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Keeping within Tolerances:

Systems, Technical Practices, and Inter-Firm Relationships

Hideaki KATO*

The purpose of this paper is to show how tolerances create factory machinists’ practices. Toler-
ance is the engineering knowledge that organizes the production in factories in modern society.
This paper examines the relationship among these tolerances, the Toyota production system, ma-
chinists’ practices, and relationship between small factories (Machi Koba).

More specifically, in the case of the Toyota production system, I will describe the implementa-
tion and synchronization of the production line and the maintenance efforts to increase the reliabili-
ty of the production line. In doing so, I will describe how the production line is expected to operate
when needed and, how this requires a thorough control of the tolerances dictated by the machine
parts built into the production line machinery. On the other hand, I will show that “tolerances” cre-
ate technical practices for machinists that address the various obstacles caused by not keeping with-
in the “tolerances”. I will also show that “tolerances” forms inter-firm relationships.

Based on the examples, I will conclude that “tolerances” plays an important role in organizing
the automobile production system and influences the technical practices and the inter-firm relation-
ships. Finally, I will describe the role of “monozukuri” in an industrial society, which is lacking in

discussions about research concerning modern technology and research on pre-modern technology.

Keywords
Tolerances, Toyota production system, technological anthropology, inter-firm relationships, Japa-

nese monozukuri

* Nanzan University
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