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Degradation without Deskilling

Twenty-five Years in the San Francisco
Shipyards

Joseph A. Blum

I am of this world and this essay is an attempt to step back and make
coherent sense of social processes that most of the people living
through them find almost impossible to comprehend. I worked

as a boilermaker, welder, and shipfitter in the shops, shipyards,

and construction sites of the Bay Area from the early 1g%70s until

I retired from the actual physical labor of the trade in late 1997,
soon after I finished the research for this paper. Since then I have
been the Recording Secretary and Dispatcher for Boilermakers
Local Lodge #6, Thus, as both a skilled worker and as a union
official, I have experienced the systematic assault on my craft and
the erosion of the power of my union. In this paper I attempt to
analyze the effects and the causes of the sharp decline of the Bay
Area ship repair and heavy steel fabrication industries over the past
couple of decades from the workers’ perspective. Global compe-
tition, the end of the Cold War, and the transition of both the
national and local economies from the industrial to the information
age have decimated the industries in which we try to earn our liveli-
hood. Steady work for thousands, so plentiful in the mid-1g70s, is a
thing of the past, Those thousands have been reduced to the several
hundred workers who retain seniority at the few union shops and
shipyards still in business. Hourly wages, the envy of metal trades
workers around the world during the four decades following the
start of World War I, are now less than the average earned in the
advanced industrialized countries, and some “unskilled” positicns
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are being paid wages, especially in nonunion yards, comparable to
those of shipyard workers in South Korea. Even at these wage rates,
things would not be so bad if the work were steady, but most of the
members of my Local work no more than half of the year at their
trade. With the decline of the industry has come a parallel dimi-
nution in the power and the quality of representation that the
unions provide for the workers. Rank and file participation has
declined steadily, and contact and solidarity among the crafts has
lessened. Labor-management relations, which in the past were the
product of compromise between relatively powerful unions and
bosses who at least recognized the need to elicit the cooperation
of our skilled labor, had deteriorated by the mid-19gos to virtual
management dictates. Shipyards, heavy steel fabrication, and con-
struction are inherently dangerous industries to work in, but speed-
up, the lack of real union representation at the job site, the breaking
down of respect for the practice of traditional crafis, and the failure
of management to provide for the training of a new generation of
workers over the last two decades have made the shipyards far more
hazardous. The most important reason for my leaving the trade at
a relatively young age (fifty=six) was my belief that the local shipyards
are an accident waiting to happen, and I did not want to become
one of their victims. f

Detaching oneself from the field of study is a problem that proba-
bly plagues all ethnographers. This is especially true for me. Working
as 2 metals trades crafisman has not been the quaint, the exotic, or
the unknown for me. Unlike most academic ethnographers, I did
not go to the shipyards to do fieldwork; I went there to earn a living.
My participation preceded by almost a quarter of a century the kind
of systematic and conscious observation that I have undertaken in
the last several years. [ made scattered diary entries over previous
years, but did not begin to make systematic field notes untl I began
to conceptualize this paper. Thus, much of my firsthand knowledge
of earlier years is drawn from memory and present-day discussions
with other workers remembering their past. While memories can
be faulty and distorted because they are reflections through the
lens of our present-day understandings, my account can claim
the authenticity that comes from long acquaintance with the
subject. ' ' .

My experiences over the years are very similar to those of other
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workers. I know what it is like to do the work every day, to be laid
off at inopportune moments, to vote on contracts with my livelihood
at stake, and to decide to what degree to risk my personal safety
in order to keep my job. My presence did not “contaminate” the
research site. The social processes that I am attempting to analyze
were not altered by my presence, at least not as a researcher. As a Jew
who entered the trade gfter receiving my B.A., who got my master’s
degree twenty years later, and who became a Ph.D. candidate in soci-
ology at UC Berkeley while still working in the yards, I have always
appeared to be very different from almost alt the other workers; and
in some respects I certainly am. I have been nicknamed “Rabbi” and
“Professor” and been called a lot worse, but first and foremost over
‘the years I became one of the guys. That is how I defined myself at
work, and that is how I am seen both by my fellow workers and by
management. Dozens of rank-and-file workers are either friends or
acquaintances. I had a respectful, although at times contentious,
relationship with the previous Business Manager of my local. I have
a close and cooperative relationship with the present Business Man-
ager, for whom I have worked. I am on good terms with the officers
of many of the locals of other crafts. I have had ongoing dialogue
with members of management, including those at the highest level.
My research questions were formulated after I already had intimate
knowledge of the social processes at work and were refined as my .
research continued. This essay is informed by these firsthand expéri-
ences: [ know the work, I know the people, [ know what is real and
what is not. ‘

1 am of this world and I cannot leave. [ am personally, emotion-
aily, and intellectually welded to these workers and these industries.
Yet I partially detach from them when seeking the perspectives
needed in my various projects to document our lives. I have written
about the history of our predecessors in the trades, and I am in the
process today of memorializing aspects of our labor process through
black and white photography. But I am reluctant to assign finality to
social processes that are still unfolding. For all the inexorability o‘f
those “global forces,” individuals have their own ways of challenging
them, negotiating them, eluding them. Even as I write, I know that
tomorrow I might return to the dregs of those dreaded shipyards
to earn a needed dollar and exchange an insult with my bosses. This
is my world. It is the world of the academy that remains exotic and
difficult for me.
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Almost every day, but especially on Thursday, which is payday, shipyard
workers hurrying to and from work ‘at San:Francisco Drydock walk past
Kevin Harris (not his real name) and are reminded Just how precarious is
their hold upon their jobs. Until the early 199os, Kevin was employed in the
shipyard as a journeyman welder, driving a late-model four-wheel drive
vehicle and, if not prosperous, was certainly getting by with a reasonably
high-paying, but no longer steady, unionized craft job. An accident on the
job, or a dispute with management (accounts from workers who knew him
while he was still working differ), has made him unemployed, forced him
into homelessness, dependent upon 381 and donations from workers who
knew him when, and who still have their Jjobs. Seemingly unable to sever his
connections with the workplace that has discarded him, Kevin apparently
sleeps among the debris around the shipyard’s industrial area. Although he
18 an extreme case, Kevin is hardly unique. His plight illustrates how, over
the last twenty-five years, conditions have deteriorated for men, like myself,
who seek to earn their livelihood in the San Francisco Bay Area metal
trades, mostly in steel fabrication and shipyard repair work.

Though Kevin and his predicament are rarely discussed, he cannot be far
from the minds of local shipyard workers. The possibility of falling from
skilled craftsman to “homeless bum” has become perhaps cur greatest
nightmare. We see the world we know, the one in which we play such a vital
role and from which we draw ocur sustenance, identity, and security, disinte-
grating before our eyes. Few of us will actually plunge into homelessness,
but all are confronting the demise of our trades, the virtual elimination of
our occupations, as a result of the reconfiguration of global economic and
political forces far beyond our control. The ‘process is not new, but the
endgame is at hand. It has been going on for at least two decadesin a steady
and relentless fashion. In the last five years it has become clear to everyone

- that the decline is permanent. The condition of the last major unionized

shipyard in the area is a metaphor for a dying industry.

The physical plant itself is obsolete and worn out, located in a decaying
industrial area. Weeds push their way up around portions of the grounds,
which are strewn with discarded metal and assorted industrial debris. The
walls of both of the drydocks are patched with hundreds of large and small
“doubler plates” to maintain water tightness. All kinds of minor repairs and
constant vigilance are required just to keep them functioning. From high
atop the wingwalls of the drydock one can see the rotting timbers of the
piers of an adjacent shipyard that closed down fifteen years ago; half a mile
beyond lie the now idle concrete piers of still another yard that went bank-
rupt in 19g6. Four years earlier one of the biggest yards on the Bay closed
down, sold its state-of-the-art floating drydock to a Singapore firm, and per-
manently laid off almost five hundred workers. Many of the cranes and
some of the heavy equipment, in this, the last of the large yards, no longer
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work. On big jobs, the tool room is often forced to issue grinders, drills, and
other hand tools that are thirty years old. The small administration building
out on the pier, a beautiful turn-of-the- century brick structure, is closed and
roped off, its useful life terminated by the Loma Prieta earthquake in 198g.
The much larger buildings on the perimeter of the yard, closest to down-
town, which used to house corporate personnel, sales representatives, esti-
mating departments, and engineering and drafting offices, have been
closed for more than a decade. Administrative and clerical work today is
done in.temporary trailers, the kind found at many construction sites,
which are located just inside the main gate and line the pier leading to the
wharfs and drydocks. : :

The dilapidated condition of the yard is matched by the precarious
employment opportunities accorded the workers. Although hourly wages
(at least for journeymen) are still high compared to much blue collar and
service work, steady employment is virtually impossible to attain. A cycle of
“feast and famine” prevails. Short-term jobs, lasting at most several months
and requiring hundreds of workers, are run at breakneck speed, often seven
days a week, in twelve-and-a-half-hour shifts, day and night, only to be fol-
lowed by periods of enforced idleness, also lasting months at a time.
Although, according to the contract, overtime is not mandatory, rare is the
worker who feels he can turn down any extra hours offered at premium pay;
all are driven by the understanding that they had better get it while they
can. Although this sprawling shipyard has been here for over 115 years,
every job could be its last one, and its appearance conveys that; its future is
precarious. Sitting on the edge of the Bay in the best micro-climate in the
city, the land seems ripe for sale to a developer to put in an upscale marina
along with some condos, restaurants, and retail shops, as has been occur-
ring for years further to the north all along the waterfront. Most of the work-
ers in the yard believe it is only a matter of time before the city’s oldest
industrial establishment will be closed for good, making their chances for
earning a livelihood in the metal trades in the Bay Area almost nil.

How are we to explain what can only be seen as the degradation of work,
the loss of our status, security, and indeed of our very place in the modern
American economic landscape? In his seminal work, Labor and Monopoly
Capital, published in 1974, Harry Braverman put forward the bold proposi-
tion that “With the development of the capitalist mode of production, the
very concept of skill becomnes degraded along with the degradation of labor™
Yet, all the evidence [ have been able to gather, as both a participant and an
observer for the last twenty-five years, indicates that the labor process in San
Francisco shipyards has been relatively impervious to change. The techno-
logical requirements of shipyard repair work have varied very little, and the
core of workers plying their trades have been journeymen for at least a
decade, many of them for three and four times that long. We remain very
much the equal of our counterparts of the past few generations in terms of
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technical competence, and we have even learned to work with some new
materials and processes. But our basic skills, tools, and relative autonomy
with regard to the labor process have remained virtually the same.2

Given our retention of skill, perhaps Michael Piore and Charles Sabel are

the more relevant theorists. They assert that the flexible specialization required
in craft production inevitably leads o a “community of equals” who partici-
pate in a production environment of “industrial democracy.”® But I saw little
“‘yeoman democracy” in my years in the shipyards. True, when the unions
were strong we did have considerable rights and protections, but now that
the industry is in decline we have lost most of those powers and we face a
more authoritarian regime. Like Braverman, Piore and Sabel have no way of .
understanding the independent variation of the labor process and the poli-
tics of production. They conflate the labor process with the reguiation of that
process. As Michael Burawoy points out, these two aspects can be separated
analytically, and as I will document, they can and do vary independently in
the real world. The labor process involves the actual operations carried out
by the workers, in Burawoy’s words, the “coordinated set of activities involved
in the transformation of raw materials into useful products.” The control of
that process is achieved through what Burawoy calls the “production
regime,” the “political apparatuses of production, understood as the institutions
that regulate and shape struggles in the workplace.” These include man-
agement-union relations, the distribution of workers into places, and indeed
the very constitution of individuals as workers.

The production regime of two decades ago was a class compromise based
upon the employer’s ability and willingness:to grant us substantial yet lim-
ited material concessions, both because of the employer’s dominant posi-
tion in world markets and because of our crucial and irreplaceable role in
the production process, combined with our organizational strength in
exclusive craft unions and our consequent ability to impose the closed shop.
The result was a regime I call “flexible hegemony.” The flexible craft labor
process, with its wide latitude of worker autonomy, was necessary to perform
the actual production tasks in the uncertain world of ship repair, steel fab-
rication, and construction work. The hegemonic regime was the result of
compromise between two powerful and organized class forces. The unions
were taken in as junior partners with some influence over the evaluation
and placement of workers, and both management and labor agreed to an
elaborate system of mutual rights and obligations. Today, under the impact
of macro, global economic and political forces, which compel our bosses
(those who have not taken their capital elsewhere) to compete internation-
ally for every job, and which have resulted in the virtual decimation of our
unions, management has chosen to abrogate the class compromise and
impose a much more oppressive regime of increasing control, one that I call
“flexible discipline.” The flexible craft labor system necessarily remains
unchanged, but the regime is now characterized by the reassertion of man-
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agerial prerogatives, unilateral imposition of contracts, redistribution of
skills, control over the evaluation and placement of workers, and the regu-
lation of individual workers through disciplinary practices aimed at the
body.

Neither Braverman nor Piore and Sabel are very helpful in understand-
ing these changes in the production regime. Braverman assumes that work-
érs are more or less immune from degradation as long as they retain their
skills. His analysis and focus on the labor process at the point of production
largely disregard wider economic, social, and political forces, or assume that
the monopoly corporations he was studying had reached the point where
they couid contro! and dominate these outside forces. Piore and Sabel err
in the same direction. They fail to specify the kind of “macro-regulatory
requirecments” that would be necessary, in conjunction with craft produc-
tion, to promote a more democratic workplace.® Neitlier seems to recognize
the profound effect that competition in the product and labor markets has
not only upon employment opportunities, but also upon the industrial rela-
tions that workers and employers agree upon in formal contracts, relations
which they negotiate and renegotiate informally on the shop floor every
minute of the working day.” ‘

This chapter will first present evidence for the continuity in skill levels in
- shipyard repair work in San Francisco over the last quarter of a century. The
second section will describe and analyze the production regime under con-
ditions of flexible hegemony. The third section will analyze and document
the change to the new production regime, flexible discipline. The fourth
section seeks to explain these changes in terms of global forces. The con-
cluding section turns to the responses of the workers affected by these
changes.

A MOST RESILIENT LABOR PROCESS

Before writing Labor and Monopoly Capitatism, Harry Braverman was for
many years a shipyard worker in a fouryear apprenticed craft. He viewed
the naval shipyard as “probably the most complete product of two centuries
of industrial revolution,” a place where the “interlocking processes” of both
ancient and modern crafts were carried on cooperatively in close proximity.
Although his trade, coppersmithing, suffered a “rapid decline with the sub-
stitution of new processes and materials, . . . the trade of working copper
provided a foundation in the elements of a number of other crafts.” He was
able to utilize those related skills and find craft employment in railroad
repair, sheet metal work, and heavy steel fabrications shops. Thus, as late as
the 1940s and 19505, Braverman presents evidence for the persistence in
United States industry of skilled craft workers, who, although not as
autonomous as their pre-industrial revolution ancestors, nevertheless more
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closely resembled them than the degraded homogeneous labor power the
scientific managers sought to produce. These workers played an indispens-
able role in the production process and therefore were able to extract
rewards from their employers to ensure their cooperation and continuing
loyalty. -

The inhereni power, control, and autonomy embedded in the skilled
craftsperson is, according to Braverman, incompatible with the laws of the
accumulation of capital. Therefore, via the vehicle of scientific manage-
ment, epitomized by Taylorism, capital consciously and systematically col-
lects, concentrates, and appropriates for its exclusive use all of the knowl-
edge embedded in the craft skill and then uses “this monopoly over knowledge
to control eack step of the labor process and its mode of execution.”

For Braverman, the history of capitalism, especially in its monopoly
phase, is the successful unfolding of this “law,” the wresting away of these
craft skills from the workers by the capitalist class. In that process, skill,
work, and human labor are all degraded, the latter being cheapened and
reduced to “the level of general and undifferentiated labor power,” capa-
ble only of carrying out the mindless, simple, detailed tasks dictated by
capital. :

Bravermarn failed to recognize the limited ability of even the capitalist
labor process to deskill many jobs. For some work the limits are virtually
technologically determined—the very work process itself is not amenable to
rationalization under the present state of technical knowledge at a cost that
would allow the firm to increase its accumulation of capital, A great deal of
ship repair work falls into this category. Unlike new shipbuilding, which,
with the development of modular construction techniques, was greatly
simplified and rationalized during World War II, ship repair continues to
require flexible work organization and skilled people of various trades.
Systematic surveillance, a prerequisite to deskilling, is almost impossible for
management to achieve on work scattered about in the honeycombed bow-
els of a ship. Even if feasible, the policing costs would be prohibitive, and
policing would surely trigger resistance from the workers. Not only must the
workers be skilled in their particular craftis—pipefitter, electrician, boiler-
maker, machinist, shipfitter, and so on—but they must be able to carry out
their work in confined spaces with a minimum of disruption or damage to
cxisting structures, Although routine tasks requiring minimal skill are fre-
quently performed, each job presents unique problems. All require new
measurements, different kinds of materials, and different methods of
access. Plans change constantly as the work itself often inadvertently dis-
rupts previously agreed-upon designs. Indeed, fights over “change orders,”
which alter the original contract between the ship owner (or his agent) and
the shipyard doing the work, occur constantly, as the very process of repair
ofien reveals new damage previously hiddcr;1 from view. The work contains
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too much uncertainty to allow management even to consider attempting to
dictate completely the details of the work process. Obviously this kind of
work is not amenable to the essental principles of Taylorism, the vital ele-
ment of which is, according to Braverman, “the systematic pre-planning and
pre-calculation of all elements of the labor process, which now no longer
exists as a process in the imagination of the worker but only as a process in
the imagination of a special management staff.”!!

The technological imperatives of ship repair work change very slowly
over time, The work is virtually impervious to the kind of deskilling that
Braverman found in other industrial branches of the same trades, because
it is highly resistant to the introduction of machinery. As in the past, ship-
yard repair work is carried out almost exclusively with hand tools under the
control of the individual worker. Each time I hire in for a new job, I am
issued a journeyman shipfitter’s toolbox. It contains a twenty-five-foot tape
measure, a combination square, a chalk line, a center punch, a small (two-
pound) ball pein hammer, an angle divider, a chisel, and assorted screw-
drivers, pliers, and adjustable wrenches. I also check out a welding hood,
burning goggles, a stinger (the tool that holds the electrode in electric arc
welding), and a burning torch (in case I need to work without the assistance
of a combination welder). At least rudimentary welding and cutting skills
are a requirement of my craft, and many experienced fitters are excellent
welders. Like most other shipfitters, I bring my own “beater,” or heavy ham-
mer, a five-pounder with a fourteen-inch hickory handle, suitable for most
fitrup work, These are the basic “tools of the trade.” No power tools are
issued, although almost daily I will be called upon to vse one or more small
hand-held grinders, impact wrenches, or hydraulic jacks, the latter to move
structural steel pieces too stubborn to submit to my “beater.” As in the past,
the use of wedges, “dogs” (steel pieces cut with a notch and used in con-
Jjunction with wedges to raise or lower adjacent steel plates), saddles (simi-
lar to dogs, but usually larger), and other devices usually creatively fash-
toned on the spot to conform to the unique situation encountered, forms
the basic techniques applied by the shipfitter.

As persistent as the tools are the skills shipyard workers are required to
possess. Journeymen shipfitters, pipefitters, boilermakers, and machinists
are expected to read blueprints, and when they do not exist, which is often,
make their own sketches of the work to be done. They are expected to do
layout—that is the process of transferring the information contained in the
prints and sketches onto the actual steel. They are required to make tem-
plates out of wood or cardboard, so that pieces of steel or pipe cut to exact
specifications can be fabricated by others in the shop. Most important, they
must know the art, science, and techniques of cutting, fitting, and fusing
metal. Shipfitters must know how to fit up the heavy primary structural com-
ponents of a ship’s hull and shell plate, as well as. the lighter, secondary
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structural pieces comprising decks, bulkheads, and foundations; and all
craftsmen must be able to accomplish their tasks to critical tolerances,
often to variations of no more than one-sixteenth of an inch.

In addition to the necessary skills of the craft, the shipyard repair worker
of today, just as in the past, is often required to work in exceedingly
cramped, remote, almost inaccessible, dark, damp, hazardous, and
extremely smoky spaces, It is not unusual to have to string hundreds of feet
of electrical line just to provide temporary lights and power for hand-held
tools. All workers must (or should) wear and use a variety of safety clothing
and devices. Hard-hats and steel-toed shoes, as well as burn-resistant cloth-
ing (often supplemented with heavy leather welding jackets), are necessary
for elementary bodily protection. Safety glasses, earplugs, and respirators
are also mandatory. The cutting, fitting, and welding of steel, especially in
the marine environment, and in confined spaces, can be exceedingly noisy
and produces toxic fumes. Workers are forced to rely upon individual pro-
tective devices to preserve their health because management rarely installs
engineering solutions sufficient to eliminate the hazards. Although abso-
lutely necessary, many of these devices make communication among work-
ers much more difficult (hearing and speaking are both restricted) and
require an increase of energy and effort; for example, breathing through a
respirator is more difficult than without.!2

It is evident that the requisite skills pers1st largely unaltered and undi-
minished. A changing labor process is not the place to look for an explana-
tion of the degradation of conditions for Bay Area metal trades workers.
Rather, we must turn to the transformation of the way the labor process is
regulated, what I call the production regime.

FLEXIBLE HEGEMONY

The production regime which I have labeled “flexible hegemony” was in
effect for more than forty years, from ‘the beginning of World War II
through the early 1980s. It was predicated upon United States economic
superiority in the world market and the continuation of the Cold War,
which together provided steady employment for thousands of Bay Area
men and a handful of women in steel fabrication, construction, and ship
repair. Even in the late 1970s, being a mechanic, working out of Boiler-
makers Local #6 in San Francisco, was something to be proud of. Fathers
still brought willing sons into the trades. I had joined the ranks of skilled
craftsmen who were building the gigantic machmery necessary to strip-mine
the West, develop the Alaska oil and gas fields, construct and maintain the

infrastructure of the region, and repair and recondition the Navy’s Pacific

fleet. It only secmed reasonable that our working hard and playing by the
rules should bring their just material rewards; and for a while they did.
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Achieving journeyman status in the union and receiving one’s “book” vir-
tually assured one a secure job (or a continuous series of temporary jobs),
with relatively high wages and benefits, including contributions to a pension
plan and full medical, dental, and eye care coverage for the worker’s entire
family. Work in a closed union shop, shipyard, or construction site con-
ferred the accrual of certain rights and protections (seniority and grievance
procedures), considered virtual birthrights, for the industrial craftsman,
who was playing a vital and indispensable role in keeping the United States
the dominant industrial and military power in the post~-World War II era.

The class compromise embodied in flexible hegemony had three major
characteristics: 1) a relatively nonconfrontational partnership between
management and ten strong craft unions organized into a Metal Trades
Council, which had influence upon job descriptions and distribution, and
which, after receiving input from their rank-and-file memberships, negoti-
ated coastwide contracts, whose terms were mostly honored in practice; 2)
a union-sanctioned traditional craft labor system, with a modified appren-

ticeship program, which conferred honor, dignity, and respect upon the-

craftsman; and 3) an elaborate series of mutual rights and obligations in
which management agreed nat to interferc with the worker’s private life
and to provide a relatively safe working environment and appropriate sani-
tary and eating facilities at the worksite, in return for hard work and high
productivity from skilled craftsmen.

Strong Unions— Negotiated Contracts -

The unions’ stirength was based upon their large numbers and upon gov-
ernment intervention during the war, which granted them the closed shop
and allowed them to monopolize access to the necessary skills of the metal
trades. As late as the mid-1970s, five Boilermakers locals had master agree-
ments with three different branches of the industry: field construction, steel
fabrication shops, and shipyards. These locals had approximately ten thou-

sand members and, although they were by far the largest of the metal trades

umnions, accounted for only about 65 percent of the workers employed in
the industry. They worked in at least nine Bay Area shipyards and twenty-five
fabricating shops, some of substantial size and importance to the regional
econoniy. The largest of the employers were long-established, well-known
names in American industry: American Bridge (United States Steel),
Kaiser Steel, Todd Shipyards, Bethlehem Steel, FMC Corporation, Paceco
{Freuehauf Corporation), while others were substantial regional and local
businesses,!?

The evolution of the union’s exclusive bargaining rights can'be traced to
the beginning of World War II and the federal government’s interest in the
production of war materials without labor disputes. In 1941, just prior to
the extraordinary expansion of the West Coast shipbuilding industry, the
Metal Trades Council, led by the Boilermakers Union, signed a Master
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Agreement, sanctioned by the Navy, the Maritime Comrmnission, and the War
Production Board, establishing the closed shop in all shipyards from just
north of Los Angeles to the Canadian border. The contracts they negotiated
made West Coast metal trades workers the highest paid in the world. After
the war, union-controlled hiring halls, which monopolized access to the nec-
essary skills and regulated the external labor markets, helped ensure rela-
tively high wages and increased benefits, internal labor markets strongly
influenced by seniority, and the existence of an “internal state,” applying
rules of “formal industrial jurisprudence,” which guaranteed us industrial
conditions, including citizen rights on the job, equal to any enjoyed in the
world under capitalist production relations.'¥

The ability to continue to gain such favorable contracts, and for the most
part to enforce them, was due in no small part to the active participation in
union affairs by substantial groups of rank-and-file workers. We regularly
attended meetings, pushed for democratic reforms such as the election of
shop stewards, demanded that the union take a more active role on the
shop floor, held the officers publicly accountable on fiscal affairs, and gen-
erally attempted to keep the leadership responsive to the needs of the ordi-
nary worker. Although none of the traditional craft unions making up the
Metal Trades Council was known for its democratic procedures, the mem-

- bership has always had the right to ratify all contracts and elect local lead-

ership. For months before any contract was negotiated, hundreds of ordi-
nary workers would attend boilermaker meetings insisting that our
demands be presented in contract negotiations.

Despite the unions’ ability to negotiate decent contracts, management
and control of all “business matters” resided with ownership (or their man-
agers in the larger concerns}, including the most crucial of all business deci-
sions, whether to keep their capital invested in the metal trades industry at
all. Neither the union nor the workers were ever consulted concerning
questions of capital investment, market or product selection, the acceptable
rate of return on the money invested, and, finally, and most crucially, alter-
native investment opportunities. ' :

Union-Sanctioned Craft Labor System

During the post-World War II boom years, and well into the early 1980s, the
Bay Area metal trades industry closely resembled Piore and Sabel’s ideal-typ-
ical model of craft production, the shop-flcor organizational foundation for
their notion of flexible specialization, Our wages were tied to our skill, and
not to the job we performed. Only two levels of skill were recognized, jour-
neymen or mechanics, and apprentices or trainees, and the classification of
individual workers was negotiated between management and the unions,
both of whom were required to follow contractual rules. Journeymen were
presumed to possess comparable skills and were paid a single rate, while
learners received a sliding scale, eventually rieaching mechanic’s level as
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their skills accumulated over time. Shop floor supervisors, at least up to the

foreman level, were invariably drawn from the ranks of craftsmen. They

retained their membership in the union and often floated back and forth

between lower management and mechanic. The fact that lower-level super-

- visors tended to be our union brothers, who might be back working with the
tools on the next job, tended to keep relations with many immediate super-
visors fairly friendly and easy-going, although both the shops and the yards
had their full share of authoritarian foremen.

Ten separate metal trades craft unions controlled access to all jobs within
their clearly defined areas of jurisdiction. A member in good standing was
virtually assured of full-time work yearround. Out-of-work members would
register with their respective halls and would be called upon in order as new
jobs became available. Showing up at a job site with a dispatch slip from
your union practically guaranteed you the job. In the not-so-distant past, a
time many of the current workers can remember, a phone call to the union
hall following a layoff at one job could often land you a new job the follow-
ing day. Many workers, wanting a break of a week or two, a breather during
which they could do some fishing, catch up on home repairs, or just kick
back and recover from the hard physical labor, while collecting a week or
two of unemployment insurance, would avoid reporting immediately to the
union’s out-of-work list because they would be technically and legally ineli-
gible for unemployment benefits if they were dispatched to another job and
turned it down.

Meost important, craft production implies at least the semblance of a com-
munity. Because “construction is always based upon a unique design (or the
unique adaptation to local circumstances of a standard design), the organi-
zation of the work has to be defined each time de nove; with their technical
knowledge, the workers are integral to the drawing up of the plan, just as
they are essential for solving the inevitable problems that arise in its execu-
tion.”®¢ Piore and Sabel assert that this makes collaboration among man-
agement, workers, and the union a necessity, and in the flush days, under
the discipline of a relatively tight labor market, this was true to a limited
extent. Because of our vital role in the production process, workers in the
Bay Area metal trades industry achieved a significant influence over the
detailed daily decisions concerning the labor process. Cooperation and col-
laboration were limited to labor process decisions and always took place

" within a clearly defined hierarchical order. Management generally retained
its prerogatives pertaining to shop floor production decisions, not always
with favorable results for the company. '

Rights and Obligations

While control over production was ceded to management, they in turn were -

contractually obligated to maintain certain standards in their workplaces
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and to accord their workers a certain degree of respect and care. Until the
early 19gos management made no attempts to monitor or regulate the bod-
ies or the private lives of their employees. Indeed, the contract even
specifically outlawed any “Doctor’s physical examination [or] age limit,
except as required by law,” as a condition of employment.’” Article 16 of the
contract required the employer to “exert every reasonable effort to provide
and maintain safe working conditions,” while complying with all govern-
ment laws and regulations. Specifically spelled out were obligations on
maintaining safe “staging, walks, ladders, gangplanks and safety appliances,”
as well as guards for eye protection around welding operations and the pro-
vision of “prompt ambulance service and first aid” for injured employees on
all shifts. Several subsections of Article 16 were devoted to requirements
regarding the proper procedures for ensuring the ventilation of “noxious or
poisonous gases” from properly lit confined spaces, for frequent checks on
people working in confined spaces, and for blood and urine tests, if
required by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), to
monitor for potentially dangerous substances. Finally the provision of “spe-
cial protective devices and equipment,” supplied at the employer’s expense,
where needed, was mandated.’®

Respect for our creature comforts was also contractually required. Man-
agement was charged to provide clean, “propérly heated and ventilated” toi-
lets and washrooms, lunch areas “separate from toilet facilities,” drinking
water, and secure personal lockers. Employers were required to pay dou-
ble tme for “dirty work,” which was broadly defined, and to provide ade-
quate time and facilities to clean and change oil- or water-soaked clothes.?
When compliance was not forthcoming, grievances were often filed, and
occasionally we took direct action. When we failed to receive “dirty pay”
while cutting ten thousand feet of pipe out of the bilges of the aircraft car-
rier Coral Sea, several workers brought in and: distributed copies of the rele-
vant part of the contract, and after lunch huﬁdreds of us refused to return
to the job.2!

While not all contractual obligations were honored in practice, most of
them were. This was especially true all through the mid-ig70s and early
1980s, when hundreds of Bay Area rank-and-file workers took an active role
in their union affairs, insisting that their shop stewards demand that the
bosses comply with their responsibilities and meet their contractual
obligations. : :

FLEXIBLE DISCIPLINE

Rather than becoming the foundation for the development of an industrial
yeoman democracy for the production regime of the twenty-first century,
the craft production regime of flexible hegemony, even with the active par-
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ticipation of hundreds of rank-and-ile workers, has been transformed
under the pressure of macro global economic and political forces into a
new and far more oppressive production regime of “flexible discipline.”
The class compromise which conferred upon both workers and managers
mutual rights and obligations, which granted to unions influence over job
definition and distribution, and which honored and respected the “knowl-
edgeable” craft work embedded in the body and mind of the journeyman
has been abrogated.? Management, in the face of competitive pressures,
especially from several new small local nonunion yards, which bid compet-
itively on all available work, and unable to rationalize and modernize the
labor process, has opted for an authoritarian strategy.

While the production regime of flexible hegemony endured for many
decades, the present regime of flexible discipline represents an unstable
transitional stage. It is characterized by conflict between an aggressive
employer strategy seeking to impose its will against a relatively enfeebled,
mostly ineffective, and disorganized worker resistance—but a resistance
nevertheless. In many shops and shipyards the workers still retain their
unions, the ability to negotiate contracts, and a measure of citizen rights on
the job, gained from previous struggles. If the unions can reorganize their
strength, they may be able to achieve a more favorable form of class com-
promise than is the case today. Should the employers prevail, they may well
be able to break the unions completely and establish a truly despotic pro-
duction regime.

The present transitional regime of flexible discipline has three major
characteristics: 1) a confrontational relationship between an aggressive
management and ten separate and weak craft unions, with virtually no rank-

“and-ile participation, resulting in either the climination of the unions
entirely or an imposed contract requiring increasingly oppressive condi-
tions; 2) the replacement of the traditional craft labor system with a multi-
level stratification system, which not only introduces craft-less “utility work-
ers,” but stratifies the category of journeyman via management-dominated
evaluation schemes measuring both skill and attitude; and 3) the imposition
of a regime of discipline that subjects workers to mandatory drug tests, thus
regulating workers’ bodies and activities both on and off the job, and,
through speed-up, cost-cutting, and the elimination of many reciprocal
rights and obligations, results in deteriorating safety and sanitary conditions
for workers who cannot be deskilled.

Aggressive Management, Weak Unions

Capital flight and its attendant job losses have decimated the workers’ orga-
nizations, the once powerful metal trades unions. By the spring of 1997, the
last remaining shop/shipyard local of the Boilermakers Union, my local, #6,
pad fewer than nine hundred workers on its rolls, a drop of more than go
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percent since the late 1970s. Even with this reduced number, during many
months of the year 30 to 40 percent of the members will be out of work.?
As the union’s power and membership have diminished, so too has any sem-
blance of rank-and-file participation in the local’s affairs. In the mid-198os
all significant local, rank-and-file initiatives were rebuffed as unconsti-
tonal by the union’s international leadership headquartered in Kansas
City, which, because of the constant turmoil; placed the local in receiver-
ship. Although local leadership was eventually restored, the mild insurgency
had been quelled. In recent years Boilermakers Local #6 has been unable to
get 2 quorum for its regular monthly meetings, even when elections of
officers or contract negotiations are the business of the day.*

Taking advantage of the weakened state of the unions, which are no
longer able to provide steady work, and the increasing gulf between the
average worker and even the lowest officers of the union (the shop stewards,
who are increasingly reluctant to fight for workers’ rights on the shop floor)
the management of San Francisco Drydock was able to force through a con-
tract in 1996 which the rank-and-file clearly recognized as against our inter-
ests. Despite the endorsement of the Metal Trades Council and the leader-
ship of all participating unions, the workers originally rejected the proposed
conuract by 85 percent. On the same day that the election results were
announced, the Boilermakers shop steward, along with management, called
a meeting to begin implementing the provisions of the very contract that we
had just rejected. About 4 month later, with at least the tacit consent of the
various local union officers, management rammed through the identical
contract by the slimmest of margins, while more than go percent of us were
on lay-off.® :

The terms of this new four-year contract, “ratified” in July 19g6 between
the management of the last large Bay Area unionized shipyard and the
unions of the Metal Trades Council, formalize the transformation of power
relations in the yard.?® Although presented as an “industry recovery labor
agreement” designed to ensure the survival of “profitable union shipyards,”
paying “family wages and benefits,” and couched in the language of coop-
eration and mutuality, the contract is a manifestation of management's
strategic decision to respond to the global challenge by substiiul:ing disci-
pline for class compromise.”” In traditional terms the agreement is not even
a binding contract. Article 2.3 states, “The Parties Agree to amend the con-
tent of the contract by mutual agreement when bidding against non-union
shipyards.”® Since there arevirtually no other union shipyards in the area,
the contract is subject to renegotiation at any:time.

The Destruction of the Craft Labor System

The traditional craft labor system with its two levels of skill, journeyman and
apprentice, has been obliterated and replaced with a scheme that stratifies
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and divides workers along several lines. Most egregious, and breaking with
more than one hundred years of tradition, the contract provides for an
entirely new tier of nonapprenticed labor, the non-craftspecific “utility
worker,” whose starting wages closely approach those now heing paid ship-
yard workers in South Korea.?® Management is now entitled to employup to
80 percent of the workforce at below journeyman scale. Although “utility
worker” is a new classification, the contract provides no specifics on, or lim-
itations to, their role in production. These workers, remunerated at slightly
more than one-half the journeyman rate, are being used as the spearhead of
a more generalized irend toward “cross-crafting,” which journeymen are
expected to comply with as well. As the contract puts it, ‘Jurisdiction and
past practices shall be relaxed to-allow for all skills and abilities of all
employees to be utilized to perform the available work safely in the most
efficient manner.”® In addition, management is allowed to designate up to
10 percent of the workforce as “key employees,” who “may be retained and
recalled out of seniority.”™
While the traditional partition between journeymen and apprentices is
formally preserved, the mechanic’s classification has been divided into four
separate levels with different rates of pay and status for each. Although the
majority of the men will be retained as mechanics, others wiil be demoted
and a minority will be rewarded with higher wages and more secure employ-
ment. The methods used to reconfigure the traditionally unitary journey-
_ man classification have left no doubt in the minds of the majority of work-
ers that their employers regard them with contempt. Mechanics’ status,
despite union certification, years of experience in the trade, and even
seniority rights, is no longer taken for granted, but is subject to continuous
reexamination. Journeymen with up to forty years of experience are now
subject to annual reviews by management-dominated craft-evaluation
boards. Invoking the discourse of both scientific management and “human
relations,” the company asserts that the evaluation program’s purpose is a
cooperative labor-management “system,” which benefits both “the organi-
zation” and “the employee” by acknowledging accomplishments, improving
communication, raising productivity, and improving morale.®
The evaluation process itself is framed in scientific terms, and purports to
normalize the workers not only according to our craft skills, but also to the
quality and quantity of our work, our attendance and dependability, our
compliance with safety regulations, and our cooperation and teamwork
Each worker is rated on a standard ten-point system (from unsatisfactory i
exceptional) for our ability in each component of our craft, as well as ot
attitude. Bonus points are given to those workers whose “versatility” allow
them to qualify as a journeyman in more than one craft. A worker m
obtain an overall rating of at least 5.0 in order to retain his journeymar
status and rate of pay. Those workers, previously classified as mechan
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who fail to achieve that minimum score, are “grandfathered” in as journey-
men and have their wages frozen at the leve] of the last contract. In some
crafts, up to 30 percent of the workers ma‘ygbe designated above journey-
man level, as “crafisman,” and 5 percent as “master craftsman,” the highest
rating. Over the course of the fouryear contract, the wage gap between the
ordinary mechanic and the new higher classifications grows each year, while
those “grandfathered” in will fall even further behind.®
Most rank-and-file workers see the evaluation process as just one more
way to devalue them. They see the evaluation boards as rigged in manage-
ment’s favor, consisting, as they do, of two supervisors (the general foreman
and a leadman in their craft) and one “peer” (considered by most to be a
toady). The evaluation process began immediately after the ratification of
the contract, but to my knowledge members of the boards never went out to
the ships and actually observed the men at work. A worker’s evaluation was
a reflection of his foreman’s opinion of his skill, ability, and attitude. The
boards served merely as rubber stamps, a means of conferring a degree of
legitimacy on a management decision. They invariably ratified the supervi-
sor’s judgment and assigned it a “scientific” designation: a series of numbers
on an elaborate, official looking computer-generated form, calculated to
intimidate and bamboozle shipyard workers unaccustomed to having thelr
skills and attitudes translated into numerical values.
Many of the evaluations had little to do with the worker’s actual skill and
ability. I use myself as an example. Although I have been a journeyman
welder for more than twenty-five years, for the last four years I have hired in
as a journeyman shipfitter, and was evaluated in that craft. Five percent of
the shipfitter’s skill assessment is based upon his ability to burn and tack
{(make small welds), essentially the tasks of a combination welder. My score
in that category was 5.0, the minimum needed to be accorded journeyman
status. But [ also received 5.0 for all sixteen categories, for my skill, ability,
and attitude. Clearly no real assessment was made of my work. Each worker
was given his evaluation in a private meeting with the supervising foreman
of his department. Part of management’s plan was to break down what small
amount of solidarity remained among journeymen and to fragment and
individualize each worker's industrial relations. When a large number of
workers refused to allow the union shop steward to be present at those
meetings, it appeared the strategy was working.
But the process has also produced countertendencies. Even before the
uations were completed, the men resented this extraordinary break with
ition and began slowing down on the job. After being evaluated, men
lio felt they deserved higher ratings, openly began to say, “If I'm only a 5.6,
n Iwill work like a 5.6.” And they did. Although it has existed under the

Surface for a very long time, social pressures to “bear a manly attitude” both

oward the boss and toward each other reemérged with the imposition of
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the new contract.® I myself was brought to heel under this discipline. After
lunch one day, when I had not had a very productive morning and was con-
cerned that I would not finish my task for the day, I began walking, not
quickly, but certainly faster than the regular and socially sanctioned “ship-
yard shuffle,” back to the job. Before I got a few feet ahead of my mates, 2
chorus of boos and criticisms rang out: “Hey Professor, trying to get on
steady?” “Hey ‘Kissy-Kissy,’ what's the rush?” To maintain my status, I imme-
diately dropped back into step with the others and, upon reaching the dry-
dock, went out of my way to strike up two or three brief conversations with
feltow workers. I also made an unnecessary stop at the tool room for a pair
of earplugs even though I had several pairs in my pocket. I was thus the last
man to get back on the ship that afternoon and I was able to make a show
of returning later than several of my friends who were already on the job.
" Workers even mounted a degree of organized resistance, exercising their
still-existing industrial citizen rights (which do not exist in the nonunion
yards) and forcing the union and management to abide by the contract. At
least 10 percent of the workers appealed their evaluations. Power on the
appeals board was more evenly distributed, as management got only one
seat, with a local union representative and a peer from another craft hold-
ing the other two. Even when appeals were won, however, and several were,
retroactive pay was not granted. :
Despite token resistance, management’s transparent goals in developing
the new labor scheme have mostly been achieved. They have emulated the
strategy of the nonunion yards by securing a core group of highly skilled
and reliable workers in all crafis, inciuding many with cross-craft skills, are
compensating them above journeyman scale, and are allowing them to
supervise craft-less, low wage utility workers, thus reducing the required
number of mechanics, and thereby bringing down overall labor costs.
Previously employed, highly skilled journeymen, along with additional util-
ity workers, now form a peripheral reserve army of labor to be employed
intermittently on large jobs.

Regulazing Bodies and Activities

But whether in the core or on the periphery of the workforce, all workers
when they hire in are required to submit to a demeaning mandatory. drug
test. The stop at the medical office for the test is an ironic twist because, given
the erratic nature of employment, at least three-quarters of the workers lack
medical coverage, having failed to get the necessary hours in the appropriate
quarter to qualify under an ever more restrictive health plan. The company
does however have the resources for piss tests, at least for nonmanagement
personnel. Three years ago management insisted on a contract requiring
yearly drug tests for all unionized workers. The new contract goes much-fur-
ther, requiring “pre-hire, for cause and unannounced/random” tests. It is
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not unusual for new hires, especially the low-wage utility workers, to disap-
pear after about a week on the job, never to be seen again. Workers with
seniority who test positive are allowed to sign a “last chance agreement” and
are enroiled in a drug rehabilitation program; new hires are terminated on
the spot the minute their “dirty” test comes back from the lab.%

The surveillance of our bodies is conducted with great scientific rigor,
resulting in enhanced control at the workplace through the effective mon-
itoring of our private, offsite activities. The justifying discourse is safety. The
company asserts that its commitment to a “safe, healthy and productive
work place” makes drug-testing imperative. Substance abuse by any worker
endangers everyone, including the public and the company.®® Even the
unions ignore much greater threats to our safety, the unsafe conditions that
management fosters by its business practices. Virtually every job is a rush
job, and the company declines to spend the necessary money or time to pre-
vent hazards or engineer solutions to ones that exist. Thus, despite a strict

- drug policy for the last three years (recently strengthened again), the acci-

dent rate on some of the most recent jobs has been alarming. In the winter

- of 1996, a ship in the yard spilled a large quantity of oil into the bay. Rumors

began to circulate among the workers that the costs would put the yard out
of business. The General Manager told all the yard workers that not only was
the company insured in case they were found liable, but that he would
prove “us” innocent of any blame. Either way he said, the spill posed no eco-
nomic threat to the company. The real threat, he said, was the unacceptably
high accident rate, which could drive the company out of business. The
onus was immediately put back on the men. Either we must learn how to
work more safely or cur jobs would be in jeopardy. Conditions were so bad
that somebody blew the whistle, and the: emasculated safety-regulation
agency, OSHA, wrote the company a letter alleging “inadequate ventilation
and lighting” in “enclosed and confined spaces,” as well as “fire protection
systems on the piers and drydock” with “frozen valves and broken gauges.”?
Dozens of equally serious hazards, including inadequate staging, man-lifts
with broken controls, obsolete air-powered and electric hand tools—often
lacking safety guards—and broken ladders, were never mentioned. Al-
though the company denied the existence of any hazards or violations,
every worker in the yard knows that the place is loaded with accidents wait-
ing to happen, and the most conscientious exercise extreme caution to
make sure, not always successfully, that they do not happen to them.*
Management’s response is to run weekly safety meetings which con-
stantly emphasize individual responsibility in a “naturally” hazardous indus-
try. The men sit around these mandatory meetings paying little attention,
socializing with friends, drinking coffee, or just spacing out, glad for a break
before the start of the day’s work. Virtually all see the meetings as useless,
still another way for the company to cover its ass, while insisting that we do
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the impossible: finish speeded-up jobs with quality workmanship under
hazardous conditions without getting hurt.

Elementary standards of sanitary decency previously provided are now
denied. The locker rooms are filthy, their roofs leak, and their heaters do
not work. Half of the large industrial communal sinks in the washrooms are
broken, and there are no more than two or three functioning showers in
the whole plant. Many of the toilets do not even have doors, making privacy,
to say nothing of dignity, difficult to maintain. Many workers, myself
included, train themselves to avoid, if at all possible, the need to use these
facilities. On graveyard shift, especially on weekends, there is a good chance
that toilet paper, soap, and paper towels will all run out, as management
tries to save the money it costs to bring in a maintenance worker on over-
time. There is no cafeteria or food service, only a “roach coach,” which
arrives in the morning and at lunch (at least on day shift), a few soda and
snack machines, and a smattering of tables, the most concentrated group in
front of the main tool room, outdeors and exposed to the elements.

The mutual rights and obligations of an earlier era are all but gone,
mostly replaced by greater demands and more restrictions on the workers.
The latest contract makes almost no demands upon management concern-
ing safety, stating only that “Employees and Management share responsibil-
ity for the prevention of injuries and iflnesses,” although the latter are called
upon to “eliminate hazardous conditions and practices.” Compensation for
“dirty work” has all but been eliminated, as it is restricted to work consid-
ered “exceptionally dirty” by the company. The theme of this contract is
greater control over our bodies—through disciplinary practices and self-dis-
cipline. Several pardgraphs oblige us to correct the productivity problems
arising from the “historical employee abuse of time” at shift changes and
lunch breaks, insisting that we remain on the job from whistle to whistle.
Despite our retention of skill and ablllty, management increasingly treats us
as degraded labor.

The extraordinary dlfferences between the authoritarian production
regime of today and the regime of flexible hegemony that existed only a
decade or so ago can only be fully explained if we look far beyond the local
worksite.

INTERNATIONAL COMPETITION—THE END OF THE COLD WAR

Global forces, that is macro-economic and political developments of national
and international significance, have aiways had a profound influence upon
the fortunes of the Bay Area metal trades industry and its workers.

The local iron industry got its start, in the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury, supplying tools and machinery, first for the Catifornia Gold Rush and
subsequently for the fabulously rich, deep underground mining of silver in
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Nevada’s Comstock Lode. The Union Iron Works (now called San Francisco
Drydock) was transformed from a foundry and machine shop into one of
the world’s most modern shipyards in 1883, expressly to construct warships
for the Navy as United States Imperialism expanded into the Pacific. By the
beginning of the 18gos, San Francisco shipyards were doing $3.5 million
worth of work a year as they built the heavy cruisers and battleships that
comprised Commodore Dewey’s fleet, the naval force that destroyed the
Spanish Armada in Manila Bay on May 1, 1898.% During both world wars,
but especially the second, San Francisco became the hub of one of the pre-
mier shipbuilding areas of the world. At its peak durmg the Second World
War, shipyards from Marin County to Richmond in Contra Costa County
employed upward of 250,000 workers. Although there was an extraordinary
drop-off after the war, with shipbuilding—except for an occasional barge—
phased out, the ship repair and heavy steel fabrication industries continuzed
to flourish. During all of these boom periods, relatively high wages and
decent working conditions prevailed, although they were achieved only
through struggle by workers organized in strong trade unions.

In the last two decades, however, a oncevibrant Bay Area metal trades
industry has virtually been destroyed by international competition and the
end of the Cold War. In the late 1g70s, the development of productive
capacity in other parts of the world began to generate competition in many
of the market areas traditionally dominated by Bay Area fabricated steel
products. Since the end of World War II Bay Area shops had been major
suppliers of steel pipe and structural weldments for the Middle East, Asia,
and even Furope. However, the developmenlf of a lower-wage, modern, and
more productive Japanese steel industry, and the emergence of newly indus-
trializing countries, led by South Korea, as well as revitalization in Europe,
convinced the owners of West Coast fabricating plants that, rather than
competing, their capital could be invested more profitably in other enter-
prises. American Bridge, the fabricating division of United States Steel,
located in South San Francisco, was the first big plant to close. Although
hundreds of workers agreed to significant concessions—both a pay freeze
and a change in working conditions designed to boost production—the
company shut its doors for good in 1983, permanently laying off about five
hundred workers.* In the next decade virtually every fabricating shop in
the area shut down or scaled back appreciably. Today fewer than four hun-
dred workers are covered by the union’s shop contracts.

With the official end of the Cold War, the Navy, after more than one hun-
dred years of economically and politically nurturing and sustaining the ship
construction capabilities of the Bay Area, has withdrawn the fleet and with_
it the maintenance and repair contracts that sustained so many businesses
and provided the major source of income for thousands of metal trades
craftsmen and their families. Well into the mid-lgSOS, the ship repair busi-
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ness thrived on virtually guaranteed profits from more than $150 million a
year in “cost-plus” maintenance contracts from the United States Navy on
scores of ships, including two nuclear aircraft carriers home-ported in the
Bay Area.¥!

While the Navy was by far the largest customer for the shipyards,
51gn1ﬁcant additional commercial business came from local shipping lines,
cruise ships, container ships, and tankers calling at local ports. By the late
1g980s much of the Navy work had been transferred to other areas, and the
biggest multinational corporations, first Bethlehem Steel and then Todd
shipyards, closed down their local operations, resulting in huge job losses.
Virtually all of the commercial ship repair business went to lower-wage areas
of the Pacific Rim (Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore).* Even Navy
repair work, which requires workers to be citizens when performed in United
States yards, was partially transferred during the Reagan years to Japanese
yards.*® Mare Island Naval Shipyard, the oldest Navy facility on the West

Coast, was closed in 1gg5. The Alameda Naval Air Station, homeport to sev-

eral aircraft carriers and numerous support vessels, was closed in 1997, as the
Navy scaled back its surface fleet from more than 600 ships during the
Reagan years to 340, and in the process closed selected bases.* By the end
of 19g7, the last of the Bay Area Navy contracts had been completed.
Powerless to control either the increased international competition or
the withdrawal of lucrative Navy contracts, and unable to reorganize the
labor process, management's principal strategy is to redistribute skills by res-
urrecting the nineteenth-century craftsman-helper labor system. The loss of
jobs has left a large and highly skilled industrial reserve army of labor and
severely weakened the influence of the unions over how workers are
classified. Presented with 2 plentiful supply of skilled craftsmen stripped of
most union protections, management has abandoned compromise and
pursues short-term, cost-cutting strategies of union busting, wage freezes,
benefit reductions, and, especially, labor force reconfigurations that reward
a select few but cheapen and debase the majority of the workers they still
employ. The workforce has been stratified into a highly skilled core group,
which continues to work with the tools, performing the difficult and precise
tasks inherent in the ship repair labor process, assisted by “craft-less” utility
workers, “helpers,” who work alongside them under their immediate super-
vision, Management believes that up to 30 percent of the work previously
done exclusively by mechanics can be performed by utility workers at one-
half the wages. Almost all the new nonunion shipyards, as well as the biggest
of the union yards, are organized around this principle—paying key crafts-
men over scale (even over union scale) in return for their acting simulta-
neously as both workers and low-level supervisors. More often than not, the
“helpers” are former journeymen whom management is now able to employ
at bargain rates, Many men recently employed as mechanics, but not
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selected for the core group, and facing permanent unemployment, accept
positions as utility workeTs in a desperate effort to secure steady work.

This new labor force configuration and its supervisory scheme tends to
produce resentment and division among workers previously united in the
single classification of journeymen. Management further enhances its abil-
ity to maintain discipline by heightening the uncertainty and insecurity that
all workers experience. Determmmg who will be allowed into the core and
how long they will remain there is the work:of a capricious and elaborate
company-controlled system that regulates individual workers through eval-
uations of skill and attitude and through disciplinary practices. Indivi-
dualized evaluations, drug tests, company-determined paths of advance-
ment, and favoritism {“key employee” designation, for example), combined
with the constant threat of possible demotion and layoff, breed consider-
able competition and conflict among workers seeking the coveted jobs,
while spurring at least a core of workers to greater effort and loyalty to the
company, especially when their unions fail to offer protection or promote
solidarity. This strategy also breeds fear, contempt, and sometimes resis-
tance, especially among peripheral workers, who remain essential for com-
pletion of the big jobs. These workers find collective action difficult to
achieve, however, because they are dispersed and isolated, get little support
from their unions, and when they finally do get hired are mostly concerned
with getting as much work as possible before their inevitable next layoff.

In a recent book, David Gordon analyzes: United States corporate man-
agerial strategy and its effects on workers, in the face of increasing global
competition. He discusses both the “high road” attempts te “build eco-
nomic growth and prosperity through cooperation and strong worker
rewards” and the dominant model, the “low road,” which applies the “stick
strategy,” characterized by falling or stagnant real wages, increased “conflict
and insecurity,” and a system of discipline and control relying upon “harsh
worker punishment.”® Clearly, San Francisco Drydock has chosen the low
road. Whether it will make the company competmve and profitable is
dubious. .

GLOBAL IMPASSE, LABOR IN FRAGMENTS

Bay Area metal trades workers have always been affected by forces beyond
our control, buoyed and buffeted by precious metal bonanzas, wars, depres-
sions, and the economic cycles of industrial capitalism. But this time is dif
ferent! For the last two decades we have been suffering the local effects of a
profound reconfiguration of global economic and political forces, resulting
in the transformation of the United States from an industrial to a postin-
dustrial society. This transition has already expelled the vast majority of us
from our crafts and forces those of us who{remain in the trades to labor
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under deteriorating and degraded circumstances. In response to either an
absence of work or intermittent employment under increasingly discipli-
nary conditions, almost all of us are seeking alternative ways to earn a living,
before we are crushed. Most hold in contempt the low-wage service sector
jobs that we fear we might be forced to accept, but the emerging postin-
dustrial world offers us few other opportunities.

The end of each big job always results in a kind of diaspora as each
worker is left to fend for himself. By early January 19g%, the last of hundreds
of boilermakers, machinists, pipefitters, and others who came together, for
a period of up to three months to repair the 5.8. Chesapeake, the 8.5, Cape
Mohican, the S.S. Green Vallgy, and several other ships, were laid off. A series
of small jobs provided periodic work for most, but not all, workers w1th
seniority in many trades during the rest of the year. In the following six
months, carpenters, painters, and pipefitters obtained some work, as ships
requiring painting below the water line came in for drydock work. But no
significant steel job was undertaken in the following year.
~ Some of those who have been dispersed are living on unemployment
benefits, on the wages of their spouses, or by working on some union job in
outside construction, known as the “field” (a very small minority). Others
find employment in nonunion shops, in shipyards or construction jobs, or
operate in the underground economy, somehow managing to get by by
hook or by crook. How many will be called back when, and if, new work
arrives is unknown. Some of those recalled will never return. The end of vir-
tually every job produces some attrition, even among the most skilled in
their prime wage-earning years, workers who finally give up their trade and
seek other work to feed their families.

* Kevin, whom I described at the beginning of this chapter, has already lost
everything: his job, his home, his family, his dignity, his self-respect, and his
status in the community. He has become a beggar. Those who pass him

every day-—a few stop to chat, some to give the brother coffee, food, and/or
a smoke—are seeking ways to cope as their employment world disintegrates
too. Many have plans, realistic and not, for getting out before they are
inevitably thrown out permanently. Steve, a foreman in the steel depart-
ment, who got hired on as low-level management at the Drydock when the
yard he was working in closed down a year or so ago, is in the process of
opening a limousine business. He has bought the car and applied for all the

licenses, and although he has aspirations to own several cars, and employ .

men to drive them, he knows that in the beginning ke will be the driver.
Because he is so well integrated into the lower management old-boy net-
work, he has more room to maneuver than most, As long as the yard
remains open, his knowledge, connections, and skills virtually assure him
employment (he could certainly hire in as a journeyman shipfitter). In his
early forties, with young children, he sees the risks, work, and uncertainty of
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this small business veriture as far more promising than reliance on the yard
alone to provide his family with a livelihood. !

The vast majority of the men, those without seniority who work only
when a big job comes in, are in an even more precarious situation. Harry, an
experienced and capable shipfitter, and the organizer of the most success-
ful and efficiently run sports pools, has grown weary, like so many, of the
feast and famine nature of the work in the yards. He was quite sick with a
bad cold or the flu as we worked the graveyard shift out on the open decks
in the heavy winds and rain last winter, fabricating and installing lifeboat
foundations. He spoke bitterly and passionately about not having medical
coverage, although he works every job the union, of which he is a trustee,
dispatches him to. Harry has left the trade, taken his early retirement pen-
sion, and is driving a cab for a living. George, a journeyman welder for more
than twenty years, and a foreman at another yard during a time not so long
ago when work was much more plentiful, now makes ends meet by manag-
ing the apartment building he lives in, taking every shipyard job the union
dispatches him to, doing nonunion jobs if necessary, and collecting unem-
ployment benefits. Last year, for the first time, his unemployment insurance
ran out before a new ship came in. After the last job, he too spoke repeat-
edly of quitting, and is actively pursuing a job at a new casino being opened
on the Peninsula. Bob and Pete, two brothers, both excellent welders,
recently gave up their shipyard seniority and took jobs with a nonunion con-
struction firm. Despite a long commute and an uncertain future, they felt
the jobs would be safer and would provide steady work for at least a year or
two. More importantly, during the first month on the job they felt that their
skills were recognized and honored and their persons respected. They
eventually quit after repeatedly being pressured to work mandatory over-
time and are now once again seeking work in the shipyards.

Yven these accomplished and enterprising workers realize they do not
have the skills, either technical or social, to functon in the computerized
occupational world that has recently emerged, the world where the good

Jjobs of the future will be located. At best, they float between degraded metal
trades craft work and the world of “in-person services.” I am virtually unique
among-them because I have the ability to escape that dilemma. Unlike
them, I can choose either to fit steel or to write ‘about it. Unlike them, I can
move into the world of “symbolic analysts,” where my skills at utilizing con-
cepts, computers, words, and ideas can potentially earn me greater mater-
ial rewards and certainly more recognition, honor, and higher status than
the most proficient craftsmen will ever get in the fabrication shops or the
shipyards. Unlike the overwhelming majority of them, I can face the future
with some security. The tragedy of this situation is especially poignant
because these very workers and their predecessors have built the infra-
structure that makes the technological marvegs of the twenty-first century
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possible. They have laid the groundwork for a new world in which they no
longer have a place.

NOTES

I could not have written this essay without the unstinting aid of two very special peo-
ple, Lincoln Bergman and Elisabeth Garst. My best friend Linc, a superb editor and
sensitive scholar, read and constructively criticized every version of the paper, as well
as every e-mail comment and critique I received. He steadfastly encouraged me to
tell this story as I lived it and as I was coming to understand it. Lizzie's copy-editing
somehow managed to bring my writing into some proximity to the “King's English,”
and she was the source of numerous incisive comments and beneficial critiques, A
generous two-semester research grant from the Institute of Industrial Relations, Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley, was indispensable and greatly appreciated. An earlier
version of this paper won the 1997 Braverman Award from the Labor Studies Divi-
sion of the Society for the Study of Social Problems.
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