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In the 1940s, Swiss watchmaking companies started introducing
various measures with a paternalistic content into their personnel
management, much later than many industries elsewhere in Europe and
in North America, which began doing so in the late 19th century.' A few
large companies, such as Tavannes Watch C° and La Compagnie des
montres Longines Francillon, pioneered the introduction of this form of
work management in the early 1900s or immediately following WWIL.
‘et they remained the exception to the rule, and the majority of these
watchmaking companies did not follow their lead until after WWII. The
increase in the number of retirement savings foundations or pension
funds established by companies is symptomatic of this movement. In
1900, this type of service was not very common, and involved mutual
societies with their roots in the workers’ world. In that year, the
watchmaking canton of Neuchéitel had some twenty mutual assistance
societies for all of the different sectors of activities, of which only one
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had been set up by a firm.? After WWI, pension funds in Switz:gr]apd
proliferated: there were 150 pension funds in 1903, as D?mpared with
5,000 in 1954. The watchmaking sector stood out in this respect: the
number of pension funds established by private firms in this industry*
increased from 32 in 1941 to 314 in 1955-1956. In 1948, the
watchmaking towns of Le Locle and La Chaux-de-Fonds accounted fo;
96 private retirement savings foundations for staff, set up by companies |

Was this simply because industrial structures and social relations
took longer to develop in this industry? Or was this a form that was
specific to the watchmaking industry and to the Swiss context? In the
case at hand, the analysis of an example, the paternalism developed by
the company Aubry Fréres, tends to indicate that the methods do not
differ fundamentally from other examples. As we shall see, this type of
paternalism has several general characteristics that are common to all
forms of paternalism (leveling differences by treating the company as
one big family, greater control over workers’ lives and the local
community through the introduction of charitable measures, strong
personality of the employer, etc.). Here, paternalism once again can be

compared to
a social relationship where inequality is denied, transfigured by a social
metaphor that places the holder of authority on a par with the father and the
agenis subject to this authority on a par with children. This metaphor 1,:11&
to turn relationships of authority and exploitation into elhjr:a]ﬁand emotional
relationships, where duty and feeling replace rules and profit.

Thus, the distinctive feature of this paternalism lies not so much in
its concrete manifestations but rather in the meaning and levels of
relationships it involves, given the particular structures of the watch-
making industry and the special context in which it developed, the post-
war period. We consider that the measures taken involve several levels
of relationships: on the one hand, the relationship between employer and
workers, which is viewed as a means of reconstituting a corporate
community in a production system in the throes of Taylorisation; and on
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the other hand the relationship between directors of small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) and the State and centralised professional
associations, where the point is to retain or even restore, at the local and
regional level, a power that is increasingly threatened by centralisation
and the domination of the big companies. Paternalism, as it developed at
the time, only makes sense if it is viewed in the dynamic combination
petween the internal and external corporate challenges that were specific
to this period. Accordingly, the presence of paternalism is not linked to
any lag in watchmaking development or a resurgence of archaic
methods; it is an element that forms an integral part of industrial
development in the post-war era.

This topic has hardly been studied in the Swiss context. One of the
few studies devoted to patemnalism in the watchmaking industry, the one
by Gagnebin-Diacon, pertains to a large Swiss watchmaker and is
therefore only partially representative of a watchmaking industry pri-
marily composed of small and medium-sized companies.” The Swiss
watchmaking industry developed from the 18th century onwards in the
Jura Mountains, following a model of diffuse industrialisation and in a
context that was relatively hostile to large companies. Watchmaking
was handled by numerous small production workshops, specialised in a
specific operation, which worked for a subcontractor or manufacturer
and were responsible for final assembly, adjustment or sales. Although a
few large companies® were established at the end of the 19th century,
these tended to complement rather than replace the existing network.’
Accordingly, the Swiss watchmaking industry in the early 20th century
was characterised by a complex, highly dispersed structure. Until then,
neither large nor small watchmaking firms had played a significant role
in providing social benefits. The first forms of health or accident insur-
ance were introduced by the trade guilds, which developed on a local or
regional level and often included both employers and workers. The
tause was then embraced by the workers’ trade unions, which for exam-
ple had a monopoly over the unemployment funds. The Swiss watch-
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