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ABSTRACT

WORKER’S FOLK CONSTRUCTIONS OF A PLANT CLOSING

By

Donald L. Tuski

Deindustrialization is an acute and chronic problem
within the United States as well as internationally. Because
of this there is a growing body of research on how the
constant movement of capital negatively impacts people.
However, despite all the detrimental effects of a plant
closing, workers in this study do not seem to question the
premises of capitalism. Criticism is instead directed at a
multitude of other variables, but the economy as a human
made system is not focused on as "the problem". This study
explores who and what workers blame for the closing in 1995
of the Lansing, Michigan plant of the Motor Wheel
Corporation in particular and deindustrialization in general
as well as how they blame. Special attention will be given
to the possible reasons why workers do not directly blame
capitalism in a climate of downsizing and plant closings.

Even with this growing amount of deindustrialization
literature, responses by workers are not easily understood.
The "folk constructions" of workers tend to be complex,
diverse, and dynamic. Included herein is an enormous amount
of creativity and ingenuity as well as insecurity and even

inconsistency. Many workers suffered in multiple ways while
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they struggled to "rationalize" the closing. Their

responses defy theoretical categorization, essentialism, and
"false consciousness" explanations. Thus, workers should not
be forced into theoretical constructs or reified.

This qualitative study of fifty people is based mostly
on interviews with some survey data. Chapter I introduces
the topic, need for this type of research, and a literature
survey. Chapter II focuses primarily on the history of the
Motor Wheel Corporation and utilizes newspaper articles as
well as Motor Wheel publications. Chapter III introduces the
people in this study with explicit and implicit themes. The
complexity of these workers is also introduced. Chapter IV
presents who and what workers blamed for the closing as well
as how they blamed. These expressions form the "folk
constructions" of the plant closing.

Chapter V discusses in some detail the possible reasons
why workers may not blame the economic system. It is shown
that a "false consciousness" explanation is too simplistic.
Also, the concepts of greed, social contract, moral economy,
and myth of meritocracy seem to deflect blame away from the
economy. It is further argued that a form of "common sense"
ideology, which implies that the economy is natural, helps
to shield capitalism from open and honest criticism by
limiting accepted discourse. Thus, these workers are not
only complex but rational-- using a "common sense" view of

the economy.
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FOLK CONSTRUCTIONS OF A PLANT CLOSING

CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Why a Plant Closing Study?
Deindustrialization and plant closings have been
household terms for many Americans throughout the Twentieth

Century and even in the Nineteenth Century. However, only
recently has it become a term used widely in the popular
press. With the rapid increase in plant closings starting in
the early 1970’'s more Americans have been affected. Thus,
the popular press has reported on deindustrialization and
its ramifications. However, there still is very little
analysis, academic or popular, on how individual workers
vary in their interpretation of this human tragedy.
Moreover, there is very little reporting on long-term
closures or "chronic closures".

The importance of such a study is significant in any
historical context, but especially today when people around
the world are facing both the flight and invasion of the
corporation. Because capitalism is a historically specific
economic system (Wolf 1982) it is even more important to
study plant closings and to study them as human-made events,
not "natural" phenomena. In short, plant closings or plant
movement overseas are not self-explained or inevitable, but
essentially problematic events.

1
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2

The nature of capitalism itself and its effects on
workers’ perspectives is also problematic. For example,
there is ample evidence now of the negative effect on the
American working class as well as the growing income gap
between the rich and the poor (Nasar 1992). Thus, democratic
societies are becoming less equal. However, as evidenced by
recent elections (1996), most Americans felt that the
economy was "ok". Understanding this paradox within the
context of an empirical study of a plant closing is a
central purpose of the research undertaken here. This study
will present "folk constructions" from about fifty people
involved with this plant closing in order to demonstrate a
diversity and complexity of expression not emphasized in the
current literature as well as to try and understand why
there were few workers who really questioned the economic
system. If deindustrialization in general and this plant
closing in particular are so devastating, why do workers not
call into question the economic system of capitalism?

At the same time, however, some workers still struggled
to understand the process of a plant closing. Their struggle
to understand what was happening to them and their community
produced a diversity of interpretations. These views could
also be understood as rational or "common sense", given the
context of the workers themselves. In this study, "rational"
réfers to how workers in a particular culture (American

culture), are constructing reasonable or understandable
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3
explanations and interpretations that help them to both cope
and understand this plant closing in particular and
deindustrialization in general. Therefore, rational refers
to how workers in this study make sense of what is
happening. The issue, however, is whether or not
"reasonable" understandings and interpretations call into
question the very nature of capitalism and its ideology. As
this study will show, most of the folk constructions
provided by the workers do not, at least not directly or
unequivocally, challenge the economic system. There were,
however, what seemed to be partial critiques that questioned
certain aspects or participants in the economic system, yet
there were no expressions that radically questioned
capitalism itself. Challenging the economic system in a
radical way would include, first and foremost, the rejection

of the logic of accumulation.

Theoretical Approach

Most of the literature on deindustrialization analyzes
plant closings from a more macro statistical view focusing
on policy and corporate behavior (e.g. Bluestone and
Harrison 1982, 1988; Bluestone and Bluestone 1992 and
Harrison 1994). They strongly argue, and with prescience,
that deindustrialization is a structural change in the
economy and not a cycle. Bluestone and Harrison’s The

Deindustrialization of America (1982) was a critical work
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4
because it offered the different paradigm needed to
understand plant closings as the
...widespread, systemic disinvestment in the
nation’s basic productive capacity...[where the]
problem with the U.S. economy can be traced to the
way capital--in the forms of financial resources
and of real plant and equipment--has been diverted
from productive investment in our basic national
industries into unproductive speculation, mergers
and acquisitions, and foreign investment (1982:6).
This view contradicted the prevailing liberal and
conservative economists during the Reagan years. It was not
until the late 1980’s, even early 1990’'s, that other
economists started to acknowledge this view. Thus, in 1988
Bluestone and Harrison produced The Great U-Turn, which
speaks to the fact that the average American worker was
losing buying power if not manufacturing jobs and this was
resulting in a growing division between the classes in
America. They cite the need and greed of corporate America
for increased profits. Slashing labor costs was and is the
most direct and fastest way to increase profits. This was
also in the context of a world economy that was rivaling and
surpassing the U.S. in efficiency--including energy use.
Harrison’s new book, Lean and Mean (1994), argues that the
big corporation is alive and well and has the resources to
be extremely flexible and innovative. Becoming "lean and
mean", Harrison argues, is the way corporations increase
profits by outsourcing certain activities that are less

crucial than other activities. This lessens their production

costs because the smaller vendors are not usually unionized
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5
and do not have the same benefits or pay as does a larger
firm such as General Motors. Also, he shows how these large
corporations make strategic alliances with other similar
corporations that will ensure their survival.

As the main framers of deindustrialization studies,
Bluestone and Harrison must be a starting point for any
plant closing study. However, deindustrialization theory,
while clearly articulating the essentially anti-labor
nature of the plant closing, fails to explain the rather
timid, almost acquiescent, nature of labor’s response to the
closings or the lack of a uniform response or reluctance to
challenge the closings. Furthermore, deindustrialization
theory does not provide a way to understand how macro
variables, such as the world economic system or the media,
interact with micro variables, such as work and family
history, to produce a very heterogenous working class.
Hence, there is "...no homogenous consciousness within the
working class" (McNally 1995:25). An attempted explanation
for this lack of a clear class consciousness and subsequegt
reaction against the actions of capital is found within an
orthodox Marxian perspective.

The traditional Marxian approach for this apparent lack
of resistance would be to employ a false consciousness
explanation for why workers do not see the economy as the
problem. Focusing on production, orthodox Marxian

perspectives argue that some workers do not see their own



6
exploitation where they have to sell their labor power and
become commoditized and dehumanized. But over time and as
conditions worsen, workers would start to comprehend their
exploitation and resist or even revolt. From this
perspective, some workers at this plant would see that they
were being exploited and commoditized or dehumanized and
form a revolutionary perspective that would call into
question the system of capitalism that would reject the
notion of accumulation. These would be radical workers; all
other workers would still have a false consciousness about
their situation.

As capitalism developed, empirical research discovered
that this traditional Marxian framework did not provide for
the growing complexity of workers. This complexity was
especially pronounced in managers who did not own the means
of production. They had differing class interests which
conflicted with owners and workers. Erik Olin Wright (1985)
took up the challenge of this complexity and developed his
concept of contradictory class relations. He placed managers
as well as state bureaucrats in this position because they
did not actually own the means of production, but managed
them. Hence, their interests were often at odds with workers
and sometimes with the owners of the means of production.
This clearly complicated their philosophical view towards
the economic system.

Although this moves class analysis further, it does not
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help with worker variation in terms of their consciousness.
Other researchers argue that the work site is not the
exclusive source of class consciousness. Calagione, Francis
and Nugent (1992) put forward the idea that work life and
home life cannot be easily separated. Views originating from
work flow into workers’ home life while views from home life
flow over into work and thus their interpretations on issues
of work can be informed from their private lives. Thus,
community studies, which look at workers in a broader
context, offer a better way to understand this interaction
and even the diversity within the working class.

Because these community studies start to incorporate
variables outside of the workplace they may also help to
explain why some people do not question the economic system
during a plant closing. Some of these studies focus on
effects of a plant closing on workers, their families, and
communities, and how they adapt (e.g. Perrucci/Targ 1988;
Hass 1985; Rothstein 1986), while still others focus on the
union, media and local government (i.e. Dandaneau 1996), but
few focus on the diversity of worker expressions and the
lack of criticism of capitalism. The work of anthropologists
such as Nash (1989) and Newman (1985a, 1985b, 1988, 1993,
1995) as well as Ehrenreich (1989) have been beneficial in
moving research toward more detailed micro analysis of
workers and how they can have different views. One major

source for worker variation, according to these authors, has
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8
to do with how economic trends in historical eras produce
different job opportunities. For example, one major trend
they refer to is the Golden Age of American capitalism
(1945-1973) (Wallerstein 1991) where the rapidly expanding
world economy, over which the United States was clearly
hegemonic, allowed many working people to have good paying
factory jobs. The economic trend today does not provide the
same economic opportunities for the working class. This
insight is not recognized, these authors argue, by the
people who benefitted the most (e.g. retirement-age people).
Thus, they have different views of the economy and society
in general. For this study, economic trends adds another
possible reason that workers would vary in their
interpretation of the plant closing and possibly not see the
economic system as the problem.

Nash (1989) also utilizes the notion of a "social
contract" between labor and management to represent the
historical relationship between the two. This theoretical
construct further articulates why workers coming of age in
different historical eras can vary in their responses to
deindustrialization and may not question the economic
system. Essentially, Nash sees the "social contract" as
being broken by the corporation. This agreement "...between
labor and corporations was based on an accord that ensured
labor peace and a minimum of political activity in return

for well-paid jobs for the primary sector of the work force"
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9

(Nash 1989:11) . However, as global competition eroded
America’s political and economic hegemony, corporations
turned to domestic labor for more profit. Thus, because the
corporation wanted more profit in a global economy, it
needed to sever any informal or "social" agreements with
domestic labor. It was able to accomplish this because of
its corporate hegemony developed over the years as well as
its ability to move to another site. As Nash (1995)
continues the theme of corporate hegemony and the breaking
of the "social contract", she, however, sees a generational
change in the view of the "social contract" where older
workers felt that a "social contract" had been violated and
where younger workers had not. It seems that the "social
contract" could be viewed as a partial critique of
capitalism or at least of the owners of capital. Also, older
workers who questioned the breaking of the "social contract"
could be pointing to some notion of "moral economy" where
unlimited profit is not accepted while the younger workers
could be buying into a philosophy that allows unlimited
profit; they have to adapt individually to the changing
economy. Younger workers may also have more affinity for
notions of individual meritocracy where they are
individually responsible for their employment as Newman
(1988) discusses below.

Even though the "social contract" is a beneficial

heuristic tool, one that is used to critique the
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corporation, it still tends to homogenize workers because it
does not allow for further variation within older or younger
workers. This seems to be the case with Nash’s study.
However, in my study, it allows for a starting point, but
needs to be transcended if a better understanding of how
worker views are constructed and why they do not criticize
the economic system.

Newman’s (1988) study documents and tries to explain
how once-middle class people deal with job loss and their
loss of middle class status. Newman looks at not only blue-
collar workers, but managers, the air-traffic controllers
fired by President Reagan, and women who have been abandoned
by their white-collar husbands. She combines detailed
ethnographic material with a feminist and somewhat leftist
economic critique, although remaining short of Marxist.
Newman finds that many people who lose their jobs first and
foremost blame themselves because of the meritocratic myth
common among Americans. This could be another reason workers
do not question the economic system. It is not part of the
popular American mythology. Thus, the use of the
meritocratic myth may deflect criticism away from
capitalism.

In 1993 Newman continued her study of America’s working
people, especially the middle class (loosely defined). In
this text, Newman places generation at the center of her

study. She is able to demonstrate quite convincingly that
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different generations have had and do have very different
economic opportunities. She generally concentrates on post-
World War II parents and their offspring (the Babyboomers) .
Newman argues that the GI Bill, low interest rates for
mortgages, and the strong, expanding economy of the 1950’s
allowed post-War parents to obtain large homes and be
solidly middle class. This middle class also included a
growing number of union factory workers. In today’s economy,
parents are able to reap the benefits of skyrocketing
housing costs while their children, who usually have more
education and are working as long or longer hours, are
barely able to stay near the middle class much less afford a
house.

Newman goes on to debunk the myth that the reason why
some babyboomers are not able to do as well as their parents
is because "they want it all now." In fact, Newman points
out that post-War parents often had more in their twenties
and thirties than their young adult offspring. Newman’s
connection between wealth and generation is thoughtful and
helpful in trying to understand the workers’ varied
responses to plant closings and why workers may not
challenge the economic system.

Newman (1995) now argues for a broader view of
deindustrialization that includes how varied it is between
and within communities as well as between workers.

The economic effects of deindustrialization add up
to an assault on the standard of living and social
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security of most working Americans. Yet their
concrete impact on class and occupational groups
in the United States varies considerably, for each
community confronts economic hardship with
different resources in the form of skills, work
histories, educational credentials, financial
cushions, and cultural supports" (1995:125).
Newman, in this latest work, argues for a closer study of
the symbolic dimension of deindustrialization (1995:143)
that includes language--similes, analogies, and metaphors.
"Understanding this texture, and the variation in experience
it produces, is an important part of the anthropologist’s
task where downward mobility is concerned" (Ibid). "How do
workers who have spent their entire working lives in the
confines of one factory conceptualize the collapse of the
economic infrastructure that defines their lives? What is
the relationship between deindustrialization and identity?"
(1995:140) . These two questions Newman raises are addressed
in this study. Furthermore, "...anthropological studies have
shown that plant failures can occasion critical reflections
on the ’‘abandonment of tradition,’ a reading of economic
tragedy as moral collapse" (see Dudley 1994; Newman 1985Db,
1988 as cited in Newman 1995:140). Like the concept of a
"social contract", the notion of a moral collapse may be
closely related to ideas of a "moral economy”. Newman
concludes by also stating that "[i]t remains the
anthropologist’s task to understand what this powerful,

disorganizing force [i.e. deindustrialization] means in the

everyday lives of the communities we study" (1995:145). Such



s the ¢
s o

LA
£ Ak
cre ci

::,QSQ dlffe
ornoms o .
Frever, th
Srcup of wa,
e o e
'.--:hiu the .
St:j‘ed in 4.
:::em_enn3
ha Closy,
::f:e

{



13
is the concern of this research.

The meaning of deindustrialization is also explored by
one of Newman’s students, Kathryn Marie Dudley, in her book
The End of the Line: Lost Jobs, New Lives in Postindustrial
America (1994). Dudley offers a further step toward linking
empirical data on deindustrialization to theory with her
discussion of "social Darwinism" and the class debate held
outside of academia by working people. The "tradition of
opportunity" is being questioned by more people in the
United States as Dudley documents from a Chrysler assembly
plant in Kinosha, Wisconsin. But at the same time, others in
the community, the "self-proclaimed visionaries [teachers,
businessmen, and local politicians] have also developed a
symbolic language for expressing their understanding and
tacit approval of deindustrialization" (1994:xxiv). Hence,
Dudley "...explores the cultural factors that give rise to
these different ways of experiencing and interpreting
economic disorder" (1994:xxii) found in a community.
However, this study investigates the diversity within a
group of workers from the same plant, not the diversity of
the community. Such concentration on the divergent views
within the working class is not an area that has been
studied in detail. This study is in the process of
interpreting the emerging patterns of "understandings" of a
plant closing and the extent and manner in which they

reflect a critical consciousness of capitalism and how its
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mechanisms work.

Another way to view workers and how they are different
is presented by Lockwood (1982). He defined three types of
workers and suggests that the community where workers live
also provides a source for workers to develop a class
consciousness. This opens the way for variation in worker
views to be better understood. Lockwood divided workers into
three groups that included deferential traditional workers
who defer leadership, prestige, and authority to management.
There is a strong hierarchical view of society in which
these workers do not strive to reach the status of their
leaders (business and political). These workers also believe
in "natural" leaders and false or spurious leaders. Finally,
deferential traditional workers would not be radical and
would not question the economic system. They believe in the
system and most of the leaders as natural.

There are also privatized workers according to Lockwood
who do not identify with any working class philosophy.

In fact, they neither identify with their fellow workers
much at all, nor do they identify with management. In this
case, community is not a strong influence on their
consciousness, but neither is the workplace. These workers
see work in a very instrumental way-- to make money to buy
what they need and want. They, too, would not question the
economy. They would also believe in its naturalness.

Finally, there were workers Lockwood labels as
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traditional proletarians, who are the most radical and class
conscious. These workers live and work in tight working-
class communities. By working together and then socializing
together, workers can discuss their similar material
conditions and develop strong ties with each other. This
increases the chances that workers will find common
criticisms directed at management and possibly the economic
system. Thus, it is very likely that this group would
develop a more dichotomous view of society regarding owners
and workers. Issues of power and "we" versus "they" become
strong aspects of their vernacular. They see their
exploitation and become the most radical. Therefore,
Lockwood moves the discussion forward by presenting three
varieties of workers. But these are definitions and do
little to help us understand the different responses workers
have regarding a plant closing. They do not represent the
complexity or even contradictions workers have about their
lives in the context of a plant closing.

In order to understand how workers come to understand a
plant closing as well as not question the economic system,
several theoretical concepts from the above works have to be
used. The "social contract" as Nash (1989) defines it helps
in this process because it implies that there is some
understanding between labor and management that is not based
on a strictly market mentality. But the "social contract"

with its emphasis on the relationship between labor and
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management may actually help to displace blame away from the
economy. Even though workers may not overtly say they
believe in a "social contract" per se, they may describe the
relationship in language that suggests it. Responses that
supported notions of a "social contract" referred to changes
in management and corporate philosophy or treatment of
workers. One salient example is: "There was a time when you
could give your working years to a corporation and they
would take care of you through old age. But not now. They
just use you up and throw you away."

The concept of a "social contract" is also related to
notions of a "moral economy" (Wilk 1996) where again market
mentality does not completely dominate and there is a sense
of fairness and what is right. The use of greed by workers
may imply how management is breaking the "social contract"
or violating a sense of fairness or morality. Because class
consciousness is an often utilized theoretical concept that
workers do not often use explicitly, it is difficult to
identify its presence empirically (Fantasia 1995). However,
issues surrounding class may surface in the context of a
strike or in this case, a plant closing, that galvanize
workers to a certain degree against an opposition (i.e.
management) . This could be represented through the use of
the term "greed" and may then be more of an "emergent value"
(Fantasia 1995:280) developing from a plant closing in the

context of wide-spread deindustrialization and record
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corporate profits. The use of greed, like the breaking of
the "social contract" allows for the blaming of something or
somebody (i.e. corporate America), but still deflects
criticism away from capitalism. This is also the case with
the idea of meritocracy where individual achievement is
paramount and "explains" the successes or failures of most
Americans. Believing in this philosophy leaves little room
for criticizing the system. Thus, the meritocracy myth helps
to explain why workers may not question the economic system.

These theoretical constructs (from "social contract" to
"class consciousness", "moral economy" and the "meritocracy
myth") may or may not reflect criticism of the capitalist
economic system and may help to explain why workers are not
more radical. But these are theoretical models. Workers may
not use these same constructs to express their views on a
plant closing or the economy. Thus, how to study and
understand the ways in which people talk about their lives
becomes a problem. Furthermore, how their expressions are
possibly manifested in the theoretical constructs mentioned
above also becomes an issue.

Therefore, the nature of the phenomenon (in this case,
folk constructions of a plant closing in the context of a
capitalist culture) informs the theoretical and
methodological approach. This approach needs to be flexible
to accommodate the wide spectrum of responses workers may

have regarding a plant closing. Because of this, the work of
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cultural Marxists such as Willis (1977), MacLeod (1987,
1995) and especially Foley (1990) provides an important
starting point for comprehending the varying responses to a
plant closing as well as why many workers only partially
critique the economic system, if they critique it at all.
This approach uses the discursive interplay between the
subject and the author. This discursive interplay leads to
"[b]leing dialogic with the subjects of the study...[and]
generally suggests a greater intellectual openness and
political and emotional vulnerability on the part of the
investigator" (Foley 1990:xvii).

All the authors from this perspective focus on how
capitalist culture is reproduced or resisted. Capitalist
culture is defined as materialistic, competitive,
individualistic, and unegalitarian as well as classist,
racist, and sexist (Foley 1990). Furthermore, capitalist
culture involves treating people as things (Ibid). This view
stresses how capitalist culture, both in the workplace and
beyond, is not reproduced or resisted in a clear cut way
such as the more traditional Marxists suggest. There are too
many variables that influence a person’s views and that
production is not the sole determinant. These authors go to
great lengths to show the complexity of responses to
capitalist culture without losing their historical
materialist base. Thus, this approach enables researchers to

analyze not just the relations of production, but their
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cultural practices stemming from this relationship, which
may manifest in various expressions outside of the
workplace. Just as important, this approach also allows for
analysis that considers influences from outside of the
production process such as those from popular culture.
People may then be seen as complex and dynamic; this is
critical for the present study because seeing workers as
"just" workers is too simplistic and positivist.

Therefore, this study is in the spirit of the work of
Foley: "non-positivist science and rationality grounded in
personal experience" (1990:206). Because many workers ended
with characteristics