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Oshawa Autoworkers: Social Integration and Oppositional Class Consciousness Among the Unionized Workers of General Motors
Thesis topic:



General: A grounded study of working-class consciousness and embourgeoisement among blue-collar manual workers in a Canadian urban industrial setting. 


Specific:  An exploration of the current dimensions of working-class manual autoworkers in Oshawa Ontario, with particular reference to expressions of working-class consciousness and embourgeoisement. Comparative reference will be made to a corresponding survey of Hamilton steelworkers (Livingstone and Mangan, 1996) conducted in the 1990s. 

The current study is an attempt to gauge, primarily via measured responses to a series of questionnaire probes (N=100), semi-structured interviews and participant observation, the current level of working-class consciousness via working-class imagery, identity and oppositional consciousness among highly-organized, industrial workers in a mature industry. I also attempt to determine whether this particular labour aristocracy (see McKenzie, 1973) has seen its oppositional consciousness subverted and transformed into forms of social integration via the process of embourgeoisement. 


The group under study here is composed of both unskilled and semi-skilled automobile assemblers and skilled trades workers, all of whom are employed at the General Motors of Canada (G.M.) plants Oshawa, located in South Central Ontario. All the subjects under study are members of the Canadian Auto Workers (CAW) union, Local 222, one of the most highly-organized and explicitly class-conscious trade unions in Canada. 
Theoretical Paradigm:  Social conflict, neo-Marxist.

Thesis question:

With direct reference to Mann’s conceptualization of class typologies (1973) and Livingstone and Mangan’s (1996) study of Hamilton steelworkers, what are the current expressions of working-class consciousness among the autoworkers of General Motors Oshawa, as established via measures of working-class imagery and identity? Are these workers undergoing a process of embourgeoisement, as much of the literature of the past half-century suggests, or can it be said that Oshawa autoworkers espouse an oppositional class consciousness? 
The Group Under Study: Oshawa Autoworkers

As Livingstone and Seccombe put it, “integrated subordination and economic marginalization are two sides of the proletarian condition (1996: 142).” Among the issues discussed in this study is whether Oshawa autoworkers experience the former specification and whether, by virtue of their comparatively advantageous material circumstances, they have  avoided the latter half of the proletarian condition. Moreover, does relative affluence deepen social integration?

Oshawa autoworkers’ employment in a capital intensive industry provides them with several major advantages relative to their counterparts in other regions of Canada, no matter what the sector or industry. Due to the historic accumulation of assets generated through their union, these workers have sufficient discretionary income to gain both monetary and non-monetary advantages for themselves on an individual basis. Oshawa autoworkers generally earn considerably higher than average hourly wages (current assembler rates are $26.56 per hour) and enjoy a relatively lower cost of living due primarily to the combination of a relatively high wage, lower housing prices and automobile costs
. According to a recent Statistics Canada report (August 10, 2001) the average median total family income of Canadian families was $48,600 per annum, while the highest median family income is found in Oshawa at $62,500 annually. Additionally, a 1999 Statistics Canada survey reported that the median total income of individuals in Canada was $22,400 with the highest Canadian annual median employment income located, once again, in Oshawa at $29,700 (The Daily, August 15, 2001). Even the lowest classification of Oshawa assemblers earn, on average, approximately $57,500 per year without overtime, not including non-monetary benefits, such as a thirty-five cent prescription drug plan. Still, this annual wage compares quite favourably to the average Canadian income of $25,196.  Consequently it is an easy matter to claim that Oshawa autoworkers  have access to more discretionary income than many of their peers in Canada. These workers are the most highly-paid group of manual industrial workers in Canada and can accordingly be described as a ‘labour aristocracy’ (see Lenin, or Mackenzie). Those workers with membership in the labour aristocracy are said to have a relative monetary advantage when compared to others in their social class, and it is easy to illustrate that Oshawa autoworkers are in such a position, especially when compared to Canadian workers elsewhere. 

Many have noted that Marx viewed the class struggle as the primary driving course of history and he regarded the formation of a proletarian revolutionary class consciousness as an indispensable element in the political transformation from capitalism to socialism (1996: 16). In its Marxian sense class consciousness refers to the condition of the proletariat having become aware of its objective class position in relation to that of the bourgeoisie, as well as the proletariat’s historic role in the transformation of capitalism into socialism – known as ‘class for itself’. The condition of ‘class in itself’ refers to a collection of workers sharing a common class position but with no collective awareness – that is, a lack of awareness of their objective class position (Abercrombie et al., 1988: 38).
  


What is often at issue is whether the proletariat has a revolutionary consciousness or an accommodative one. Given the lack of revolutionary proletarian organizations in Western industrialized nations, some charge the causes of this absent revolutionary movement are relative affluence, pecuniary self-interest and individualization or privatization (see for example, Goldthorpe or Devine). Others claim that Marx’s predictions were simply incorrect or optimistic (Nesbit, 1959). But it is a question which has plagued many sociologists for over a century: “[w]hy, in advanced capitalist societies, have working classes not become revolutionary classes (Marshall, 1983: 263)?” As Wright puts it, “class consciousness is notoriously hard to measure (1997: 407),” which is precisely the goal of this study. But if social classes are a social fact and not a false social construction, then a variety of discrete expressions of class consciousness should be detectable, and therefore measurable. The question of proletarian consciousness has generated much uninformed speculation and not nearly enough field research, a condition to which this study hopes to make a modest contribution.
Why is this research question of interest?

Until recently, social class has been one of the most pivotal concepts in sociology. During the nineteenth century intense debates regarding the character and significance of class helped to define the fundamental parameters of sociology (Macionis and Gerber, 2002). Despite the  historical roots of class analysis, Canadian sociologists have only sporadically examined issues of class, with a brief heyday in the mid-1980s
, in a contrast to British and U.S. sociology which have both devoted more attention to the interconnections between class structure and class relations. Yet in terms of key thematics, the Canadian literature on class and status closely reflects both British and U.S. sociology.
 Studies of working-class consciousness remain a vital area of exploration today. Discussion as to why the working-classes have yet to become revolutionary classes perhaps represents sociology’s longest-running debate
 — and arguably its most interesting. In short, it is important to continually add to the growing body of knowledge in this historical field. In an illustration of the contentiousness surrounding this debate Giddens (1973) noted
 that Marx was indeed accurate in the belief that social classes are important agents of change. However he noted somewhat churlishly that:

... classes only become important agencies in history to the degree that they manifest a unified group consciousness, expressed particularly in the context of a struggle with other classes. While the working class may be characterised by shared objective and subjective traits, it does not manifest, in modern capitalist societies, the form of class consciousness necessary to provide the impulsion towards effecting a fundamental change in society (1973: 62).

As illustrated in the example above, contemporary class analysis in Canada has been strenuously resisted (Livingstone and Seccombe, 2000: 6) and the debate has at times reached an outright denial of the continuing usefulness of the concept in sociological analysis.
 In an illustration of the rejection of class as an analytical tool in the Western industrial nations, Nisbet (1959) suggested that “class is nearly valueless for the clarification of the data of wealth, power and social status in the contemporary United States (Nisbet, 1959 quoted in Hout et al., 1993: 259).” Three decades later, Clark and Lipset (1991) echoed this claim, designating class “an increasingly outmoded concept” with the singular exception that class analysis is “sometimes appropriate to earlier historical periods (Clark and Lipset, 1991: 397).” Clark and Lipset claimed that class was losing its significance primarily because [U.S.] society is becoming less hierarchical, and because existing patterns of stratification are undergoing extensive fragmentation. To support their basic argument Clark and Lipset examined three areas of social life, (1) Politics, (2) Economics and (3) Family. In the realm of politics, which is most relevant here, they wrote:

Traditionally, class has been viewed, especially in Marxist analysis, as a crucial determinant of political behavior. Clark and Lipset cite data that suggest a marked decline in class-linked voting in Sweden, Great Britain, West Germany, France and the United States between the 1940s and the 1980s. Simply, this means that the likelihood that working-class voters will favor liberal parties and candidates is considerably lower today than it was two generations ago (Macionis and Gerber, 2002).”

Clark and Lipset conclude by suggesting the decline in class is due to the following ‘emergent’ patterns of stratification:

C 
“The weakening of class stratification, especially as shown in distinct class-differentiated lifestyles.

C 
The decline of economic determinism, and the increased importance of social and cultural factors.

C 
Politics is less organized by class and more by other loyalties.

C 
The slimming of the family.

C 
Social mobility is less family-determined and more ability and education-determined (1991: 407-408).”

Clark and Lipset further maintain that the political left has been divided into two groups: the first is a declining traditional segment which retains an oppositional class consciousness and continues to emphasize class-related issues. The second group, which Clark and Lipset claim is in the ascendency, is an increasingly popular left faction more concerned with social issues such as feminism and environmentalism. Both Clark and Lipset interpret the emergence of this new variant of left-wing politics as a consequence of the long-term rise in affluence of the postindustrial societies [my emphasis], in keeping with Lockwood’s “privatized worker (1975: 17).” Clark and Lipset contend that this affluence has led many people to take material security for granted and to concentrate more on “self-actualization via aesthetic, intellectual and participatory concerns.” I propose that the unionized Oshawa autoworkers under study here more closely correspond to Clark and Lipset’s first group. A decade after Clark and Lipset, claims of the ‘embourgeoisementified’ worker must be tested more than ever. However, there are detractors of the ‘class is dead’ debate. It should be noted that Hout, Brooks and Manza (1993) pose a direct counterargument to Clark and Lipset’s claims, including the following two considerations: 

C 
Despite the longstanding growth of affluence, modern (read: Western industrial) societies can still be characterized by the concentration of vast amounts of wealth in the hands of a relative few. Additionally, the political process continues to be controlled by immense power and influence wielded by this tiny cabal. Moreover, as predicted by neo-Marxist class theorists, the bourgeoisie’s wealth is still predicated principally on the control of the means of economic production.
C 
While egalitarian family ideologies are clearly popular in contemporary society, there is less evidence that the underlying authoritarian structure of the family has been transformed. A clear gender-based division of labour and authority remains in place more often than not (Hout, et al., 1993).
More recently some postmodernist theorists are attempting to reclaim Marxist class analysis (see for example, Gibson-Graham et al., 2001), but works like these tend to be bereft of grounded, empirical fieldwork. This confirms Livingstone and Mangan’s (1996) contention that too little of the sociological work in the realm of class structure and consciousness has been empirically based.

Conceptualization of the Problem: 

This Oshawa study is concerned with current conditions of working class identification, imagery, and oppositional consciousness as these are constituted within contemporary economic and political conditions in Canada. Here is a general characterization of these conditions, as laid out by Livingstone (in Corman et al., 1993: 14):

1. 
heightened global and intercapitalist competition, sometimes leading to overproduction in capacity relative to consumer markets;

2. 
the increased use of new technology leading to higher productivity and lower operating costs;

3. 
ensuing employee layoffs as a result of increased efficiencies and new technology, leading to a smaller workforce and a renegotiation of the individual, as well as the societal contract, or the ‘postwar pact’.

Despite the seven year gap between this assessment and the Oshawa study, little of relevance has changed. General Motors has seen its market share drop dramatically to approximately thirty percent of the world market. The Oshawa workforce has experienced billions of dollars of investment in new technology over the past two decades and, combined with new workplace practices and reorganization, Oshawa has predictably seen its workforce more than halved since 1985
 (Livingstone and Roth, 1998). However, a relatively low Canadian dollar and state-organized socialized health care
 have worked to retain three production assembly plants in Oshawa, which has fared better relative to its Canadian automotive counterparts. 


In their Hamilton Families Project, Livingstone and Mangan are critical of the disregard displayed by scholars of class consciousness of “how different structural constraints distinguish the expressions of class consciousness” from participants in one class locale to those in another (1996: 17).” They suggest that

[s]uch an assessment requires at least four conditions: (1) a sample including significant numbers of people in all posited structural class positions; (2) adequate empirical measures of two or more distinct class schemes; (3) indicators of widely recognized dimensions of class consciousness, which are presented in their own right, prior to the in conjunction with structural categories; and (4) tests of association that are sufficiently sensitive to both patterns of central tendency and dispersion in class structure/class consciousness relations (1996: 17).

Unfortunately, it will not be possible to undertake all of the provisions listed above in this modest undertaking; instead this Oshawa study will be delimited to several groups of industrial employees at General Motors
. In doing so, I plan to employ elements of numbers three and four above. I will also take up Livingstone and Mangan’s suggestion and will strive to avoid “reading off .. the degree of class consciousness from an imputed class structure”— in other words, to claim that the existence and magnitude of class structure and identity is suggested by simple expressions of class consciousness and vice versa (1996: 17). In attempting to employ some measure of academic rigour to this study I will apply Mann’s (1973) neo-Marxist conception of working-class consciousness to a group of industrial workers in an urban Canadian setting. Mann states that Marxists have tended to be vague about clearly delineating the components which make up working-class consciousness (1973: 12), and he stressed the need to distinguish clearly among what he characterized as four main elements in the conception of proletarian class consciousness
. In this study I will apply two of Mann’s elements as follows:

C 
Class Identity: the definition of oneself as working class, as playing a distinctive role in common with other workers in the productive process. 

Here I hope to answer the question of what subjective (i.e., self-evaluated) class affiliation Oshawa autoworkers embrace. Do they view themselves as members of the working-class or a stratum of the middle class? How do these respondents’ answers compare to those of a general population survey? In order to determine whether Oshawa autoworkers hold a conception of class identity which is distinctive from that of a general population sample, I will make reference to OISE survey data during the period 1980-1996. I have replicated several OISE survey questions, primarily those measures centred around subjective conceptions of class, and will use this data as a comparative baseline. 

C 
Class Opposition: the perception that the capitalist and his agents constitute an enduring opponent to oneself. One and two interact in a dialectical fashion, i.e., opposition itself serves to reinforce identity, and vice-versa.

Here I will attempt to determine the existence – and if so, the level – of oppositional class consciousness. If there is a measurable level of working-class oppositional consciousness, I will surmise that the condition for embourgeoisement does not exist. Another way to conceptualize Mann’s schema is to determine how Oshawa autoworkers view their own community; for example, do they form a cohesive working-class community or do they act as individuals who attempt to break out of their class position in order to attain upward class mobility? If the latter is the case, do these privatized workers attempt a flight from their class  via their main advantage — in this case, their discretionary income. Furthermore, do they use this advantage in the establishment of a business enterprise, the purchase of equity stocks, the upgrading of their education, or some yet undiscovered means? The survey instrument used here will measure the extent of potential individual expressions and collective, organized discontent with, and opposition to, the status quo (i.e. capitalist economic, political and cultural dominance). 


For the sake of a well-defined and practical test, I must demarcate some boundaries and will thus work within a delimited framework of class identity and class opposition and not test for “class totality”
 or proletarian “conception of an alternative society.” These particular dimensions will remain outside the scope of the present study. Given the specificity of Mann’s formula, and because he labels the most advanced working-class consciousness as “true revolutionary consciousness” which comprises a “combination of all four of the above elements (1973: 13),” it will also not be possible to assess “true revolutionary consciousness” among Oshawa’s G.M. proletariat using Mann’s conception (see “Conceptions of Social Class in Canada” below). In an important aside, Abercrombie et al. (1980) warn that some sectarian (typically neo-Marxist) theoretical prepossessions (such as Mann’s conception of “true revolutionary consciousness”) have had an overbearing affect on the analysis of class consciousness in various studies. The first notion is the acceptance that any expression of proletarian consciousness which is anything less than a radical class consciousness or 

... which involves an understanding of the structure of class society, collective solidarity with others in the same class and opposition to those in the dominant class, and a clearly conceived alternative social order for which to strive (Mann, 1973) – represents an undeveloped consciousness and an accommodation to (even acceptance of) the dominant ideology. The second [notion], which usually goes with the first, assumes that the rejection of dominant ideologies and the material order which underpins them will take political forms (1980: 142-43). 
Despite Abercrobie et al’s criticisms, Mann does not actually delve into Leninist accusations of ‘trade union consciousness’ and ‘trade union economism’ but in fact provides a defence of organized workers’ grab for pecuniary interests as one of the very few concessions that can be wrested from the owners of capital. As Mann notes: 

It is now evident that the almost exclusive preoccupation of trade unions with economism is not a mere case of ‘betrayal’ by their leadership: it is rooted in the worker’s very experience, and he reinforces the union’s position. Normally confronted by an employer who will budge on economic but not on control issues, the worker takes what he can easily get and attempts to reduce the salience of what is denied him. Though this leaves him partially alienated, it does not place him, as it were, ‘outside’ the structure of capitalist society, but rather compromised by it (Mann, 1973: 32-33). 

Thus what Lenin characterizes as a betrayal of working-class interests by their trade unions is in fact taking the line of least resistance and – most importantly – taking what capital easily has on tap. Mann’s reasoning certainly sounds plausible here. But Abercrombie et al. are partially correct, given that Mann reneges on his goodwill position and states that it is precisely due to the condition of economic negotiation and eventual amelioration – and most important, the subsequent quelling of the significance of exploitation – that the employee “grasps neither the totality of society nor alternative structures (1973: 33).” Even the most positive Marxist writers have long acknowledged that “the bard’s” predictions of the fall of capital were optimistic (see for example Crompton or Livingstone and Seccombe) and Mann’s indictment of trade union economism embodies more than a thin veneer of left-sectarianism. Abercrombie et al. would likely employ this rejoinder:

The dismissal of workers' consciousness as accommodative because it lacks coherence and totality, and because it is not based on radical, socialistic values (Parkin, 1972), understates the extent of the rejection that occurs. On the other hand, the failure of subordinates to develop an all-embracing alternative, which leads some authors to label consciousness as inconsistent (Mann, 1970), ignores the consistency that is found within limited areas of workers' oppositional consciousness particularly if one recognises that people often express abstract ideas in a somewhat inarticulate manner (1980: 143). 
Other studies, including Mann’s, (1973) have found similar results which demonstrate in general that workers neither express abstract ideas nor do they conceptualize alternatives to the status quo (Mann 1973). 


This study will attempt to employ a measured approach and use previously-tested questions to come to an a reading – and an understanding – of Oshawa autoworkers’ proletarian consciousness within the given limitations discussed here. The reader should be aware that my own seven year experience working on G.M.’s assembly lines furnishes me with an additional measure: firsthand intimate knowledge of the assembly processes at General Motors, working-class mores, and expressions of worker consciousness, discontent, and solidarity. Given this experience, Mann’s explanation of the apparent compulsion of workers and their organizations to succumb to the economist siren call of capital rings true. But Abercrombie et al’s explication of the deficiency of subordinates in providing alternative conceptions of society (never mind alternative structures) provides a convincing counter rationale which supplements Mann’s argument with a more nuanced interpretation. 

Method:  The Research Design

In order to test for evidence of embourgeoisement among industrial automotive assembly-line workers a suitable locale was needed. The location of a research site was based on my own association with the members and executive of the Canadian Auto Workers (CAW) union, Local 222, as well as a longstanding relationship to members of the local union Education Committee. My own seven years of experience working as an assembler at General Motors from 1984-1991 will help to inform this study and provide an ‘insider’s view’ when called upon. 


It was during a focus-group interview conducted with members of the local Education Committee in the late Fall of 1998 that the current project was initially conceived. This focus group, consisting of Local 222's volunteer education committee members, was the final phase of the Working-Class Learning Strategies (WCLS)
 project and an opportunity to elicit informed commentary on the Oshawa G.M.-CAW 222 WCLS study site report. Focus group participants suggested that I conduct a large-scale survey of G.M. autoworkers in order to ascertain why union participation and activism was, in the opinion of this group, so low. Focus group members suggested surveying union members on their general attitudes toward work, their union, local union education programs and workers’ relations with G.M. management personnel. Thus the focus of this group was not to explicitly test for working-class consciousness (although there were many expressions of this in our focus group), these Local 222 activists were more interested in discovering why their fellow-members were comparatively inactive in their union. During a freewheeling discussion participants blamed their memberships’ languor on the media, the local and national union leadership, the success of internal corporate propaganda, and the fact that members of Local 222 were comparatively well off and deeply indoctrinated by consumerism.


More than eighty chiefly closed-ended questions were posed in a nine-page survey instrument. The survey instrument contained some open-ended questions which may help to provide further data. Approximately seven hundred survey questionnaires were randomly distributed by CAW 222 education committee members to G.M. car and truck-assembly plant employees at their workplace over a nine-month period. This distribution phase of the study was not without its problems. Some members of the volunteer education committee met with a degree of ‘backlash’ from their rank-and-file constituents, who expressed fears their union local was attempting to gather incriminating information on union members. Several expressed a desire to withdraw from the project, and did so. A sole committee member persevered and distributed several hundred more surveys throughout the auto complex. Unfortunately, an unknown number of these were pilfered and discarded. In a last-ditch attempt, I entered the plant during a Saturday morning overtime shift and successfully distributed several hundred more surveys, an exercise which in itself helped to uncover additional relevant data. Overall, the survey was distributed to General Motors assembly and trades workers between May 2000 and January 2001
. A small number (N=5) of additional deeper, semi-structured interviews were also conducted to more deeply explore workers’ attitudes on a number of issues related to the questions of class consciousness and embourgeoisement. Several illustrative excerpts from interview transcripts and WCLS respondent interviews will be included in this study, and will doubtless help to further sketch the complete range of expression of working-class consciousness and embourgeoisement among this group of respondents. It should be noted that because the sample size is limited (N=100) in a workforce of 11,500 and there can be no claims that this study is representative of the entire plant population. Therefore all evaluative comments based on the data presented here should be understood in this context. 


This largely quantitative, sociological survey makes direct reference to the following studies: B.M. Berger (1960), R. Blauner (1964), E. Chinoy (1955), J.H. Goldthorpe, D. Lockwood et al. (1968-69), D. Halle (1984), D.W. Livingstone and M. Mangan (1996), Livingstone, Hart and Davies (1999), M. Mann (1970; 1973), G. McKenzie (1973), R. McKenzie and Silver (1968), E.O. Wright (1985; 1997). Critiques of the method used in this study can be found in R. Crompton (1998), F. Devine (1992), R. Fantasia (1988), F. Giddens (1973), G. Marshall (1980), B. Ollman (1987; 1993), W.L. Warner (1949), E.O. Wright (1997), among others. 
Working Hypothesis:


Consistent with the claims made in Livingstone and Roth (1998), I propose that the workers in question, members of CAW Local 222, represent a working-class social movement community engaged centrally in learning and concerted political action, primarily around issues of economic justice. Oshawa is a distinct working-class community “with a culture of resistance comparable to the cultural forms and sentiments that ethnographers have found in other male-dominated working class communities (for example see Dunk, 1991; Livingstone and Mangan, 1996).” I argue that this community-building activity requires a comparatively highly-developed working-class conscious, group identity and political orientation. With specific reference to Livingstone and Mangan (1996), Lockwood (1975) and Mann’s (1973) typologies of class consciousness, I contend that these are non-deferential proletarians with a high degree of oppositional class consciousness. Moreover, these are working-class Canadians who — in terms of expressions of class identity, political orientation, and a cohesive group self-awareness and consciousness —  form a distinctive, core working-class. Contrary to popular claims
 that social class has ‘fallen away’ as an explanatory feature of modern postindustrial societies, class consciousness among today’s Oshawa autoworkers remains a powerful explanation of this community’s social cohesion (Livingstone and Roth, 1998). Moreover working-class power, via the organized labour movement, still provides a viable alternative route to social change by counterbalancing — albeit only sparingly — the immense power of advanced capitalism.


My chief hypothesis is that Oshawa autoworkers will exhibit a comparatively high degree of working-class identity, imagery, and oppositional group consciousness —  factors which may perhaps be the major finding of this study, given the many longstanding pronouncements that class is dead. Moreover I believe that this group will also exhibit strong tendencies toward the attainment of consumer goods, in what some might term middle-class aspirations, but are in fact an outward (and sometimes awkward) imitation of  middle class norms. I contend that autoworkers will generally demonstrate the former tendency (group solidarity) when they are labouring collectively among their own at the workplace (and while directly exposed to conditions of exploitation and subordination) and the latter tendency when they are at home in their community and in commercial life (shopping). It is my contention that these workers will exhibit differing tendencies in their workplace than they do within their residential and commercial communities.


In an aside, I would resist labelling these contrasting characteristics either under the thesis of ‘false consciousness’ or a ‘disjuncture’ thesis. In the latter case I contend that the term ‘disjuncture’ is simply a recast version of the Marxian ‘false consciousness’ thesis, which argues that working class consciousness has been appropriated by the dominant ideology. The term ‘disjuncture’ points to a break between two positions and is defined as follows “a sharp cleavage: DISUNION, SEPARATION. (the ‘xx’ between theory and practice> ... [The Merriam Webster Dictionary, 1990].”  In this case, with regard to class consciousness and intergroup solidarity, what are the two positions which are disunited and separated in the minds of Oshawa autoworkers? Where does the disjuncture lie? This label assumes that these workers either have a disposition to see the overthrow of capitalism or a proclivity to the maintenance of capitalism. But what if neither of these positions is in fact correct? My hypothesis is based on the actual daily lives of autoworkers and advances the notion that these workers have the ability to pursue both of these apparently contradictory tendencies at the same time. This proposes that neither a revolutionary path nor a purely accumulative course is necessarily accurate. However operating within a mode of industrial (or post-industrial) capitalism, the term ‘disjuncture’ leads one to believe that these workers are functioning under the (false) illusion that they can conduct their affairs within the rules of capital accumulation or that they are indeed able to overthrow capital in a class-based social revolution. It poses a choice between one of two absolutes, neither of which is necessarily correct. 


I will further argue that a conjecture of disjuncture oversimplifies the complexity of autoworkers’ lifestyles. These workers in fact can and do exhibit working-class solidarity and antagonism toward those in dominant class positions. Yet at the same time they can accumulate small amounts of capital – albeit in a limited manner, especially when compared to those in upper-class echelons. Thus there can be no disjuncture, no break in consciousness, because there is no exclusive predisposition to either position. From the autoworkers’ own standpoint they are quite capable of balancing these two – as well as other – positions without any apparent contradiction; a fact that some academics are apparently unable to reconcile. While at work they face exploitation, and naturally resent it. Thus they behave in a manner that is antagonistic toward their oppressor (or their agents). However, in the marketplace (as consumers) or in their families and residential communities, other features of life rise to the surface and the antagonistic relations momentarily cease. Preliminary interview evidence shows, for example, that autoworkers clearly distinguish themselves from service sector workers, store clerks and “burger flippers” (often women or teenagers earning minimum wage). In the consumer marketplace an autoworker’s relative affluence bestows ‘him’ with an additional fringe benefit: that of a comparatively privileged shopper. This is a measure of stature that, at least temporarily, makes up for antagonistic and exploitative workplace relations. There is little doubt that assembly line work is degrading and alienating and who could blame these workers for spending their discretionary income in an attempt to reproduce themselves? While some might contend that the accumulation of consumer goods is a vehicle to escape the alienation of their repetitive work, Chinoy (1955) notably argued that the American autoworkers in his study viewed progress in their career as “the progressive accumulation of things as well as the increasing capacity to consume (1955: 126).”
 This is an area of potential exploration in the Oshawa study. 

Conceptions of Social Class in Canada

Class structure has always been a problematic issue for theorists (see for example Fantasia, 1988 or Ollman, 1972), especially those neo-Marxists who have been critical of the treatment of class position in the social structure as static ‘spaces’ into which class actors are slotted, rather than to treat class as did Marx
 and associate the concept of class with the concept of exploitation of other men’s labour (Ossowski, 1963: 127).” Ossowski explained that the concept of ‘structure’ can be viewed in terms of:

a spacial arrangement of elements, in which we regard spacial relations as being correlated with some system of relationships between these elements or between particular parts and the whole (1963: 9). 

The relationship between class structure and class consciousness has also been treated extensively in the literature. For example, Livingstone and Mangan summarize the relationship between class structure and class consciousness and note this has been a longstanding “central problematic within both the Marxist and the Weberian paradigms of social inquiry (1996: 16).”

*tbc

What is the correspondence between the survey questions and the embourgeoisement thesis? (Operationalising the survey questions) 

The focus in this study is the group of chiefly male, adult respondents, all of whom are hourly employees (therefore unionized employees) at General Motors, Oshawa. Respondents were asked to fill out a written questionnaire which contained approximately eighty mostly closed-ended, pre-coded responses to a series of questions which included a basic demographic profile, workplace and job information a detailed series of social and political measures and family- community relations, ownership and authority relations (family and self), consumer and investment patterns and other variables. 


Despite the assertion from some that the kind of survey research undertaken here can record only a static snapshot of the ever-changing continuum of class-consciousness, thus distorting it (for example see Fantasia, 1988 or Ollman, 1987). Unlike much of the research on cross-class voting patterns there is no attempt made here to measure across a multiplicity of classes, and therefore no need to delve into the murky waters of objective class formation and rigid identification (often termed the ‘boundary problem’). As my guide I will primarily employ Livingstone’s class scheme (1976, 1987, 1996). Livingstone (1987) observes that “classes should [...] be demarcated primarily by relations of ownership and control within production processes (1987: 197).” I will also attempt to avoid overdeterminism and oversimplification, especially in terms of the conceptualization of class and causal-consciousness linkages. But it cannot go unsaid that I expect to rediscover the essential condition that the Hamilton Families Project determined, namely that: 

there are significant associations between employed men’s current locations in the economic class structure of advanced capitalism and their expressions of class consciousness (1996: 50).

Specific variables used in this study, and their association with particular elements of class theory, are discussed in detail below.  

Key Variables

The goal of this following section is to indicate the key signifiers of specific working-class consciousness, as outlined by my thesis question above, and to identify their related questions in the survey instrument. Then I will identify the relevance of these variables in influencing, encouraging or discouraging working-class consciousness. 


Many past surveys were reviewed in constructing this questionnaire, as there was an effort to be responsive to earlier findings which may have had some undue influence on respondents’ selections (1996: 36). Thus the wording of the questions, the precoded options and the order of the survey questions themselves were carefully considered, revised, and tested via a pilot survey which confirmed the integrity of the final questionnaire’s construction. 


As seen in Table one (below) twenty-three key survey questions help to provide a demographic profile of the surveyed population and serve as indicators which provide responses to this study’s key thematics. These fundamental survey questions fall into three basic categories:

1. 
background data

2. 
working-class imagery and working-class identity

3. 
oppositional class consciousness

These categories are discussed in detail below, while key questions can be found in Table 1. 


Like the findings of other similar surveys, Livingstone and Mangan’s Hamilton study confirmed that respondents had a  “strong tendency to select a middle-class identity (1996: 63).” This survey did not follow that course of action but instead allows the respondent to choose from two middle class categories: ‘lower middle-class’ and ‘upper middle-class’ with no option for a universal ‘middle-class’ designation. This is a deliberate attempt to compel respondents to avoid the entirely too-typical response of ‘middle class’, whose singular universality renders it less meaningful.  Whether it is due to media images or capitalist hegemony, the designation of ‘middle-class’ is the preferred self-identifier by proletarians who endure profoundly exploitative workplace conditions as well as corporate capitalists who control ownership of large enterprises (1996: 63, Table 2.2). It is hoped that these precoded responses will force respondents to do more than automatically furnish a habitual response. In the Oshawa study, it is expected that those who opt for the choice of ‘lower middle-class’ clearly differentiate themselves from respondents who select ‘upper middle class’. 


In a brief aside, a preliminary overview of Oshawa survey results shows that some survey questions were responded to in an almost ubiquitous manner, and given their uniformity these may well be indicative of a highly developed group consciousness. For example, ninety-eight percent of respondents believe that social classes exist and seventy-nine percent view relations between classes as characterized either by ‘conflict’ or ‘both’ harmony and conflict. These reflect the responses of Hamilton steelworker families fairly closely, although in response to the former question Hamilton workers responded ninety-three percent in the affirmative, a difference of five percent. Moreover, in terms of job or career aspirations, respondents’ views were fairly clear. Despite the fact that 63 percent expressed a willingness to own their own business, relatively few respondents (15.5 percent) had actually done so. Presumably many viewed business ownership as a potential vehicle from which to ‘escape’ their current occupation, although a more direct and probable escape route, that of becoming a G.M. supervisor, was rejected by an overwhelming ninety-seven percent of respondents. This latter figure is indicative of a highly developed oppositional group consciousness, a characteristic which will be explored in depth. 
Key Variable: Background Data

‘Background data’ refer to the most elemental demographic measures which will help to form a basic profile of the G.M. plant population. Data included here are the respondents’ age, sex, current occupation within the assembly plants, whether they are a skilled tradesperson or an unskilled assembler, gross household income, highest achieved education, marital status, and home ownership status. Some examples of background demographic data gathered include the respondents’ sex (93% male), marital status (79%  married) and whether respondents own or rent their homes (91% are home owners). The latter is a integral factor as Pratt (1987) noted that:

A number of scholars within the the [sic] Marxist tradition of urban political economy claim that the expansion of home ownership that has occurred in many Western countries since the Second World War has had a significant influence on the political values of the working classes in those countries (1987: 40). 

Moreover, Pratt found that home owners who carry mortgages were more predisposed to conservativism than either those who owned their homes outright or renters (1987: 52), so this is indeed an area worthy of some exploration here. However, Pratt’s study concluded that the political views of manual workers in her study correlated more closely to their employment or class status than to home ownership (1987: 51)
.


As G.M. has not hired any new assembly employees since 1985 (Oshawa Times), no respondent has seniority of less than seventeen years except for former Scarborough van plant workers, who via an administrative quirk have been conferred  a contrived seniority date of September, 1990. Thus the seniority variable is expected to be of limited use. Similarly, I expect the respondents’ age categorizations are likely to be of restricted value, as the current plant population has an average age of approximately forty-five years (cite Shields, Oshaworker). The explanation is once again, that General Motors has not hired new assembly employees for approximately seventeen years.
 Notwithstanding this detail I will conduct cross tabulations based on age and seniority and will note any significant correlations, should they exist. 


I expect that divergent views between General Motors assembly-line workers and skilled trades workers may in fact represent the most important of the background demographic data. However, despite the fact that the heart of the embourgeoisement question is linked to the labour aristocracy argument (Lenin, Engels, Mackenzie), a group to which G.M. skilled tradespeople are most strongly attached. The economic divide is not too vast (a matter of less than two dollars per hour), but the tradesperson’s position within the division of labour (1973: 175), in particular their degree of autonomy within the workplace may play a more important role in this important divide (Mackenzie, 1973). 


Two additional questions included in this section ask respondents whether they have ever “attended a union course sponsored by the CAW, Local 222, Labour Council, Ontario Federation of Labour (OFL) or other labour group.” Another asks respondents who have never attended a union course to select their reasons for non-attendance from a list of graduated responses. These preselected responses range from a lack of awareness of union-sponsored courses to a lack of interest in union issues. On the other side of this spectrum are questions related to whether unions should be involved in educating their members or teach their members about “politics or social issues.” These are intended to capture respondents’ attitudes to the role of unions in society, as a range of responses from indifference to friendliness to hostility are anticipated. This variable is an attempt to address Livingstone and Mangan’s finding that trade union membership is a mediating factor whose “influence on class consciousness [is] at least equally as strong as class position” itself (1996: 51). Given the mandatory nature of union membership in a ‘closed shop’ I would argue that attitudes and participation are the real determining factors here and therefore I use this question to measure attitudes toward unions.  

Key Variable: Class Imagery and Identification

The next group of questions attempt to establish the kinds of objective views of class society these respondents possess. This is the first step to uncovering the various dimensions of class imagery. Here I plan to address Livingstone and Mangan’s critique of past consciousness studies: 

... when class consciousness has been specifically assessed, it has been only in terms of measures of subjective class identity, with no effort made to differentiate those with higher levels of class consciousness (1987: 197). 

Establishing a view of society without oneself in it risks a less equivocal response. Asking respondents to place themselves in a class-stratified system only afterward ensures a less confounded response with a goal of distinguishing objective views of society. It is entirely possible that respondents might objectively view society as stratified, without placing themselves in it. This key portion of the survey instrument attempts to respond to the principal thesis question, “what are the current expressions of working-class consciousness among the autoworkers of General Motors Oshawa, as established via measures of working-class imagery and identity?” Assessing whether conceptions of social class exist in respondents’ overall views of Canadian society is necessary. Next, should conceptions of class exist in the objective general views of respondents, establishing both the existence and extent of class conflict is a second measure. To this end the first question asks “How important are each of the following when you think about your own social identity (the way you’d identify yourself to others).” This question asks respondents to rank, in order of preference, a variety of social identity characteristics.
 The question is followed by a list of social identifiers: race, gender or sex, social class (upper class, middle class, working class, etc.), language, national origin (nationality or ethnicity), religion, and an open-ended option. Respondents are then asked for a closed-ended response as to whether social classes exist in Canada today. Then the respondent is asked to check the appropriate circle next to the social classes that they “believe presently exist” in Canadian society. Livingstone and Mangan found that “half of those who were able to name specific classes identified three distinct groups (1996: 38).” Here, an assessment of the stratification of the imagined class model is the goal. Although in this case, rather than offer an open-ended option, a range of precoded classes was provided.


The next question reads: “Roughly speaking, what percentage of the total Canadian population would you estimate are in each of these classes? A five-class grouping follows the question (lower, working, lower-middle, upper middle, and upper class) and respondents are encouraged to choose only one from this list. Again, this question is designed to elicit an objective measure of class consciousness, one that reveals respondents’ view of society’s ‘shape’. For example, one working assumption is that respondents who select a large working-class and a small upper-class will have a relatively stratified view of Canadian society. From a proletarian vantage point the view that a small group is in control at the ‘top’ of the social hierarchy and a large group massed ‘below’ may be indicative of a ‘traditional proletarian’ class imagery — as per Lockwood’s (1975) typology. 


The next question “If you had to choose only one of the following names for your own social class, which class would you say that you presently belong to?” This question is addresses one of the three major study parameters, and is intended to establish the level of subjective working-class identification. This question is comparable to Mackenzie’s (1974) subjective class query:

Some people seem to think there are four social classes in the United States: the Middle Class, the Lower Class, the Working Class, and the Upper Class, [sic] If you had to choose one of these terms, which one would you say you and your family were in? (1974: 183).

This pivotal question closely parallels Livingstone and Mangan’s Hamilton Families Project (1996: 200, question b.1. ‘Class Identity’), with the exception that the Oshawa survey divides ‘middle-class’ into two sub-categories: “lower middle class” and “upper middle class” and omits the designation of “middle class” entirely. Once one understands the prevailing choice among Canadians, the reasons for this are clear, for according to Livingstone and Mangan: 

...the prevalent tendency among both sexes is to identify oneself as being in the middle of the class structure. While over 60 percent chose the term “middle class,” only a tiny number characterize themselves in the extreme categories of “lower class” or “upper class”; about one-quarter opt for “working class” and the remaining 10 per cent select “upper middle class (1996: 62).

Hence one imperative of the Oshawa study was to avoid giving these respondents the opportunity to opt for “the mushy middle.” Given the difficulty in establishing the existence of the working-class as a still-viable group in the popular imagination, labeling oneself a member of this embattled strata assumes that there must be some measure of oppositional consciousness present. Likewise this question parallels an OISE survey question which provides us with an excellent twenty-year baseline of representative responses from across Ontario (although the 1979 OISE survey offers a six-class construction, see Appendix 1, page 38). 

Several questions in the present study, (#Eq2) “Do you think that social classes (upper, middle, lower class, etc.) exist in Canada today?” (#Eq4) “Roughly speaking, what percentage of the total Canadian population would you estimate are in EACH of these classes? (Fill in approximate percentages”(#Eq5) and “If you had to choose only ONE of the following names for your own social class, which class would you say that YOU presently belong to?” are adapted loosely from Goldthrorpe (1969), but primarily from Mackenzie (1974) who asked a question of his Rhode Island sample as follows: 

“There is quite a lot of talk these days about different Social Classes and many people seem to think that is one of the most important dividing characteristics. If you were asked what social classes there are in America today, what would you say?” 

There are also additional questions in the Oshawa survey which are modeled on the Hamilton Family Survey’s ‘Social Issues’ series (1996: 201, questions D.2-D.4), which are intended to reveal levels of oppositional class consciousness. *tbc


One measure of the level of embourgeoisement — related to class imagery and identification — in the Oshawa study is an examination of autoworkers’ attempts to utilize their relative economic advantage to escape their class boundaries, and a subsequent assumption that if this condition is discovered, their class solidarity is relatively low.
 Several questions regarding issues of entrepreneurship and non-retirement stock market investment vehicles (Fq3; 3a; 3b) will be examined in this context. Likewise, two questions (Aq6 and Aq8a) ask whether the respondent has considered, or is the proprietor of, their own business. These are important mediators of class consciousness. (use Chinoy here). 

Key Variable: Oppositional Class Consciousness

The last portion of the Oshawa thesis questionnaire actually attempts to estimate the extent of oppositional consciousness among Oshawa autoworkers. It asks whether Oshawa autoworkers have actually undergone a process of embourgeoisement, whether they maintain an oppositional class-consciousness, or whether another as yet undetermined factor is at play. Livingstone and Mangan claim that oppositional class consciousness is more closely related to locations of dominance or subordination in production-based class relations (1996: 50).” In general, the linkage between subjective working-class identity and other spheres of class consciousness (notably with respect to political issues) has been less stable than expected in those rare studies which have actually examined these interrelations (1996: 68). 

Oppositional class consciousness survey questions: (*tbc - still developing this section)

C 
“If we want to avoid another recession, we must reduce our wage demands.”
C 
“Canadian private corporations should be able to invest their Canadian earnings wherever they can make the greatest profit for their shareholders, whether it’s in Canada or in foreign countries.”
C 
“Management should be prohibited by law from hiring workers to take the place of strikers.”

C 
The rich already pay their fair share of taxes.

C 
If Local 222 went on strike, would you participate in some way?

C 
If there were a wildcat strike at your plant, would you participate?

C 
If there were a plant occupation at your plant, would you participate?

C 
During the 1996 G.M.-CAW contract negotiations the North Fabrication Plant (Peregrine) was taken over and occupied for about 8 hours by Local 222 members. At that time, in 1996, did you support or oppose the North Fab Plant occupation? 
Some Concluding Remarks: The Embourgeoisement Thesis and Capitalist Hegemony

As noted above, CAW Local 222 activists (those who were WCLS focus group participants) expressed little explicit concern regarding issues of class consciousness, but showed considerable curiosity in unearthing the reasons their fellow trade unionists were relatively inactive. However, the question of dwindling union activism, (and a suggested weakening of class cohesion) was raised repeatedly. As this activist put it:

I feel that our issues, after 20 years of oppression, are macro-societal and the only way to get our membership onside is to deal with the general public. When you have an oppressed people — after 20 years oppressed people will blame themselves and they will disassociate themselves with that oppression area.[my emphasis] We’ve been oppressed for so long [...] I’m sure this is all related but [...] how do you get the person on the [factory] floor to see that? Well, I think you first have to start with the general public. When you have somebody’s neighbours say to a General Motors employee, ‘hey, your union is doing something pretty good for you and for society in general’, then you’ll see that person take an extra part in the union and he will come out [...] to the union and try to be involved and try to learn more about it so when you want find out that issue on the floor.
This member makes the connection between factory-floor exploitation, broader social oppression and the need to extend union campaigns for social change beyond internal shop-floor issues and into the community. This activist also makes the suggestion that, despite their unwilling participation on the receiving end of persecution, oppressed peoples typically attempt to separate themselves from ongoing oppression by distancing themselves from the aggrieved groups. This theme cuts through the heart of the traditional embourgeoisement thesis and suggests that the lack of revolutionary activity in the industrialized West may be the consequence of a heightened class consciousness and not simply rooted in a lack of class identification or solidarity.
 After all, a strategic withdrawal is both a reasonable response and a viable option in the face of certain defeat. This poses quite an alternative to those theorists who postulate that the working-class has undergone some form of pragmatic disengagement, or a shifting of consciousness away from the proletariat and toward the bourgeoisie via individualized expressions of pecuniary interest (for example, Devine, 1992). 


It has long been alleged that an abandonment of revolutionary consciousness occurs when the proletariat pursues material inducements and abandons its hypothetically historic destiny (see for example Gorz 1982). Moreover, the extraction of monetary concessions from their employers, and the subsequent pursuit of a middle-class lifestyle, seem to form the primary conditions which are credited with vanquishing the proletariat’s appetite for political and social change (in addition to Clark and Lipset 1991, see Ehrenreich, 1989; Goldthorpe, 1968; Mann, 1973). Thus Clark and Lipset’s central assertion that the “long-term rise in affluence of the postindustrial societies” has changed both the historical trajectory and the very consciousness of workers is hardly a new notion. For example the progressive economist Robert Heilbroner (1967) cited the testimony of a Staffordshire manufacturer
 on the disposition of his workforce in 1875: “you cannot get them to talk of politics so long as they are well employed (1967: 155).” Heilbroner also cites a letter written by Engels to Marx in 1858: 

The English proletariat is becoming more and more bourgeois . . . so that this most bourgeois of all nations is apparently aiming ultimately at the possession of a bourgeois aristocracy and a bourgeois proletariat as well as a bourgeoisie (Engels in a letter to Marx in Heilbroner, 1967: 155).

Marx discussed the ancillary effects of capital accumulation on the working-class in the first volume of Capital (1867). During an explanation of the “technical composition” of capital and simple reproduction, Marx commented that “the demand for labour and the subsistence-fund of the labourers clearly increase in the same proportion as the capital (Marx, [1867] 1967, Ch.25, s.1 : 613).” Moreover, Marx noted the relatively beneficial conditions of the English proletariat during two distinct historical periods of accumulation, the 1400s and early 1700s, where he claimed:

[t]he more or less favourable circumstances in which the wage-working class supports and multiplies itself, in no way alter the fundamental character of capitalist production. As simple reproduction constantly reproduces the capital-relation itself ... so reproduction on a progressive scale ... reproduces the capital-relation on a progressive scale, more capitalists or larger capitalists at this pole, more wage-workers at that (1867: 615).

Thus the proletariat cannot help but to grow as simple accumulation swells and contracts their numbers. But there is another cause-and-effect relation that goes beyond the simple quantity of wage-workers: 

[u]nder the conditions of accumulation supposed thus far, which conditions are those most favourable to the labourers, their relation of dependence upon capital takes a form endurable, or, as [Sir F.M.] Eden says: “easy and liberal.” Instead of becoming more intensive with the growth of capital, this relation of dependence only becomes more extensive, i.e., the sphere of capital’s exploitation and rule merely extends with its own dimensions and the number of its subjects. A larger part of their own surplus-product, always increasing and continually transformed into additional capital, comes back to them in the shape of means of payment, so that they can extend the circle of their enjoyments; can make some additions to their consumption-fund of clothes, furniture, &c., and can lay by small reserve-funds of money (1867: 618).

The “easy and liberal” lifestyle which allows the current proletariat to “extend the circle of their enjoyments” does not seem to be all that different from the working-class of Marx’s study. Although the process of accumulation results in an increase in wages, Marx indicated that the wage relation remains unchanged. Even under these conditions; the worker must still sell his labour-power to the capitalist. 

But just as little as better clothing, food, and treatment, and a larger peculium, do away with the exploitation of the slave, so little do they set aside that of the wage-worker. A rise in the price of labour, as a consequence of accumulation of capital, only means, in fact, that the length and weight of the golden chain the wage-worker has already forged for himself, allow of a relaxation of the tension of it ([1867] 1967: 618). 

Embourgeoisement is intimately related to notions of a ‘native’ working-class consciousness, a dominant ideology, and transference between the two (Abercrombie et al., 1980). An important related issue is the question of cause-and-effect, because it asks whether capital accumulation leads to a shift away from a proletarian consciousness and toward middle-class consciousness. This ‘accidental’ conversion may constitute the chief condition for embourgeoisement (Wright, 1997). Therefore, intent may be an important part of this equation. Among the generalizations for the makeup of working-class consciousness are the following postulates:


1. aware/revolutionary condition:
Autoworkers are aware of their condition of exploitation and subordinate class position. Knowingly discharging their historic role and fulfilling their revolutionary potential, this politically empowered working-class engages in building their class-based organizations (trade unions, political parties) in an attempt to either overthrow or limit the social, political and economic power of those dominant capitalist classes who oppress them. This is the basic Marxist thesis.


2. unaware/support capital
Autoworkers are unaware of their condition of exploitation and subordinate class position. They unreservedly support capitalism and engage in capitalist accumulation as a measure of their support for a social, political and economic system that benefits them. This is the traditional hegemonic and ideological domination thesis. 


3. aware/support capital
Autoworkers, who are aware of their condition of exploitation and subordinate class status, are either indifferent to it or feel that they are unlikely to effect any meaningful social or political change, either  individually or collectively. Overwhelmed by the impossibility of resistance, these workers exhibit support for capitalism and the bourgeoisie either wholeheartedly or with reservation. Thus they accept the status quo and their fate within it. They may not support capital but feel that they have few realistic choices and may as well share in the rewards of their comparative economic status (see Mann’s (1973) concept of  “pragmatic acceptance”). Moreover, they are cognizant of their relative economic advantage as the highest paid of all industrial, manual wage-earners. Accordingly they use their class-based organizations to maintain their relative advantage in terms of economic compensation, working-conditions and politics (typically via state regulatory policies). However, because they are also aware of their economic advantage relative to other members of the proletariat, they use their monetary advantage to purchase a multitude of consumer goods, or they may use this advantage to catapult themselves or their children into a higher class position via small business ownership, capital investment vehicles, improved educational opportunities for their offspring, etc. In short, they use their economic advantage in the marketplace to enjoy the fruits of their labour. They participate in capital accumulation and consumerism, rationalizing that they may as well share in their relative  successes within capital. 


The first two positions are gross oversimplifications which are considered the leading contenders to, and opposite sides of, the ‘false consciousness’ coin. False consciousness is posited when the second condition exists, which in turn must mean that the first position is the ‘true’ fundamental consciousness and the latter a ‘false’ overlay which is externally imposed by the dominant (read: bourgeois) ideology. However these two positions and the related byproduct of ‘false consciousness’ are not the only possibilities, although some Marxist sociologists (cite) have suggested that a third position – unqualified support for market capitalism — is in fact false consciousness. Yet this position might also be viewed as a tactical and quite logical response to the overwhelming global power of advanced capitalism. At the same time these autoworkers clearly have a degree of economic superiority when compared to other members of their class, and the question remains as to whether these workers use their surplus discretionary income to catapult themselves or their children into a higher class position via small business ownership, capital investment vehicles, improved educational opportunities for their offspring, etc. 


Mann argues (1973) awareness of one’s own class position is the key to class action —  the decision to act in unison, as a whole, on behalf of one’s own collective group, rather than to act on one’s own behalf as an individual. Of course there is also the possibility that there are a multitude of positions between these two points.

TABLE – 1 KEY VARIABLES


BASIC DEMOGRAPHIC DATA


1
current job: assembly/trades
A-q1, + A -q2

2
seniority
Aq4

3
age/year born
Iq1

4
total household income
Iq15

5
has experienced/ is positive abt. union education (y/n)
Bq1 + Bq2

6
highest educational attainment
Cq1

7
home ownership
Iq14

8
married or single status
Iq7

9
sex
Iq2


CLASS IMAGERY AND IDENTIFICATION


10
ranked importance of social identity characteristics
Eq1

11
existence of social classes in Canada
Eq2

12
number of social classes in Canada
Eq3

13 
stratified view of class system
Eq4

14
class self-identification
Eq5

15
perceived general character of class relations
Eq6


OPPOSITIONAL CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS


16
strike participation/support (= high w.c. consciousness)
Hq1

17
wildcat support (= high w.c. consciousness)
Hq2

18
plant occup’n support ABSTRACT (= high w.c. consciousness)
Hq3

19
1996 North Plant occupation support CONCRETE
Hq4a; 4b

20 
wage demands (disagree = high w.c. consciousness)
Eq9a

21
shareholder profit (disagree = high w.c. consciousness)
Eq9b

22
scab ban (agree = high w.c. consciousness)
Eq9c

23
rich tax (disagree = high w.c. consciousness)
Eq9d

Appendix ‘A’ -- Survey Questions Used in Oshawa Study
BACKGROUND DATA:
What is your current job? 
Briefly state your current job title and describe your work duties:
What year did you begin working for General Motors?
In what year were you born?  

What is your sex?

What is your marital status?

Do you rent or own your home?

OPTIONAL QUESTION: Which of the following categories is closest to your total annual FAMILY INCOME from ALL sources? 
Have you ever attended a union course sponsored by the CAW, Local 222, Labour Council, Ontario Federation of Labour (OFL) or other labour group? 
If you had to choose ONE of the following statements, which would you choose: 

C 
I’ve never attended a union-sponsored course because:

C 
I’m not aware of union-sponsored courses.
C 
I generally have no interest in union issues.
C 
I don't agree with unions being involved in education.
C 
I don’t believe union courses should teach politics or social issues 
C 
I’m just not interested.

What is the highest level of schooling you have obtained?
CLASS IMAGERY AND IDENTIFICATION:
How important are each of the following when you think about your own social identity (the way you’d identify yourself to others). 
Do you think that social classes (upper, middle, lower class, etc.) exist in Canada today?
Check the circles next to the social classes that YOU BELIEVE PRESENTLY EXIST in Canadian society. (CHECK ALL THAT APPLY) 



Roughly speaking, what percentage of the total Canadian population would you estimate are in EACH of these classes? (FILL IN APPROXIMATE PERCENTAGES)
If you had to choose only ONE of the following names for your own social class, which class would you say that YOU presently belong to?
In the past ten years or so, have relations between social classes  (upper, middle, lower class, etc.) in Canada generally been characterized by CONFLICT or HARMONY? 
OPPOSITIONAL CONSCIOUSNESS: 
If we want to avoid another recession, we must reduce our wage demands.
Canadian private corporations should be able to invest their Canadian earnings wherever they can make the greatest profit for their shareholders, whether it’s in Canada or in foreign countries.
Management should be prohibited by law from hiring workers to take the place of strikers.
The rich already pay their fair share of taxes.
If Local 222 went on strike, would you participate in some way?

If there were a wildcat strike at your plant, would you participate?

If there were a plant occupation at your plant, would you participate?

During the 1996 G.M.-CAW contract negotiations the North Fabrication Plant (Peregrine) was taken over and occupied for about 8 hours by Local 222 members. At that time, in 1996, did you support or oppose the North Fab Plant occupation? 

Appendix ‘B’ – PROPOSED CHAPTER-BY-CHAPTER OUTLINE

Chapter One: Introduction to the problem; why it is of interest; summary of study and conclusion; summary of the following chapters.

Chapter Two: Literature review and how prior studies relate to the present study; some discussion of class consciousness studies by neo-Marxists and other since post World War II period, discussion of studies which examine embourgeoisement in a variety of locales (Goldthorpe, Wright, McKenzie, McKinnon, Devine). Discussion of Mann’s and Livingstone/Mangan’s conceptions of class imagery and class identification, how and whether these are related to class structure.

Chapter Three: Description of the present study; study’s methodology; 

Chapter Four: “Class Structure in Autotown” – descriptive and comparative statistical data, profile and local history of Oshawa, basic demographic profiles of respondents; profile and local history of union and General Motors.

Chapter Five: Findings and analysis of current expressions of working-class consciousness via expressions of working-class imagery and working-class identity among the surveyed workers of General Motors.

Chapter Six: Findings and analysis of current expressions of oppositional working-class consciousness among the workers of General Motors. Exploration of whether this particular group is inclined to participate in collective political action. 

Chapter Seven: Summary of findings; implications; suggested composition of future studies. 
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	�These are typically two of the most expensive consumer purchases made in the course of one’s lifetime (cite Statcan). The former (lower retail housing prices) is due to the local real estate market’s comparatively low prices (relative to major Canadian metropolitan areas and Oshawa’s close proximity to Toronto) and the latter (lower automobile costs) is due to a generous contractually-negotiated employee discount on G.M. vehicles. 


	� The term ‘class consciousness’ may also simply refer to the “patterned distribution of individual consciousnesses within the relevant aggregate, or it is a way of characterizing central tendencies (Wright, 1997: 382).” This description is not incompatible with the definition above.  


	� See for example Rinehart, 1975; Brym, 1985; Forcese, 1986; Hunter, 1986; Palmer, 1986; Livingstone, 1996; Seccombe and Livingstone, 2000.


	� Thus, when discussing the class consciousness of Canada’s proletariat I will cite literature from both of these Western industrial nations and will draw parallels where these are meaningful.


	� For example see Marx (1849; 1886), Weber (1920), Walt Warner (1949) and Warner Meeker and Eells (1960). More directly Livingstone and Mangan (1996) note that “The relationship between class structure and class consciousness has long been a central problematic within both the Marxist and Weberian paradigms of social inquiry (1996: 16).” 


	� This was in the context of agreeing with Raymond Aron (Democracy and Totalitarianism, 1968). 


	� For example see Beck, 1992; Bell, 1960; Gibson-Graham et al., 2000; Giddens, 1991; Laclau, 1979; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985; Lash and Urry 1994; Pakulski and Waters, 1996; Parkin, 1979 – Rosemary Crompton (1998, Ch. 5) and Meiksins-Wood (1998, Chs. 2 and 4) both provide an excellent overview of the literature that discusses the denial and atomization of class.


	� From an unprecedented high of 25,000 hourly (unionized) workers in 1986, Oshawa’s Auto complex had 11,500 employees at the time of this survey. 


	� In contrast, U.S. autoworkers must negotiate and support a private health-care plan which adds costs of approximately $3.50 (USD) per hour per person-hour worked. 


	� The group under study consists of two groups, assemblers and skilled tradespersons, within two car assembly plants and a truck assembly plant. All are located in the city of Oshawa, which is the largest automotive assembly operation in Canada. 


	� The four measures discussed by Mann are ‘Class Identity’, ‘Class Opposition’, ‘Class Totality’ and the ‘Conception of an Alternative Society’. These are discussed in detail by Mann (1973: 13).


	�  According to Mann (1973) class totality is the acceptance of the two previous ingredients (class identity and class opposition) as the defining characteristics of (a) one’s total social situation and (b) the whole society in which one lives (1973: 13).


	� The WCLS study (Livingstone, 1994) was designed to document the full range of informal, out-of-institution, learning, with a focus primarily on unionized working-class members and their families within Ontario. My portion of the WCLS study was conducted from 1994-1999 with workers at the General Motors car and truck assembly plants located in Oshawa, Ontario. A series of eighteen thematic, oral-history interviews were conducted with Local 222 members and their families using a oral life-history questionnaire, within a participatory-action research model. These interviews provide both a detailed account of workers’ out-of-institution, everyday learning experiences and a backdrop to the cultural life of working-class auto assembly workers.


	� Three of the 100 questionnaires were completed and returned in mid-2001 and early 2002. Although economic conditions were comparatively more tenuous in this later period, these three samples are not expected to affect the overall survey outcome in any significant way.


	� See for example Livingstone (1987: 195) or Myles and Forcese (1981).


	� Chinoy also said that advancement in the informal hierarchy on the assembly line was also deemed as advancement, even though it lacked greater responsibility and no additional demands in terms of job skills. Seniority was also not distinguished by these workers from promotion on the job.


	� However, Marx used the concept of social class in at least two ways: one in which the concept of class is linked to the exploitation of one’s labour and the second, in which social classes are interpreted in terms of one’s relation to the means of production (“possession, non-possession, possession to a degree insufficient to permit the employment of hired labour (1963: 127).” Ossowski reviewed the history of the concept from its earliest days to its current usage (1963: 19-37 and 121-131). 


	� The relation between overt political party support and embourgeoisement is discussed in Chapter 5 of McKenzie (1973) for example.


	� I plan to test highest educational attainment as well. I also hope to compare the attitudes of those workers who have experienced union education vs. those who have not.


	� It is assumed here that respondents do not necessarily identify themselves primarily via social class, but in a multiplicity of ways (1996: 131-149). 


	� The use of their economic advantage in itself says little of workers’ collective class consciousness, which Fantasia (1988), among others, would claim as something that might take place only during collective interaction such as walkouts, strikes or plant takeovers. 


	� Class solidarity represents a deeper level of class consciousness than class identification.


	� This factory owner’s testimony was made to the British Committee on Depression convened to examine the economic slump of 1886. The British Committee on Depression, convened to examine the economic slump of 1886, reported on the vastly improved conditions of the working class since the dire days of the 1840s, the commission reported: “There is no feature in the situation we have been called upon to examine, as satisfactory as the immense improvement which has taken place in the conditions of the working class (Heilbroner, 1967: 155).





-
-
-
-

