Work culture and skill in the Linwood car factory, 1963-81
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Upon opening in 1963 Linwood was the only car-manufacturing site in Scotland. It was conceived as a major regional policy tool to tackle unemployment associated with the decline of heavy industries in the west of Scotland, as well as a new phase in industrial restructuring.
 Despite subsequent changes in ownership and government investment the factory closed in 1981. The prevailing dominant narrative tends to attribute this ‘failure’ to difficult industrial relations at the plant arising from a clash between work cultures: craft-based bespoke production, an embedded feature of Scottish industrial work experience, and automated assembly. This explanation of poor industrial relations is put forward by Lee: ‘Established forms of work … had been hard but varied. Their replacement with easier but boring and repetitious work did not provide an easy or attractive exchange for the workers. The level of the performance of the workforce turned out to be poorer than expected by the employers’.
 Similarly, Knox suggests that it was the failure of car workers to adapt to assembly-line production that formed the basis of many of the industrial relations problems in the late twentieth century.
 Likewise, this is a view shared by Hood and Young who argue that one of the key reasons for industrial conflict in the car plant was the dissimilar production techniques in the car industry in comparison to traditional industry.
 However, the use of oral testimony provides a source rich in detail about perceptions of the nature of work at Linwood. Utilizing material from in-depth, multiple interviews with 23 former employees of the Linwood car factory, this paper explores one of the key assumptions made about the workforce at Linwood; that its occupational background contributed to poor industrial relations.

The ‘clash of cultures’ narrative assumes that a large portion of the Linwood workforce, which peaked at around 7,500 in the mid-1970s, came to the plant after working in the traditional industries. Linwood was the destination for those leaving the declining sectors of shipbuilding and engineering where craft skill and bespoke production predominated. This assumption is explored in the oral testimonies, which indicate a range of occupational backgrounds and mixed skill profiles at the car plant. Only two individuals from the sample group had shipyard experience prior to working in the car plant, although one of these, Peter Gordon, who became an inspector at Linwood, claimed that many had left shipbuilding to work at the plant. His foreman’s response had been: ‘not another one … off to join the bonanza’.
 The other ex-shipyard worker Archie Watson, a semi-skilled operator in the Unit Machine Block, partly concurs: ‘ … there was one fella that actually came from Singers in Clydebank and there was a lot of people … that came from Clydebank and some o’ them came from shipyards, some came fae Singers or whatever’.
  

Others from the sample group talk about the many time-served tradesmen who joined the Linwood workforce. These testimonies reveal a motivation to seek work at the plant:   ‘ … the money. Everybody at that time, the money was the attraction to Linwood. Mair money. There was people workin’ in Linwood wae trades like mechanics, painters, joiners, ye had every, every trade worked in Linwood on the assembly line because of the money’.
 Similarly when asked whether people had come to Linwood from skilled backgrounds Douglas McKendrick stated: ‘It was the money that drew everybody’.
 This apparently applies to time-served workers also, with money recurrently emphasised as the key extrinsic reward attracting workers to Linwood: ‘Ye know, it was, was a great job that way … the pay at that time, coming off the roofs an’ that an’ goin on [t]ae the lines was phenomenal’.

These testimonies partly support dominant assumptions about the composition of the workforce. They also partly reinforce standard perspectives for industrial sociology about the labour process and its tensions. In the Affluent Worker study Goldthorpe et al., noted that: ‘… it was the immediate relationship between men and their jobs which was the aspect of their work most capable of producing either some feeling of personal fulfilment or, on the other hand, some clear sense of deprivation’.
 Thus linking the ‘nature’ of work to intrinsic rewards. For many workers the technologically driven, routinized nature of assembly-line production work was dissimilar to their craft-based production background where there had been a degree of independent working and bespoke craftsmanship. Assembly-line workers were generally categorised as semi-skilled and worked in repetitive jobs that provided few intrinsic rewards.

For Braverman, such Taylorist division of labour led to the deskilling of work as it separated knowledge from practical application.
 With the stages of the production process broken down to limited tasks the work was highly repetitive. The introduction of scientific management principles in the system of Measured Day Work in the South Plant from 1963 and the North Plant in 1968 meant that work was timed and rated.
 Furthermore, management set the pace of the machines. Consequently, during peak periods workers on the car assembly line were capable of producing 60 vehicles per hour. When asked about work on a day-to-day basis Barry Stubbs, who worked in the Car Assembly Building, stated: ‘It was repetition all the time. Complete repetition.  Once you got to do your, to know your job, you just went through it. Just like being a robot! … You were a robot … You were in to do your job’.
 This narrative on the repetitive nature of assembly-line work is reinforced in a second interview: ‘ … it was a horrible job. Imagine being on a track for eh, every day in life doing sixty cars an hour. That was your job. As soon as you went in there you didnae need a foreman, the line was your foreman’.
 This participant became one of the inspection staff, but even then his job was repetitive. As a ‘Viewer’ on final inspection he worked underneath the high track with a checklist of twenty-one items, inspecting a car a minute.
 This testimony is consistent with empirical evidence on the composition of the workforce at the time of Linwood’s closure in 1981. This indicated that 14.3 per cent of the 4893 employees were classed as ‘manual skilled workers’, whereas 49.3 per cent were ‘manual semi-skilled’ and a further 15.7 per cent were ‘manual unskilled’. Evidence suggests that many of the semi-skilled workers were likely to have worked on the main assembly lines and sub-assembly lines.
 This evidence and the oral narratives strongly suggest a continual deskilling process and subsequent absence of intrinsic rewards. They support Braverman’s model of work intensification and greater managerial control associated with both increased mechanization and scientific management principles. In this respect the established explanation of conflict at Linwood holds true.

Dominant narratives are not entirely supported, however, by the Linwood sample, with, for example, a wide variety of attitudes to work exhibited: ‘I hated it … the noise was terrible … people brushing past you, they’re workin’ on the line you know’.
 Alternately, George Wilson stated: ‘I enjoyed it, I enjoyed everyday, I enjoyed goin tae ma work doon there, ye wouldnae believe it an awe I wis doin’ was workin’ on a line drillin’ holes’.
 Similarly, David Crawford claimed: ‘it was an experience. I enjoyed it and if I, if the place opened up the morrow, I would go back to the job I left’.
 However, he then seemed to contradict himself when asked whether his job was interesting: ‘Naw it was, it was boring actually. Boring, doing the same thing day in, day out … you’re doing the same job fur eight hours or whatever it was. And it, just a wee machine went round aw day, aw day long’.
 This apparent contradiction can be explained in the following narratives, which reveal control over the pace of work on the assembly line as an important element of engagement with work. It appears that the desire for a better wage and some control over work converge as perceived advantages to the job of line worker at Linwood.  

Although tedious, the assembly-line work was considered easy and provided the opportunity to exercise control over the workplace. All of the semi-skilled assembly operators in the sample, with the exception of Barry Stubbs, constructed a narrative of work that was so easy they worked faster than the dictated speed. Subsequently they could work on vehicles further back on the line and ‘create’ time away from it. For instance, David Crawford, ‘I worked with another chap right, so we worked … a half hour on, a half hour off’.
 Likewise, Douglas McKendrick’s narrative supports the notion that eventually assembly workers were able to obtain job control – to some degree – in that they were able to share their work and work back on the line to gain time: ‘after yer at it a while ye just looked at the screws an’ they jumped in’. He later stated: ‘ye got so good at the job ye could do the two sides … So ye used to work half hour breaks’.
 This experience was shared by George Wilson who described the job as being fairly straightforward. Eventually he could work back up the line completing his work before the machine brought it to his station on the line: ‘it was night shift an’ ye were only workin’ five hours oot the ten hours. An oot that five hours ye, ye were only workin’ two, that sort o thing’.
 He worked with a ‘mate’ drilling holes on either side of each vehicle. However, he claimed that he was able to complete both their jobs. This allowed one to rest while the other worked, and both to work further back on the line, enabling two hours breaks: ‘I had my bed under a table; it was great’.
                  

Oral testimony evidence suggests such practice was commonplace and accepted by foremen. Rodger McGuinness told of working in pairs to fit headlining on the front and the back of the car. Eventually he was able to do both ends and the men worked in turns enabling one of them to take a break and play dominoes or chess: ‘the foreman says to us, “I don’t care: you can work five hours about if you like”’.
 However, McGuinness also acknowledged that not all workers could structure their workload in such a way. Workers on the high track seemed to be less able to achieve this level of job control. The testimony of Barry Stubbs above constructed a narrative of negative engagement with his work: he ‘hated’ his work and only stayed as he had a mortgage to pay.
 However, his testimony notes his inability to leave the line or even negotiate the pace of work thus denying the opportunity of some control. The evidence suggests that the level of engagement was not necessarily rooted in the work process itself but linked to the degree of control workers had over their time on the assembly line. 

Oral testimony is not, of course, unproblematic or straightforward. The source material in this paper has been analysed from reconstructive, interpretive and reflexive perspectives. Consideration has certainly been given to potential exaggeration of the amount of control workers had over their work. There is, for example, evidence in the entire sample that there was constant pressure on foremen and inspectors to increase the rate of production, which could undermine assertions of working back along the line. Yet given the similarities between the narratives from dissimilar interviewees, there is a commonality in the testimonies with foremen allowing workers back on the line as long as production was maintained.
  

Furthermore, I have argued elsewhere, using documentary sources, that to a large extent workers at Linwood displayed elements of craft attitudes in terms of ‘intrinsic rewards’ concurrent with those of Goldthorpe et al.
 Hence, as Knox noted, ‘craft attitudes were, at least for a time, kept alive in a totally different working environment’.
 Demands for greater control, autonomy and initiative by the shop stewards and convenors are evidence of a desire for intrinsic rewards. Consequently, job control and the speed of the assembly line were two of the key areas of conflict at Linwood. What becomes apparent is that while those working on the assembly line appeared to relinquish control, obtaining and maintaining control over their pace of work was a central tenet underpinning the nature of work in the car plant and the ‘rewards’ associated with it. Within this varied pattern there appears to be a correlation between background and narratives produced. The oral testimonies reveal a more complex pattern of working cultures than that which has appeared in the literature, with a substantial heterogeneity of experience at Linwood.  
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