
Interrogations #6, Sociology 929, Week 7, March 5, 2018 

Democratizing the Firm 

 

1. Youbin Kang 

This was a refreshingly radical and brilliant idea, and I sincerely enjoyed reading this book, it got me 
thinking about many things. In this interrogation, I wanted to bring up two issues, firstly the logic of 
argument that work is increasingly entering the public sphere, and secondly the role of the State in 
bicameral democracy. 

 18th and 19th 
centuries 

20th century 21st century 

Historical Context Industrial Revolution  Intensification  Globalization 

Place of Work Farm/household - > 
factory 

Work organized in 
manufacturing jobs 

Service Sector 

Regulatory Institutions None / noblesse 
oblige ? 

Labor Law Bicameral Democracy 

 

This work sees service sector work as shifting labor into the public sphere, mobilized through 
“cultural conventions typical of the democratic public sphere in the workplace.” I think that this claim 
could be contested as well as supported at the same time. Recent literature on mobilizing the service 
sector economy in US and EU focuses on how precarious workers mobilize through community 
groups (justice for janitors, domestic workers rights, New York taxi cabs, etc – described in Fine, Weil 
and Milkman’s work). A part of this analysis is that these types of mobilization is possible because the 
nature of service work is physically bound and place-specific. This could be related to Ferreras’ 
argument that “the predominant role of the service industry in the economy is shifting labor ever 
further into the public sphere” – through their ties to community and thus to citizenship. However, I 
also see the contestation that the “shifting” into the public sphere is not nearly as commensurate as 
the shifts that came during the 18th and 19th centuries as well as the corporatist bargain of the 20th 
centuries. Ferreras mentions that the shifting of work to manufacturing, and the mobilization of 
workers resulted in the institutionalization of regulations to govern the quality of work. However, the 
prominence of service workers to be physically be seen in the public sphere as a tool for mobilization 
seems of less importance compared to the level of precarity that service workers find themselves in. 
Many of these workers in the US are immigrant and minority workers, sometimes undocumented. 
Often, they are so far down the subcontracting chain that workers don’t effectively have the legal 
recourse to file grievances against their employers as they had in the past. Perhaps the argument 
could be more of an inverted U-curve, increasing then decreasing trend in what we consider public-
spherization. Ultimately, the State is less and less involved in adjudicating and implementing the 
social contract, which was secured primarily through workers’ demand for citizenship rights. 
Furthermore, the turn to service work also might be constitutive of a more closer relationship 
between the employer and employee, isolated from peers and often working in close proximity to 
each other, perhaps recalling a more feudal relationship rather than a capitalistic one. The increasing 
trend of independent contractors (that are actually employees, such as Truck drivers or those 
engaged in the platform economy) might also signal the return to the private sphere. Nevertheless, 
the quote by Alain Supiot seems to be very much indicative of the ambivalence of the public-private 
divide of work, under the employment contract. 
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Secondly, descriptions of industrial democracy are very much tied to the ability of the State to 
regulate and enforce the rights that have been deliberatively conceived by collective actors. I wanted 
to ask the underlying reason of why this proposal was bicameral rather than a tripartite one, given 
the history of European social dialogue, as well as other existing institutions (OSH committees, ILO, 
etc.). Is it mainly to distance itself from the instrumentality of work, or to sideline bureaucracy?  

EOW comments: You raise a nice agenda of issues about what is distinctive in the service economy: 
precarity & immigrant labor; personalistic subordination (neofeudalism); local rootedness; public 
spherization; increasing privatiziation via the platform economy; tiers of subcontracting. These 
dimensions could be the basis for a nice typology of variations within the service economy that 
could point to different dilemmas and challenges for democratization. One point that is especially 
interesting viz-a-viz the Ferreras argument is that many of the things you raise make the bicameral 
model less coherent –fragmentation, subcontracting tiers, and privatization do not smoothly 
translate into a house of labor within a bounded firm. 

On your point about tripartite organization: at the level of the firm, the intrusion of a full 
stakeholder model by having a third chamber would make things too complex. Tripartite 
corporatism is a kind of single chamber phenomenon – that is, the representatives of the 
functional categoires (capital, labor, the state) all meet around a single table. One could imagine 
sectoral organizations having this character, while firms would remain bicameral. Of course, the 
added complexity is that the firms in question may be multinational and thus the bicamberal board 
of directors operates at a non-national level. 

 

2. Annaliese Grant  

 While I think I understand a lot of Ferrera’s points about bicameralizing firms in the 
corporate sector, I am still really stuck on the achievability aspect of the real utopian question. 
Though we might be able to confirm to some extent that having two firm-governing bodies with veto 
power and more would be better for democracy and equality in our society, I don’t quite know if the 
idea is at all possible in the current political and economic state and therefore don’t really know what 
to think of this suggestion. Is there something I am missing about why firms would want to 
incorporate a bicameral system? Would the state implement a required structure? If the possibility 
of improving and making more democratic the capitalist firms of today is very unlikely, why not 
instead focus our efforts on something more possible in the moment or something even more 
democratic and egalitarian than corporate firms in general? Following this same line of thought, how 
does the labor-led governing body prevent a reproduction of modern politics on a firm-based scale? 
Isn’t it very likely that the people who get into the governing body will still be the most privileged and 
empowered of the laborers in the firm (the popularity contest of the capitalist firm world)? Would 
this kind of governing body still be better for workers, or will it simply create a new kind of laborer 
ruling class within the firm?  

EOW: Most likely this would have to come from state imposition of new rules, since few 
corporations would find it advantageous from a competitive point of view to do this on their own. I 
like the issue you raise about the political process that would emerge within the firm when 
workers vote for representatives for the House of Labor. You raise the popularity contest issue; 
there would also be issues of factions, and even “parties”. 
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3. Maryam Ahmadi 

1 – What calls for more attention in the discussion of economy as oikos-nomos versus the public 
sphere is the way in which public sphere has itself undergone drastic changes under neoliberal 
governmentality. What was once viewed as pertaining to the sphere of the political and distinct from 
the world of economics has now been appropriated by economic values and rationality. As Wendy 
Brown argues in Undoing the Demos, “both states and subjects are cast in the image of firms; as 
forms of human capital that can be understood in the “financial language of speculation, leveraging 
and risk-taking” (Gane 352). It “configures human beings exhaustively as market actors, always, only, 
and everywhere as homo economicus” (Brown 31). My question is how pushing the workplace into 
the public sphere would influence and transform such power dynamics. The political and the 
economic are not two forces exterior to each other. Rather, they are different modes/structures of 
the same ontology which is power. 

EOW: The neoliberalization of the state is not quite the same as the public sphere, which is a 
somewhat looser concept, often more connected to civil society than the state as such. Ferreras’ 
point about the porous boundary between the firm and the public sphere concerns the forms of 
micro-social interactions that occur between employees and “the public” – customers, clients, etc. 
– within the service sector, which brings into conflict different norms. You raise an interesting 
point about the meaning of those sorts of interactions in the context of the neoliberalization of the 
state – making the state more like an business enterprise. 

2- On page 4, where Ferreras jumps the imagined scenario forward, she writes: 

 A series of new trade agreements has conditioned free trade upon the adoption of a 

provision for bicameral structure for firms, and in 2024, the world led, by the United States, 

the  European  Union  and  Canada,  adopts  a  binding  treaty  on  the  democratization  of  

the structures  of  economic  agents,  which  must  now  be  bicameral. 

Is the US going to be at the forefront of a change that the rest of the world is destined to follow? And 
is it possible to extrapolate a universal understanding of socio-economic change from the US 
experience? I think there is a sense of imperialistic normativity in this part of the discussion that 
resonates with neoliberal moves such as the Washington Consensus, although from a different 
perspective. Being all Western-centric, the historical examples offered on page 18 intensify this sense 
of normativity. It seems that the essay starts with a definition of change as something that could be 
ubiquitous and then illustrates this mainly through reference to Western ways of being.  

 

4. Wendy Y. Li 
 
I would like greater clarification of how Ferreras views the emergence of the services sector as a 
critical turning point in the governance of the firm. A central point of Ferreras’ theoretical framework 
is the fact that service industries are inherently public. In describing the public character of service 
work, Ferreras distinguishes tertiary (service) sectors with primary and secondary sectors by 
indicating a third party in the workplace: the client/consumer.  
 
The label ‘services sector’ applies to a diverse range of industries and economic activities, all of which 
are united in one quality: no physical good is produced or exchanged. Therefore, transactions in 
service industries include everything from retail and hospitality (like Ferreras’ example in the book), 
to financial, legal, and educational services, to the use and consumption of intellectual property.  
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Ferreras is concerned with a very narrow subsect of services in her book; the services which one 
might label “unskilled.” This is an important consideration- after all, the workers who occupy 
positions in retail, hospitality, and transportation are often members of other oppressed or 
disadvantaged groups, in addition to being economically exploited. Their treatment raises important 
questions for social inequality and human rights. In this context, she argues that service work leads 
to a specific form of alienation (87), which could be mitigated with bicameral labor and capital 
chambers. But what should we make of the services where the power imbalance is flipped? 
Physicians, attorneys, accountants, hedge fund managers, consultants, school administrators, and 
real estate agents are all service workers as well, but one could imagine that their consumers might 
deserve greater protection from the workers in these relationships.   
 
How does the alienation of service workers differ from that which occurs in the primary and 
secondary sectors? Consumers of the finished goods are shielded from the alienation of these 
workers, but this alienation occurs nonetheless. And within these sectors, many of the workers 
employed in firms are performing service jobs as well, in the presence of their clients: in-house 
accountants, receptionists, custodial staff… 
 
A couple other questions related to services. As free-lancing and the “sharing economy” continue to 
develop, how should we protect dignity of service workers who are not employed by firms? And as 
services continue to occupy a growing share of trade flows, could the institution of bicameral firms in 
one country incentivize offshoring, and create perverse effects for the workers in another? How 
should we consider “B2B” services, where businesses are providing services (accounting, web 
hosting, analytics) to other businesses (in other words, the consumer is not a private person, but 
another firm)?  
 
EOW: These are all important issues for a general theoretical understanding of the “service 
economy” and clearly shows how heterogeneous are the jobs and relations – the actual things 
people do – within this umbrella concept. The question for the Ferreras argument is how this 
heterogeneity bears on the specific claim that the cultural changes bound up with the service 
economy fuel the need for or demand for a democratizing project within firms. 
 

5. Sara Trongone 

I greatly enjoyed reading your manuscript! Thank you so much for sharing your work with us. I’ve 
made a few comments in track changes to your distilled essay; the substantive points are 
enumerated below: 

-Framing of your distilled essay. I do agree with Erik that your claims about authoritarian rule in 
capitalist firms as the source of the crisis of democracy should be relaxed a bit. A bicameral firm is a 
very compelling proposal on its own; it does not need to be pitched as a panacea for the failures of 
political democracy. Voice, self-governance, and meaningful representation are critical (as you argue 
very eloquently), but you may be giving voice too much weight. Other mechanisms—freedom from 
domestic toil, strong social supports and public goods, adequate leisure time/pursuit of one’s 
creative, non-instrumentalized capacities, etc.—are surely just as important to foster an expressive, 
un-alienated life that, in turn, leads to robust civic participation. A bicameral firm may bring about 
things like adequate leisure time, material redistribution of wealth, etc. but because it leaves the 
state’s capacities unchanged, it may not bring about others (meaningful political democracy, state 
power over firms qua regulator, strong social supports and public goods—particularly for the 
disabled, elderly or otherwise unemployed, etc.)  



Interrogations #6, Sociology 929. Real Utopias.   5 

 

 
-Public v. private sphere/when empowerment is legitimate. I don’t wish to belabor this point because 
it’s somewhat tangential to the main thrust of your proposal. I made a few comments about why I 
find your argument about oikos a bit troubling on pages 6 and 7.  

-Forming coalitions/unequal power within the legislative bodies. How would differences in power, 
status, race/ethnicity, etc. be navigated in a diverse Labor Investors’ House of Representatives? (I 
didn’t see anything in your design specifications about proportional representation for each job 
function/skill level to avoid the tyranny one particular group of employees). This seems like a classic 
heterogeneity of interest problem. I made a brief comment about this on page 21 with a few possible 
contentious scenarios. Your solution seems to be relying on unions to foster worker solidarity and 
arbitrate between different workers’ interests or employing the “sociocratic circular organizing 
method,” which, I confess, I’m not familiar with. I wonder if this would place the workers’ legislative 
body at a structural disadvantage. One could argue that shareholders have similar interests whereas 
workers’ interests in a large firm might be more diverse. One legislative body might be beset with 
internal strife while the other is better organized. (Although this is, of course, debatable.) 

-Other small things I loved in the manuscript. Your three justifications (legitimate, reasonable and 
intelligent rule) were fantastic. Perhaps that could feature more prominently in the short essay? Also, 
it would be wonderful to include more detail about the government structure (drawn from pages 
140-150), including the role of the executive committee as day-to-day manager. This could help ease 
concerns about efficiency, responsiveness, and instrumental rationality (which you address brilliantly 
in your Reader’s Guide at the end).   

EOW Comments: The issue you raise about interest heterogeneity among workers for a 
corporation is absolutely fundamental. Claus Offe’s wonderful essay “Two Logics of Collective 
Action” is all about this: the interests of capital are more or less transparent, whereas the interests 
of workers are deeply multidimensional (even if they all had the same skills), so the process of 
discovering and representing interests is totally different. 

 

 
6. Maryanne Schiffman 
 
I am again trying to figure out if the logical/rhetorical foundations of the case for a Real Utopian 
project can withstand the inevitable counter arguments. In this case, those would be,  

1) “No one should be able to tell a private company how it should be managed,” and  

2) “Workers are compensated for their labor and that defines the limit of their relationship with the 
firm.” 

It seems in response, Ferreras’ argument for democratization would be be built on two main 
assertions:  

1) that the corporation is not the same as the firm, but rather, a legal entity that is part of the firm’s 
larger structure, that is owned by no one and as such is not private and is thus part of the public 
sphere, and  

2) that work today is also not private due to the triangulated positioning of modern workers between 
employers and clients that has pushed work into the public sphere, with expectations of the norms 
that govern that space.  

Hence for both of these reasons, corporations should be managed democratically such that workers, 
like investors of capital, are vested with decision-making power -- based on their investment of labor.  
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However, the murky relationship between the firm and the corporation make me unsure that the 
argument for the public-ness and non-owner-ness of the corporation holds up. If, for example, the 
corporation is a part of the firm, but the firm can still be considered private property (101), doesn’t 
that lend credence to the argument that the firm does have owners and therefore, when workers 
“sell their labor,” their “investment of labor” becomes the property of the owners of the firm? 
Likewise, although Ferraras convincingly makes the argument that “worker investor” logic is not 
purely “instrumental” (work in exchange for wage), it seems that the unfortunate reality is that the 
logic of the people paying them is instrumental and that, regardless of whether workers experience 
their labor “expressively, publicly and politically,” the logic of the contract into which they entered 
was instrumental and it is therefore reasonable that that would define the nature of the relationship.  
I think if we could clarify the relationship between the firm and the corporation, and discuss the 
merits of the idea that the expressive logic of worker investors trumps the instrumental nature of 
their contract with the firm, this would help to understand Ferreras' argument better. 

EOW: I agree with you that the firm/corporation distinction does not seem to be an adequate 
grounding for the claim that workers should be able to democratically govern the firm. Even if 
there were no corporations and every firm was entirely owned by a family with no shares, etc., 
workers would still suffer under despotic employment relations, and there would be good 
arguments for democratic governance. 

 

7. Jesse Benn 

A few points from the first half of the essay I’d like to talk a little bit about… 

First, what the level of knowledge workers tend to have about their workplace and whether 
workplace democracy could work without some significant shifts in how information is shared and 
the level of engagement in the broader operations of a workplace for all employees. E.g. I worked at 
Cingular/at&t and knew my job selling phones and handling customer accounts well, but the broader 
aspects of the business were entirely detached from my everyday engagement and knowledge. I 
could have learned about the broader aspects of the business, but I’m not sure anything could’ve 
made me personally care about at&t’s success as a company to the point I would have wanted to 
spend the time doing so. The same would seem to be true for employees in places like corporate 
restaurant gigs or other service jobs where loyalty is minimal. It seems like the typical division of 
labor in major corporations doesn’t really allow people to know their job in the way they’d need to in 
order to govern the entire place. That doesn’t mean I think we couldn’t get there, but it would 
require a bigger effort than just handing over the reins of the workplace to all the workers. 

Second, I’d like to hear more about research that shows that “workers share an intuition that all 
coworkers have a legitimate claim to participate in forming the specific conception of justice that will 
in the end regulate their life in the workplace. They aspire to, or they intuit that a decision about how 
to organize life in the workplace can only be felt as just once each worker’s voice has been taken into 
account” (Ferreras 2007).  

I buy that workers think they themselves deserve a greater voice, but I don’t but that they 
automatically extend this to their co-workers. Workplaces I’ve been in tended to have a lot more 
division and derision among employees than this seems to assume, but maybe they were anomalies.  

Last, if we have time I think it’s worth talking a little about the thought experiment that kicks things 
off. For me I think it was more distracting than helpful. There are just too many spots where I found 
myself internally pushing back against or questioning as just way too utopian to be real. Justifying 
democratizing corporations more concretely based on the conditions that exist in the workplace 
rather than an imagined section on how they could exist seems like a more effective path to open 
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the essay. Things are bad, democratizing corporations would help. Explaining why without jumping 
past the realm of semi-realistic possibilities (e.g. arguing it would change policing, lead to action on 
climate change, etc.) would be more convincing for me.  

EOW comment: Another issue connected to your question is the issue of the length of tenure of 
employees within firms. You worked for AT&T for a short while without any intention of making it 
a career. Your time-horizon for the firm was fairly short. This also surely has an impact on the 
character of your interest in decisions made by the firm. This is similar to a problem of democratic 
governance in universities: students are there for a few years, faculty and staff for much longer, 
and this alone gives them different interests in the priorities of the university. In your case your 
short tenure was part of the reason why getting the knowledge needed to play a role in the firm’s 
governance wouldn’t be worth it. 

 

8. Masoud Movahed  

Isabelle Ferreras’ book Firms as Political Entities: Saving Democracy through Economic Bicameralism 
and her article Democratizing Corporations with Economic Bicameralism were extremely insightful. 
How to envision a firm that would operate democratically under capitalism? Indeed, her works speak 
to the core objective of the Left: How to extend democracy from political life to economic life in a 
capitalist society, so that the producers of goods and services—the generators of wealth—would also 
have a say in the conditions of production and workplace? In thinking about this important question, 
she uses the state-firm analogy: just like the state is democratic under capitalism, firms should also 
be democratic. That is to say, if capitalism views a democratic state favorably, it should also view a 
democratic firm favorably. While this is an interesting analogy, it seems to be an inadequate one. The 
reason, I believe, is that firm and state are two entities with vast differences in scale, scope and 
functions. These vast differences scale, scope, and functions implicate the degree of adequateness of 
the analogy.  

Nonetheless, the analogy allows us to think about other interesting question: why do hierarchical 
and authoritarian firms dominate the capitalist economy, while the capitalism, at least in the Atlantic 
world democratized its state? More importantly, if capitalism is efficient because of the “invisible 
hand” of the free market as the classical and neoclassical economists postulate, then why the visible 
hand of the managerial authority so prevalent in today’s capitalist societies? Isabelle Ferreras’ 
answer to this question is because of the way we “perceive” and “imagine” how firms should be. An 
answer that I find less convincing compared to the answer that neoclassical economists themselves 
provide: that firms are relatively efficient “second best” solutions. More specifically, while markets 
achieve efficiency across a wide range of transactions and task, firms are thought to be more 
efficient when it comes to certain “difficult transactions,” which markets handle less efficiently. 
Hierarchical firms are construed to be a device that achieves greater alignment of effort among 
members at the cost of weaker incentives for promoting a high level of effort—what Williamson 
called extracting “consummate performance” (1975). 

It seems to me that if firms under capitalism maintain legal rights of hierarchy, with management 
always retaining classic “fiat” rights (i.e. to determine how work will be done and by whom), as well 
as voice rights (i.e. who can speak within and on behalf of the firm), is because it is the best solution 
(to them) to hold actors accountable at various levels and to extract “consummate performance.” It 
is less convincing to suggest that the firms maintain such legal rights of hierarchy exists in firms 
because that’s how people have perceived them to be.  

I also would like to pose a question about the specific mechanisms of the voting process under 
“economic bicameralism.” It seems to me that in most firms, workers are larger in sheer numbers, 
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and because they are larger in numbers, they have larger influence over the democratic process. So if 
a firm has 20 shareholders and 2000 workers, and each of them with a single vote, the workers will 
always have larger influence in the process. This is also reminiscent of the classical argument in 
political theory namely the “tyranny of majority,” which may breed conflict and disincentive 
shareholders to cooperate in transforming the structure of the firms. So how does the democratic 
process precisely work, particularly if workers significantly outnumber shareholders? 

EOW: Your basic point that the relatively authoritarian firm might be more efficient in the market 
than a more democratic firm is an important issue. The fact that despotism reduces productivity 
and motivation for most workers does not mean that all-things-considered it could not still be 
more competitive than a democratic firm with more motivated workers, but other liabilities 
(increased transaction costs, less motivated consummate performers, etc.). 

On your last point, you have misunderstood the design of the bicameral firm. The Capital investers 
house operates on a one-share-one cvote basis just like a current board of directors. Shareholders 
vote for their representatives to that chamber. Workers vote on a one-person-one-vote basis for 
the labor house. It is irrelevant how many people sit in each house: this is like the Senate (100 
people) and the House of representatives (435) – each house independently must pass the relevant 
legislation.  

 

9. Siying Fu 

General reaction 

I really like the general idea and design of bicameral firm structure. Especially, I think it has the real 
utopian potential to advance socialist practice in the capitalist economy, and eventually leading to an 
egalitarian society. However, I think several issues are left wanting, as I have put in my comments 
along the way. The most important ones are: 

1. Definition of democracy. What do we envision to be real democratic practices? Are the current 
bicameral states – which are being used as the reference and example to follow – really democratic 
and encouraging democratic participation of citizens? 

2. What is REALLY preventing common workers/citizens to participate in democratic decision-making 
process, be it in private workplace or public politics? Are they not “trusting the system” or are they 
not given the actual opportunity to assert their voice effectively? I would say the latter is more of a 
barrier than the former. Our institutional mechanisms – again private or public – actually make 
participation a luxury that most of us cannot afford. 

I really appreciate the effort to help workers’ emancipation from authoritarian labor relations, but I 
am just a little concerned that this essay may not really be thinking in the shoes of the people it 
strives to help. I am not saying that this idea is not a respectable cause, but even the greatest 
intention leads to less desirable unintended consequences. As I read the essay, at several points I 
find myself thinking “this is so much easier said than done.” I don’t think we should assume that if we 
provide a system that embodies egalitarian ideas, it will actually achieve emancipation for the 
exploited workers. Chances are it will be abused by those already in a place of power, and actually 
block the voice of the less privileged, simply by declaring them (or making them feel) unqualified for 
such a complicated task. It is one thing to put forth an opportunity, but it is another thing that people 
who need this opportunity can actually grab and fully use it to advance their interests. As we are 
seeing in the bicameral states, even with a House of Representative, disadvantaged people are still 
effectively shut and the system is far from emancipatory. But in general, I really enjoyed reading this 
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essay, and I’m sure some of my concerns are just due to a superficial understanding, and will 
probably be solved when I read the book. I look forward to the discussion on Tuesday with the 
author, Erik, and the class! 

EOW comments: The issue you raise about the actual capacity (and perhaps desire) of ordinary to 
participate in political activity within a firm is important. You frame this mostly in terms of the 
subjective state of ordinary workers, which will make them easy to manipulate or marginalize, 
much like political elites marginalize ordinary citizens. The question is whether this would also be 
likely for the workers within a firm. We could see whether or not this happens in corporations in 
Europe where there are works councils elected by ordinary workers. Do workers feel marginalized 
in those elections? What is the political process by which candidates are chosen – does this reflect 
manipulation of union leaders, etc.? 


