five different qualification levels. Through work experience and train-
ing, systematically sponsored by their employers, workers can ascend to quali-
fication levels that open the door to more complex positions, leadership roles 
(team leader, master), and specially designed expert positions, in which they are 
in charge of training, mentoring, and improvement processes. The only place in 
our BRIC study where we found such expert positions for workers was at the 
Chinese companies. Transparent selection procedures are of paramount impor-
tance in this context, not least because of the traditional strength of personal-
ized networks of influence (guanxi).

Promoting skills development is also a key goal behind the shop floor culture of 
competition at the Chinese plants we looked at. In all of the companies studied, 
a wide array of knowledge, skills, quality, and optimization contests are held 
every year; hundreds of role model workers and teams receive awards. These 
contests often start within the teams; the winners then take part in competi-
tions within their production unit and the plant, as well as in regional and na-
tional competitions. This system, a legacy of the country’s socialist past, is being 
re-interpreted by employers to boost the skills and competencies needed for 
their manufacturing systems. Moreover, it helps promote the social integration 
of workers by providing recognition. Typically, the trade unions play a crucial 
role in the organization of these contests.

Trends in industrial relations

This gets us to the last important special feature of the Chinese manufacturing 
sites: the nature of industrial relations. Keeping the unions out of the plants, as 
a radical lean-and-mean strategy would mandate, does not make sense in the 
joint ventures, because they will automatically have a union representation 
through their Chinese partners. The function of these unions is somewhat con-
troversial, however. Traditionally, trade unions in China have played a passive 
role, limiting themselves to providing social services for workers. In the compa-
nies we studied, however, we found different developments.

In the purely Chinese plant and in that of the Japanese-Chinese joint venture, 
union behavior mirrored the traditional, more reserved role. One actually won-
ders whether employees have any voice at all in these companies. The lack of an 
authentic worker representation can facilitate a tendency among employers to 
place excessive demands on employees, for instance by asking that they work 
extremely long hours or at a high level of intensity. Although this is often toler-
ated by the workers – in part because of their Confucian, hierarchy-oriented 
education – it either leads to high staff turnover (to be observed in the Japanese 
and Chinese plants we studied) or to workplace conflicts such as the ones that 
occurred in a number of Japanese auto supply companies. By contrast, at the 
manufacturing site of the German company we studied, the union is involved in 
many processes, ranging from staff recruitment and promotions to improve-
ment processes.

This union involvement has a double significance. On the one hand, it certainly 
gives the union, an organ of the Communist Party, the opportunity to exert con-
trol, for instance with regard to career planning. On the other hand, our case 
study revealed that the union is indeed also making efforts to become a genuine 
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defender of workers’ interests and more independent from management. How-
ever, what we saw were just some first steps in that direction.

Overall, the implementation of lean production does indeed cause human re-
sources management systems to converge somewhat towards high-involvement 
concepts. As Thomas Friedman has suggested, the world is becoming a little 
flatter. Car manufacturing sites worldwide become more alike as a result of 
standardization processes in multinational corporations and their imitation by 
domestic companies.

But there are also factors that support the persistence of distinctly Chinese ele-
ments in human resources management. These factors include the special fea-
tures of China’s system of vocational training and occupational certification, for 
example, which among other things can be used for designing internal career 
trajectories. Furthermore, industrial relations and the special role of the unions 
remain the most visible traditional elements. 
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