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Extended Abstract 

This paper presents the results of a dissertation whose aim was to analyze if the 
discourse, acting on identity, constitutes, itself, a control mechanism. In that way, the control 
phenomenon was studied from a critical perspective of analysis, which led us away from the 
traditionally adopted functionalist perspective. In practical terms, this paper aims to provide 
elements to make evident how an industrial company tries to set up social identities for those 
who work there. Our hypothesis was that there is an ongoing process within organizations by 
which a set of values and beliefs are imposed to workers, aspiring to produce in them the 
“right way” of thinking, feeling and behaving. 

Organizations are understood as social and polyphonic spaces (Holmer-Nadesan, 
1996, Humprhrey & Brown, 2002), characterized by the contradiction between power and 
resistance (Clegg, 1992). In such context, this research focused on the mechanisms used by 
organization to assure the order and execution in favor of those who are in charge of the 
business. 

Organizations, therefore, are conceptualized: 1) as social institutions interested in the 
status quo stability; 2) as locus of dominance (Weber,1999), where some people believe that 
they have the right of commanding, while others believe that they have the duty of obeying. 
Different control strategies are necessary for guaranteeing both the stability and the 
domination. Among them we are interested in the subtle strategies (Jermier, 1998). In that 
way, we believe that identity can play this role in organizations. 

The concept of identity is conceptualized from a dialectical perspective derived from 
Social Psychology (Ciampa, 1986, 2001) and Cultural Studies (Silva, 2000, Woodward, 
2000). From this viewpoint, it is understood as a dynamic phenomenon in the individual’s life 
and as a social process. Identities have always values associated to it, which are negotiated by 
social players and groups all the time. Moreover, by means of discourses, those identities 
have power over people, once they construct social-positions, which, in some way, determine 
what is expected and what is not expected from the individuals. 

The relationship among identity, organizational discourse and control was investigated 
through a case study in an automobile factory located in the State of São Paulo, Brazil, 
employing 11.000 workers. The unit was built up in 1956 and belongs to a multinational 
company which employs up to 416.000 workers around the world. 

The research was developed in 2004 and 2005. The methodological approach was 
qualitative and the analysis level was organizational. Data were gathered through interviews 
and analysis of institutional documentation offered by the organization. Sixteen interviews 
were carried out. Firstly, five executives were interviewed in order to identify the set of 
values, beliefs and behavior patterns expected by the organization concerning the workers’ 
social role; secondly, ten interviews were developed with white-collar workers, aiming to 
check the absorption process of this set of values, ideas and behaviors; finally, one collective 
interview was realized with four members of the Factory Committee, aiming to identify 
possible alternative discourse(s). 



Data analysis revealed the organizational intentionality connected with the worker’s 
identity dimension. A set of values concerning workers’ way of thinking, feeling and 
behaving was indentified in the executives interviews, including the following: 1) esprit de 
corps

This set of values is the object of a project developed by the company, called 
Competences Project, which, according to one interviewee, aims to define which are the 
desired competences and, in a second moment, scan all sectors of the factory in search of the 
existing and desired competences. Its process was in process during the realization of the 
research. 

 - “the ability to work in team”; 2) focus on results – “to be able to realize the impact of 
his/her work to the organization”; 3) focus on the client – “to know what brings value to 
clients and what they expect from you”; 4)  pro-activity – “to anticipate the problems; to act 
beforehand”; 5) flexibility – “to be able to change, to be open to new work experiences”; 6) 
focus on quality – “always trying to improve the quality of production”. 

It is possible to conclude that this organizational discourse is connected to the flexible 
accumulation demands (Harvey, 1992) and the introduction of the lean production model in 
1990 decade. As literature has pointed out, the new production model introduced in the 
organizations from then strengthened the discourse related to the flexibility in the work 
relations. Another main aspect of the new discourse is the minimization of the conflict 
between the capital and the work force. We concluded that these essential traits of the 
organizational discourse in the company studied are summed up in the social category of 
collaborator. The collaborator is the prototype of the desired worker not only in terms of 
performance but also (or mainly) in terms of behavior, values and ideas. 

A relevant organizational practice that reinforces this analysis is the Simulator. It 
refers to an organizational training in whose creation process one of the executives 
interviewed was involved. He explained that the Simulator was designed for all workers 
(white or blue-collar), with the official purpose of developing team working, pro-activity, and 
focus on quality and client. It consists of a game in which players have to manage a virtual 
business. It means that work-floor employees have to act like CEOs, competing and tackling 
decisions in the marketing. As a consequence of taking part of the game, usually leading their 
businesses to bankrupt, workers start to realize how complex and how difficult it is to manage 
a company. In that process, “collaborators” are expected to recognize the expertise of 
managers and understand that “managers are not against workers”, i.e., that workers and 
managers are all part of the same team and each one has an important contribution to the 
success of the company. The interviewee involved in the creation of the game explains that he 
used to be a blue-collar worker and used to think that there is a conflict of interests between 
managers and workers, which was one of the main reasons that inspired the conception of the 
Simulator.  

It is interesting to realize that the training is not directed to the development of 
abilities and knowledge related to the work itself, but to a certain way of perceiving and 
explaining workers’ condition inside work relationships in the capitalist society, which is 
expected to produce an impact in their identities. This way of perceiving and explaining work 
relations is committed to masking the structural contradiction that marks capitalist societal 
mode of production and promoting an harmonic view of the organization. 

The interviews with white-collar workers reviewed that the organization discourse is, 
in a reasonable extent, appropriated and taken as reference to talk about workers way of being. 
When asked to describe themselves in terms of values, beliefs and behavior, eighty percent of 
the employees referred to at least three of the competences present in the organization 
discourse, as it can be verified in the chart below: 

 



 Esprit de 
corps 

Focus on 
results 

Focus on 
the client 

Pro-
activity 

Flexibility Focus on 
quality 

Interviewee 1 X X  X X X 
Interviewee 2 X X     
Interviewee 3 X X  X X X 
Interviewee 4       
Interviewee 5 X X     
Interviewee 6 X X X  X  
Interviewee 7 X X   X X 
Interviewee 8       
Interviewee 9 X   X  X 
Interviewee 10 X X  X X  

 
On the other hand, the interviews carried out with the Factory Committee showed the 

existence of an alternative discourse, in which a different social category was claimed: they 
refused to refer to each other as collaborators, using the word fellow. Fellows are the ones 
who possess: 1) a critical consciousness (meaning a consciousness about the conflict of 
interests in the organization, in other words, in opposition to what is aimed by the Simulator); 
2) solidarity (to give a hand and to be able to put yourself in the other’s position); and 3) 
companionship (to share the “same bread” with his/her fellows).  

The conflict that is behind the words collaborator and fellow was revealed when we 
asked to the Factory Committee members to give their opinion about the use of the word 
collaborator. They concluded that when a worker sells his/her work force and has a salary 
because of that, he is not, in any sense, a collaborator, but an employee, a proletarian, “after 
all, he does not have the means of production and because of that he has to sell his 
workforce”. Thus, they defend that the use of that social classification is a strategy to 
harmonize the conflict inherent to the work relations in capitalism. The classification used for 
them serves to identify those who are indeed fellows and, in the same time, those who are not 
fellows, i.e., workers against capital representatives.  

As conclusion, it was possible to identify two locus of discourse trying to model 
workers identities. One represented by the Competence Discourse, that seeks to adapt the 
workforce to the marketing demands and, also, to harmonize the conflict within organization, 
and that can be summed up by the term collaborator. The second locus was found in the 
Factory Committee and is based in a different set of values and expectations, which is 
synthesized by the term fellow. 
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