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Abstract

This thesis is based on an ethnographic case study of a London building site. The
social organisation of building work and building workers was framed by the city,
and cross-cut by class, race and gender, the structures and processes of which are
explored throughout.

The fieldwork site was characterised by racial divides between subcontracted
trade groups, which were organised around informal networks within ethnic
communities. Those communities, in their turn, were bounded by patterns of gift-
exchange, reciprocity and ensuing loyalties. Networked contacts, which were
predominately ascribed by social, ethnic and regional origins, formed an aspect of the
perpetuation of race and class structures.

Strong notions of trust and loyalty fostered illegitimate activities because
information concerning rule-breaking was kept within the communities and went
undetected by agencies representing the formal law. Informal networks were also
contrived and engineered by entrepreneurial subcontractors whose relationships with
building contractors and consultants were characterised by gift-giving. This process
shielded competition from rivals and closed down the competitiveness of the
construction market. ‘Embedded’ economic relations excluded recent migrant groups
and their subcontracted representatives by blocking access to jobs and contracts,
despite the groups’ ability to offer cheaper and harder-working labour.

Contractual arrangements were informal and sometimes illicit, and this
erected barriers to legal and regulatory power. Coupled with short-term and
ephemeral working practices, a social order partly supported by the threat of violence
was established. The masculinity expressed by builders was, in part, a consequence of
this display of violence.

The building industry was virtually a ‘non-modern’ organisation whose social
relations were marked by network morality, nepotism, reciprocity, gift relations and
the threat of violence. Yet, violence underpinned forms of social power, which

manufactured the imbalance of false reciprocities.
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Its inhabitants are, as the man once said, ‘whores, pimps, gamblers and sons of
bitches,” by which he meant Everybody. Had the man looked through another peep-
hole he might have said: ‘saints and angels and martyrs and holy men’, and he would

have meant the same thing.

John Steinbeck, 1937: 1



Introduction

Builders construct, repair and maintain the physical infrastructure of our societies.
They work in the most private spaces of our homes and workplaces, and we rely on
and trust their achievements in almost every moment of our lives. Despite this, we
know very little about them because we take them for granted. Inevitably people have
to build and maintain the buildings we live, work and play in, and it is their lives,
cultures and actions that this thesis describes.

Originally, my aim was to tell a story about the lives of building workers
through the tradition of the Chicago School of sociology so as to amplify builders’
voices and communicate their social world to a wider audience. I intended to
participate in the social life of builders, discover their thoughts and feelings and,
extract form and social order from their discrete but complex social world. I had
worked as a builder for some years previously and saw that a thesis about builders
could be used to describe a section of the ‘social mosaic’ (Becker, 1970). However, in
trying to tell their story, I came to realise that it was inseparable from stories related to
class, race and gender. These elements structured and impinged upon their lives, and
were further shaped by London, the post-industrial city that formed the backdrop to
the set in which the builders lived and performed their lives, and which provided a site
for my research. The city was further situated as a node in the intense global capitalist
economy, and, like building and builders, it has had a long history. I could not tell the
builders’ story separate from these factors.

In chapter 1 the story begins with the history and structure of the building
industry, which was almost pre-industrial, or non-modern, in its organisation.
Although changes occurred across the period of modemity and industrialisation with
the decline of the guilds and the emergence of general contracting companies,
builders and the building industry revealed numerous continuities with the past. The
building industry’s archaic nature meant that builders could not be seen as part of the
industrial proletariat. Their history was older.

Chapter 2 describes my position as researcher on a State-commissioned
building project, my methodological and epistemological assumptions, and the
problems and nuances of ethnographic research.

Chapter 3 describes the particular build that I participated in, and the
relationships between the State, its buildings and its builders, set against the backdrop



of the hegemony of the free market and the marketisation of governance. I examine
the complex organisational nature of the build and the problems encountered in
reaching an agreement between all the parties involved, and I highlight how
management theories, government legislation and bureaucratic regulatory measures
were introduced (unsuccessfully) to redress and frame conflicts between the parties. I
also describe how bureaucratic methods were underpinned by informal negotiations,
and the formation and maintenance of informal alliances, alliances that functioned to
skew formal organisational methods.

Chapter 4 examines the emergence, function and organisation of the
subcontract system through which the manual workers were employed. The informal
information networks that subcontractors utilised to recruit inexpensive and
informally-controlled labour were related to the very tangible ethnic and geographical
trade divisions present on the building site.

Chapter 5 addresses the diverse ways in which the builders became builders.
They were found to interpret their life trajectories as contingent upon external social,
political and economic circumstances. It is argued that their lives were indeed
contingent upon these extraneous circumstances, which combined with the patterning
of social networks and contributed to the reproduction of class, race and gender
structures.

Chapter 6 analyses formal systems of work control and discovers an absence
of formal managerial demands. Instead the builders possessed a high degree of
autonomy and a ‘craft work ethic’, in which work conflict was kept to a minimum by
informal reciprocal administration methods.

Chapter 7 examines workplace culture and the games played at work. This
was related to the synthetic and imposed structure of time. The intensification of time
was associated with modernity, and the relationship between time structure and ‘shop-
floor’ behaviour and culture is explored. In both chapters 6 and 7, the creative and
collusive nature of the builders’ culture is emphasised.

Chapter 8 focuses on the gendered nature of building site culture with an
emphasis on the body as economic capital, interactive power and a wider source of
discursive status. Corporal capital was a valuable commodity, and the symbolic power
of bodies in relation to bellicose posturing were associated with the pre-industrial
non-contractual, informal and ephemeral nature of the building industry. Shop-floor

behaviour was framed by this somatic and archaic culture.



Chapter 9 tackles issues of reciprocity and trust in relation to social networks,
employment and social control. An ethnic subcontracting dynamic operated which
reproduced ethnic divisions and formed a backdrop to expressions of racism and
discrimination. The relationships between subcontractors, contractors and consultants
are analysed, and it is revealed that they were contrived by gift exchange mechanisms
predicated on trust and long-term relationships which negated the possibility of a fully
competitive market.

Chapter 10 describes the builders’ economic lives. Their incomes were not
only made up of formal wages, but also of extra income acquired through informal
means. It is argued that informal and formal ways of making a living were intimately
tied to one another. Informal economic action did not necessarily secure direct and
tangible forms of income, but acted to manufacture economic cushions and build
network alliances which in turn patterned class, race and gender structures.

Chapter 11 brings the story to an end and draws together the preceding plot
and subplots into a discussion of the builders’ lives, set against the backdrop of

* intense modernity and its concomitant social structures.

Throughout the thesis I have ordered the social world of the building site through the
linguistic categories that the builders themselves used. In this sense, the term
‘builders’ is a blanket term to describe all the actors involved in the collective product
of building. This term is subdivided into trades and positions: management, quantity
surveyors, labourers, and tradesmen; and these are further divided into particular
trades, and further still into named individuals. All place, company and personal
names have been changed, but I have tried to reproduce the flavour of the builders’
terms and colloquialisms. To this end I frequently use parochial argot and apply
nicknames to some of the characters. I hope to have remained faithful to their social

world.



Chapter 1

Making Buildings:
History and Overview of the Construction Industry

Nature, Society and Buildings

Buildings are central to social life. In their most basic form they serve as protective
structures to house bodies away from nature (c.f. Giddens, 1991). Within buildings,
internal layouts are fashioned to create organised and predictable spaces in which to
undertake social life. In these spaces, physical action becomes habitualised and taken
for granted, resulting in physical and psychological security and economy. Buildings
are, then, tools utilised for risk reduction and the creation and maintenance of
security; machines designed to regulate nature.

Dwellings are physical areas that provide organisational arenas for ‘the
social’. They protect individuals and families, but also provide the space and
symbolism to anchor and enclose the institution of the family. Physical spaces bind
social institutions because (until very recently) people must be bought together in
space to perform institutional behaviour. Thus for example, churches and temples
symbolise the power of gods and dramatise the sacred relics they contain. Castles and
palaces symbolise monarchical power and exemplify corporal power by housing
armies. Prisons symbolise the power of the State and, by containing the deviant,
radiate disciplinary power (Foucault, 1977), and massive office blocks symbolise,
embody and contain the power of capital. Buildings are physical manifestations of the
subjective world, arenas whereby the virtual-social becomes real and objective. In this
sense, a building is part of what reifies the social, that is, a built structure works back
upon social action by distributing bodies in space and providing a symbolic backdrop
for social performances. In dramaturgical terms, buildings provide the set against

which actors perform their show (c.f. Goffman, 1959).

Social Convention and Building

Buildings are designed for different uses. This is reflected in their internal structures,
and these have altered substantially through history. Most of us no longer sleep, eat,
work and have sex in a single space shared with our extended family as we did in the
past. As Foucault argues, during the late 17 century the ‘tolerant familiarity with the

illicit’ (1976: 3) became subject to disciplinary regulation. Consequently, throughout
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the 18" and 19™ centuries, sexuality became governed and segregated into specific
areas in the home, brothel or mental institution. Associated with the rise of
conventions of sexuality and the sacredness of the body, the internal space of
buildings became divided and bounded. Modern family houses for example, are very
similar in their structure (until very recently) because modem discourses, conventions,
and monetary economy frame their structure.

The majority of European houses are based upon the Georgian plan, which
created semi-public and private space within which to undertake conventional family
routines. Bounded to provide specific sets for specific actions, social performance
became ritualised in even the most private spaces: the bedroom for sleeping, dressing,
being naked and having sex; the water closet for washing and ridding the body of
waste matter; the kitchen for eating and preparing food. External spaces surrounding
buildings also became bounded. With the rise of private ownership, fences and
borders were erected as symbolic barriers to demarcate private property. The
intensification of trade bought boundary roads between buildings and social centres,
and boundaries channelled the movement of bodies in space, organising and speeding
communication and interdependency. The intensification of modernity demanded that
water and fuel were bought into dwellings, and structures were built and planned into
buildings to deliver these materials.

Buildings and interlinking structures, such as roads and paths, routinise and
regulate social and bodily movements by safeguarding and shielding against nature’s
hazards. As the modernist architect LeCorbusier wrote: ‘The regulating line is an
assurance against capriciousness... it is one of the vital operations of architecture’
(1923: 75). It follows, then, that any space external to what has been built or doctored
by human agency will be the converse of routine organisation. It will lie within the
sphere of nature, the realm of multi-contingent complexity, unpredictability, danger
and the resulting physical and subjective insecurity. It is in this realm that builders
work. In constructing the physical manifestation of the social world, builders spend
much of their time outside that world, on the margins of modernity’.

Buildings are large, immobile and built into their place of consumption. If all
parts of a building were pre-fabricated in a factory, someone would still have to

assemble them at their final site of function. In manufacturing industry, where

! North American literature focussing on builders tacitly reflects this. Reimer (1979) and Applebaum (1981)
present builders in the image of heroic frontiersmen almost akin to the Cowboy.
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production is commonly organised by Fordist assembly-line principles, products are
divided into small units and moved on a conveyor belt to a stationary worker. In the
factory therefore, workers can be observed and tightly governed. A building however,
cannot be subdivided into small units and moved to the worker. Builders must move
around a structure taking the parts with them. Furthermore, because buildings make
space private, builders work in private space. This makes observation problematic,
and, observation is control. Foucault (1977) suggested that architecture assisted and
conveyed disciplinary control: the school, prison and the factory relayed discipline
through an architecture of possible observation.

It is builders that erect the architectures that provide the infrastructure of
control. Consequently there can be little architecture to control builders. In this sense,
they have quite an unrivalled freedom compared to other manual occupations;
freedom of movement, culture, self-presentation, work task, and of who and who not
to work for. Furthermore, in erecting a building, the workspace will be in constant
transition because new parts will be added to the structure each day. The product is, in
Reimer’s (1979) terms, ‘emergent’, which can make for a hazardous work
environment because the workspace changes shape from moment to moment. For
example, a mason may move boards from parts of a scaffold to work on the masonry
behind them. The mason may then vacate this space to fetch extra materials, leaving a
large and hazardous hole in the scaffold. Builders must then be careful in
habitualising and routinising their behaviour on the fringes of moderity because it
will be packed with unpredictable risks.

Gheradi and Nicoloni (2002) describe how builders learn to negotiate
unpredictable workspaces. They show how working knowledge largely consists of
skills that can only be learnt in practice and not prescribed beforehand because of the
unpredictability of builders’ workspaces. Builders learnt to avoid risks by seeing and
imitating, following injunctions such as ‘look’ and ‘be careful’, which were enforced
by phrases such as ‘you must’, or ‘never’. The injunctions protect the immediate work
group by producing on-going cognitive changes in their awareness. Gheradi and
Nicoloni term these processes ‘the tacitalisation of danger’, ‘in which feeling,
knowing and understanding are intermeshed’ (2002: 213). This is what builders call
‘common sense’ or ‘being aware’. They must be constantly aware, and this awareness

must be communicated to and by the work group (see also Haas, 1977).
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The work world of builders is almost the converse of the security that is
maintained by buildings. It is particularly insecure, physically demanding, risky, dirty
and dangerous. Between the advent of the 1974 Health and Safety at Work Act and
2000, three thousand building workers died in building site accidents in Britain
(Higgins, 2000). As a percentage of total workers, building is second only to
agriculture in its number of workplace fatalities,‘ and 4 times higher than industry as a

whole (Health and Safety Executive, 2003).

Making Society

George Orwell (1932) reasoned that the poorly paid and little respected coal-miner
was the backbone of industrialisation. Without his hard labour, industrial society
would be unable to function. The same could be said of builders, because, without
their labour, recognisable social life would cease. There are other parallels between
builders and miners in terms of their culture and work organisation (see chapter 6).
Like the miner, in creating the physical structure of society, the builder occupies a
workspace somewhere between nature and society. For example, builders’ work lives
are contingent upon weather patterns and the seasons. This was eloquently noted by

Mike Cherry, steel erector and writer:

The most obvious, relentless, whimsically malevolent enemy of the man who works
outdoors is the weather. He is more aware of the state of the weather than of that of the
nation’s economic health. The weather is more immediate. Construction slows in a
recession and stops in a depression, but these conditions develop through longish
blocks of time, and a man has an opportunity to make adjustments and seek solutions.
But if the rent is due on Friday and he is rained out on Wednesday and Thursday, his
problem is in the here and now... Still, financial vagaries aren’t the worse problem. The
worst thing is sheer physical discomfort. Hell, call it pain. Some people can take it
better than others, but none of us is happy about it. (1974: 77-78)
Building tradesmen must be aware of weather patterns even from moment to moment.
To plaster a wall for example, the plasterer must utilise a kind of informal, tacit and
heuristic knowledge of the interactions between his materials and the natural
environment. Plaster will ‘go off” (dry) at different speeds depending upon the
amount of heat and moisture in the surrounding area. The plasterer must be aware of
these conditions when mixing up and adding the various coats that are combined to
construct closed and level surfaces.
Building requires manual dexterity and heuristic handicraft skills to be applied

directly and locally onto the product. In association with problematic observation, this
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is why building is difficult to control at a distance; builders require freedom of
movement and thought in their tasks. Bob Reckman, carpenter and writer, aptly
highlighted this: ‘The working carpenter must decide a thousand times a day what is
good enough — where to place himself and his work among the almost infinite
possibilities of perfection or compromise’ (1979: 76). ‘Infinite possibilities’ negate
the prospect of a managerial monopolisation of task knowledge and shield building
work from bureaucratic control. The building industry has thus been quite immune to
the dynamic outlined in Braverman’s (1974) thesis of the increasing control of work
tasks (see chapter 6). Scientific management systems have not and cannot monopolise
building knowledge because this knowledge must be mobile, localised and heuristic.
Builders are therefore relatively autonomous, and this is exacerbated by the
immobility of buildings, forcing builders to travel to different areas in search of work.
They cannot live and work in homogenous occupational communities like the
historical miner or factory worker because they travel to where building work is, and
when the building is completed they must move to another job, another building, in

another geographical area.

Continuity and Change

I tell you this tale, which is strictly true,

Just by way of convincing you,

How very little, since things were made,

Things have altered in the building trade.

(Kipling, quoted in Lynd and Lynd, 1929: 106)
The basic physical structure of buildings has remained much unchanged for millennia.
LeCorbusier (1923) suggests that almost all built structures are based upon 5 basic
geometric shapes combined in various ways. Thus a medieval house is recognisable
as a house, and large office blocks and religious buildings may reflect the castles and
temples of the past. Physical structures dictate how building work is done, and
because basic structures have altered little across history, builders work lives bear
strong continuities with their trade forebears almost since the very beginnings of the

divisions of building labour.
The Beginnings

There are a large number of historical accounts of builders’ lives because their work

survives their death, and documentation of church and state work survives in the
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present. Historical documents suggest that the formalisation of builder’s skills began
in England around the 13th century with the establishment of guild groups
(Woodwood, 1995). The master craftsmen who formed the groups were tightly knit,
paternalistic and nepotistic. They monopolised building knowledge, controlling their
own wages, work hours and recruitment patterns. Theirs was a high status occupation,
and some guildsmen rose to elevated standings in their towns, taking roles such as
jurors, bridge-keepers, churchwardens and mayors. Since the medieval period the
social status of builders has declined profoundly and is one of the fundamental
changes to have occurred in the building industry during and after industrialisation.
Labourers by contrast have always been awarded low social status. In medieval times
they were a casual, unorganised, reserve army of labour. However, Woodwood (1995)
reports that few labourers were solely labourers. Many were also agricultural workers,
soldiers, and prisoners securing additional and vital casual income. Also, there are
documented cases of women and children labouring on large constructions, and
women are reported to have primarily specialised in collecting and applying moss to
dam walls.

Building guildsmen’s wills show great variations in wealth, much like the
builders of today (see below and chapter 10). Some were able to bequeath property
and excess capital, others only their clothes, tools and chamber pots. Medieval
builders may be better conceptualised as entrepreneurs than wage labourers because
they made additional income from by-employments including farming, spinning,
brewing, opening their houses to the public and, selling and supplying materials and
labour (Woodwood, 1981). Masters charged daily rates for their labourers,
apprentices and journeymen, and it can be assumed they took a percentage of these
payments, much like the modern-day building subcontractor (see chapter 4). In this
sense, builders were simultaneously part of a household economy, a wage economy
and an entrepreneurial business economy; economic characteristics that are still
common for contemporary builders (see chapter 10).

According to Satoh (1995), the English guild groups remained relatively
unchanged up until the late 18™ century, but the intensification of capitalism and the
industrial revolution led to a decline in guild power, usurped by the newly emerging
armies of building professionals, general contractors, and speculative house builders.

Kidder (1985) suggests that in North America, it was not until the mid-19" century
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that the master carpenter lost control of the planning and design of buildings to the
new professions of architect, engineer, speculator and general contractor.

The reasons for the decline of guild power remains rather a mystery in the
published history of builders. Satoh (1995) suggests that guild price regulation began
to be undermined by a switch from ‘measure and value’ work (where guildsmen
would be awarded a payment for the measure of amount of work done, the rates for
which were set by the guilds groups themselves), to work ‘in grosso’ (lump-sum
pricing). Alternatively, Higgin and Jessop (1965) argue that guilds came under
pressure following the mass rebuilding of London after the Great Fire of 1666,
because their 7 year apprenticeship system could not provide sufficient labour for the
rebuilding. Sir Christopher Wren, who designed much of post 1666 London, was
himself an honourable grand master mason. Wren’s emergence as an early planner
and architect, but one which was incorporated into guilds organisation, marks the
beginnings of the ascendancy of building professionals.

The decline of the building guilds is also associated with the emergence of
general contractors. In England at the beginning of the 19" century, contractors were
employed to provide the large-scale barrack buildings necessary to train and
discipline men to fight in the Napoleonic wars. Cooney (1955) cites evidence from the
Fourth Report of the Commissioners of Military Enquiry in 1807 that revealed the
State’s concerns about inefficiencies in building processes, and which led to
legislation to place each job under the jurisdiction of a single responsible building
contractor. Previous to this, large building works were overseen and organised by
government and church clerks in consultation with master masons and carpenters. The
masters organised large works more akin to work co-operatives than capitalist
enterprises (Knoop and Jones, 1933). Higgin and Jessop argue that in the ‘slow
tempo’ of the guild system, design was not separate from construction as: ‘The master
artisans worked it out amongst themselves and with the client as they went along’
(1965: 39). Masters would hand out work to other small groups of guild-organised
men rather than competing and undercutting one another through the competitive
practices characteristic of the modern general contractor.

From 1800 onwards, competitive tendering grew, resulting in an explosion of
general contracting companies. By the 1850s massive building contractors, such as
William Cubitt in the Isle of Dogs in East London, were buying raw materials direct

from the docks and pre-fashioning them in factories for the immense building projects
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of the industrial revolution. Carpenters no longer grew and worked materials in their
own (or common) woods and workshops, unable to compete with the new cheaper
methods of mass production. In the 19™ century, the centralised State replaced church
and monarch as the major employer of building workers, and industry followed close
behind demanding masses of building labour. Even today, public sector related work
constitutes almost 60 percent of all building projects (DTI, 2001). Contemporary
work for the State is the modemn incamation of the large church and monarchical
works of the past. The difference between the modern and pre-modern State however,
was the speed of constructions, churches and cathedrals were constructed in God’s
time, not man’s (see chapter 7). The intensification of capitalism also changed the
nature of building organisation. Cooney (1955) points to the doctrines of Smithian
competition and Benthamite rational administration that were pervading the
organisation of the state across this period. The ascendancy of these ideas were related

to the subsequent reorganisation of the building industry.

Capitalism and State-commissioned building required an increasing number of ever
larger physical structures, including factories, barracks, schools, workhouses,
hospitals and prisons. The guild system of master, journeyman and apprentice began
to disintegrate under the pressure of high labour demand. Professional knowledge
brokers such as architects, quantity surveyors and building project managers invaded
the traditional expertise of the master craftsmen and, began, in conjunction with
entrepreneurial general contractors, to take control of the building industry. Master
masons gave way to, and became, architects, and clerks of work transformed into the
presen|t day surveyor. The invention of the printing press in the 16™ century and the
ensuing wide circulation of literature might also have played a role in the decline of
the guilds - eroding their scientific secrets and knowledge monopolies, thereby
reducing their power. Furthermore, with the march of capitalism, time becomes
money (Thompson, 1967), and guild organised building was quite a leisurely and
sometimes drunken affair. For example, a 15™ century bricklayer would lay 300
bricks in one 12-hour day, part of his wage being paid in beer (Woodwood, 1995).
The early 20" century bricklayer was expected to lay 750 bricks per day (Price,
1980). While today, bricklayers lay on average 350 bricks per 8.5-hour day?, and no

% Thanks to Andy ‘Plug’ Thiel, a long-time bricklayer, for this information.
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longer receive beer as part of their wage. It can be assumed that the medieval
guildsmen ‘took their time’ (see chapter 7).

In the 18" century, building masters took advantage of the intensification of
capitalism, and many became affluent through subcontracting labour. By 1824,
‘nearly all’ Glasgow master masons employed between 70 and 170 journeymen each
(Postgate, 1923), a number far in excess of the one or two journeymen employed in
the medieval era. Some masters accumulated large wealth but ceded their traditional
control over the building industry. However, the organisational system of master,
journeyman and apprentice never completely disappeared. Even in 2000, almost 30
percent of officially recognised building firms were composed of two to three
tradesmen (calculated from DTIL, 2001). The Guild of Master Craftsmen still survives,
‘City and Guilds’ remain the standard formal qualification for builders, and the
Masons endure as the secretive and nepotistic organisation it always was, although it
may no longer consist of actual masons. It might be assumed that the masters who did
not become subcontractors, moved into small private business. Chalkin (1974)
suggests that many became speculative house builders in the 18™ century, mixing this
work with small-scale contract and repair work. Again, there are multitudes of
builders who today operate similar small-scale enterprises.

It is poignant to note that the transition from guild control to professional and
managerial control was associated with the emergence of strikes on large building
sites in London in mid 18™ century. Postgate (1923) describes how the building trades
unions grew from the trade-based Friendly Societies which were originally formed by
journeymen as informal self-help groups and that acted as labour exchanges. The
Societies sought to prevent encroachments into their work by other trades, ‘blacks’
(the non-apprenticed) and ‘foreigners’ (guildsmen from out of town). Price (1980)
suggests that competition between general contractors forced down profits, resulting
in the ‘sweating’ of workers, who, growing from the Friendly Societies, became
unionised. Tressell’s ([1914] 1965) graphic description of the lives of housepainters at
the beginning of the 20™ century illustrates that they did indeed work under austere
conditions in a position of almost absolute poverty. Tressell wrote, bemoaning the |
competitive contracting system, and the tendency of the men who accepted its
dominance, that: ‘The men who become managers and foremen are selected not
because of their ability as crafismen, but because they are good slave drivers an

useful producers of profit for their employers’ (1914: 488). In medieval Britain,
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becoming a master or grandmaster had its basis in building expertise and skill, yet,
becoming a contractor or subcontractor in intense capitalism required business
acumen and entrepreneurial skill (see chapter 4). Methods of success had altered.

By the early 20™ century, the power and logic of the market partly replaced
medieval notions of quality, honour and duty. Price (1980) argues that the impersonal
economic ties of employee and employer on large building sites succeeded the
personal and indentured ties of master, journeyman and apprentice. The changes in
power relationships between subordinates and superiors facilitated tensions over work
control, which were eventually institutionalised into the building unions. However,
contemporary subcontractor-employee relations continue to be based on personal ties
(see chapter 4), and the question remains as to who the new, early 20™ century,
proletarian builders working on large building sites were? Guild training restricted
numbers of apprentices such that the new mass of building workers could not have
emerged through the guild system. Were they a new kind of builder unrelated to the
guild system, perhaps new migrants or the labourers, sawyers, brick makers, tile
makers, stone polishers and plaster mixers whom had been superseded by machinery?
Tressell notes the conflict between apprenticed housepainters and the informally
trained ‘brush hands’ whom were undercutting wage levels, and Swanson (1988)
argues that late medieval guilds were not as monopolistic and rigid as traditionally
imagined. Groups such as plasterers and tillers tended to encroach on one another’s
spheres of work, and, informal roots into learning building skills existed, just as they
do today (see chapter 5). Furthermore, in the Builders Weekly Reporter of 1877 it was
said to the striking builders that: ‘between 400 and 500 men are now on their way to
this country (from Italy and the USA)’ (Price, 1980: 138). Many of the newly
unionised builders of the late 19™ century might not have been guildsmen at all,
especially given that the majority of the original successful general contractors set up
business in Lambeth and East London (Satoh, 1995) where guilds’ power was
negligible. This facilitated informal employment practices and would have by-passed

guild regulation (see also Booth, 1895).

Although trade unionism had its genesis in the building trades, trade unionism and
strikes by builders as a proportion of the total proletariat has historically been
relatively low. Austrin (1980) points out that a closed shop has never operated in the

building industry, and, he argues that small firms (which are, and have been, the
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majority of building employers, see below) never paid much attention to the
centralised bargaining machinery of the unions, employing casual labour and
renegotiating wage contracts at the start of each job. Furthermore, most building
trades were not impoverished by new industrial technology, in fact, masters profited
from the building boom associated with industrialisation. It was this that prompted
Engels to argue that builders: ‘form an aristocracy among the working-class; they
have succeeded in enforcing for themselves a relatively comfortable position, and

they accept it as final’ ([1892] 1969: 31).

Industrialisation, Prefabrication and New Technology

As regards machinery little need be said, for the building trade is not an industry that is
being revolutionised by the introduction of mechanical appliances, nor is it likely that
this will ever be the case. (Booth, 1895: 134)

Although industrialisation led to intensified mechanisation of the production of
building materials, mechanisation began long before the advent of the steam engine.
Water powered machinery was designed and put to work making bricks, sawing wood
and cutting and polishing stone early in the 18" century. Previous to this, horses were
used as the motor for machinery, and the ancient Greeks used human powered
treadmills to drive cranes and pulley systems. However, the steam engine increased
the efficiency of the production of pre-fashioned materials, and, by 1810, steam-
powered saw mills and joinery machines were in common usage (Satoh, 1995). In the
1860s, portable steam engines were employed on construction sites to move earth,
pull heavy objects and pump water. It is no coincidence that early steam earthmovers
were called ‘steam navvies’ in North America where human labour was scarce
(Coleman, 1965).

Machines reduced the number of ‘bodies’ required to do what had previously
been very labour intensive work using wooden cranes, buckets, horses and people.
Conversely, the development and application of new technologies also created new-
work roles such as the electrician and machine operator, and massively expanded the
numbers of trades such as plumbers. The invention of Portland cement in 1824
radically transformed building processes, speeding efficiency, and, whilst this reduced
the numbers of bricklayers and mixers, with it came new trades and new experts in the

form of concrete workers and engineers.
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Fig. 1.0: Brickmaking Machine, 1825.

(Lyne and Stinford, 1825. From Satoh, 1995: 163)

Moving the preparation of materials from the hands of craftsmen, to the control,
efficiency and predictability of machines, substantially altered building work
organisation. Evidence from North America illustrates that one third of new
residential house building is prefabricated (Bosch and Philips, 2003). In 21g Century
London, even the small quantities of cement required to lay bricks were delivered to
most building sites ready mixed and packaged. This freed the bricklayer’s labourer
from the task of ‘mixing up’, and ironed out human inconsistency from the mix. Yet,
despite the changes outlined above, actual building work, in Britain at least, bears
striking continuities with the past. The bricklayer still spreads cement to the surface of
a course of bricks with a trowel and places every brick by hand; the ancient Egyptian
plasterer performed almost identical tasks with similar tools to the contemporary
plasterer (Postgate, 1923); and the tools, materials and work processes used by
colonial and 1970s carpenters were very similar (Reckman, 1979). Since the 1960s,
many handicraft tasks have been mechanised by the invention of electric hand tools,
but this, along with innovations in the design of building materials, sped up building

processes, but, did not alter the fundamental tasks required to build something.
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Pre-fabrication facilitated increased control of some kinds of building work, primarily
through the application of piecework (‘price-work’). On large building developments,
‘new-build’ constructions (making a new building from scratch) can be
organisationally divided into smaller standardised sections. The building of each
section mirrors the next, and because of this, the work can be rationally organised and
accounted for. Trade-specific work to each section is estimated at a standard cost by
quantity surveyors, and the tradesman paid a set price for their work. ‘Price-work’
represents an ultimate form of work-rate control, enslaving the body through
economic mechanisms where money mediates between worker and his work (c.f.
Simmel, 1896). Price-work cannot however control minds; the builder remains
outside of possible observation because of the sequential and emergent nature of
building processes (see chapter 6). Furthermore, ‘new work’ accounts for less than
fifty percent of total building work (DTI, 2001), and a large proportion of new work is
specialist, ‘one-off’ work, which for the most part cannot be sub-divided and

standardised (Bresnan, 1990).

Contemporary Construction

The size and type of contemporary building companies vary substantially. In the third
quarter of 2000, 95.9 percent of all registered building firms employed only between
1 and 13 people, and, just 0.5 percent employed over 80 (calculated from DTI, 2001).
In this sense, large building firms look to be the exception rather than the norm.
However, the statistics hide the reality of what Harvey (2001) terms ‘false self-
employment’, meaning that builders are the only self-employed group in Britain to
have tax deducted by their employer. Thus, the companies reported to employ over 80
people actually subcontract most of their manual workers who do not appear in the
companies’ employment statistics. The 80-strong workforce represented by the
statistics are predominately office staff, managers, general foremen and quantity
surveyors, not tradesmen and labourers.

Harvey (2003) puts the numbers of self-employed builders in 1995 at over 60
percent of the total construction workforce. This accounts for 70.5 percent of all
manual building workers. However, Moralee (1998) indicates that the 1995 Survey of
Personal Incomes showed 240,000 more self-employed builders than the Labour

Force Survey. The statistics are therefore quite misleading, and further obscured by
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the substantial amount of building work that resides in the informal economy (see
Pahl, 1984, and chapter 10). In my own anecdotal experience, working for large
contractor companies is the norm, although this is frequently mixed with private client
work, speculation, and subcontracting (see chapter 2). Technically however, builders
own their own businesses and employ themselves. Because of this, contractors or
subcontractors have no formal responsibility to their workers. Contemporary British
builders are almost completely ‘casualised’ (paid by the day or by the job); they
receive no sick or holiday pay, and have no rights to company pensions or liability
schemes (with the exception of surveyors and site management who are directly
employed). The lack of formal working rights and the problems associated with this
are exacerbated by (and perhaps a function of) building work being highly seasonal
and closely tied to economic fluctuations. The carpentry and general foreman at my

research site, Jamin, vividly expressed the problems of casualisation:

Apart from in that office you look at everyone else yeah... all the labourers, my
chippies, what security have they got? What security have they fuckin’ got? When you
were working here as a labourer, what security did you have? They could have told you
at three o’clock, ‘you’re down the road mate’ [laid-off]. And while you were working
here, what if you broke your foot and you was at home for three weeks, whose gonna
pay you? Nobody’s gonna pay, no fucker’s gonna pay. They don’t give you any notice
[of leave], there’s no security, no pension, no holiday, no fuck-all. Why is that? Why
when everybody else gets it... I suppose this is with other industries as well, but the
wages go up and down. I mean it’s not to bad at the moment, but I tell you what it’s not
looking good for the future, wages will go back down.

The uncertainty of building work is perennial, stretching deep into history.
Woodwood (1995) states in his analysis of medieval tradesmen that their working
lives were: ‘casual and intermittent... it was an uncertain world in which weeks or
months of regular employment could be followed by a bout of prolonged idleness’
(1995: 116). Tressell presents a similar picture of the early 20™ century builder: ‘It
was over a month now since he had finished up for his last employer. It had been a
very slow summer altogether. Sometimes a fortnight for one firm, then perhaps a
week doing nothing; then three weeks or a month for another firm, then out again and
so on’ (1914: 35). Bosch and Philips aptly sum up the relationship between building
and economic cycles: ‘In most cases, when the economy gets a cold, construction gets
the flu’ (2003: 5). Economic cycles have an impact upon casualised builders directly
and detrimentally, partly because buildings cannot be made to be stored, and
consequently, when demand is low, buildings are not made, and builders find

themselves out of work.
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Adhocracies

Building projects represent a very uncertain product environment, particularly in
repair and renovation ‘old work’. Building project management will be explored in
detail in chapter 3, but it should be noted that large contractor companies must
necessarily localise their management. Bresnan’s (1990) analysis of building project
management utilises the term ‘adhocracy’ (from Mintzburg) to describe how
management power is parcelled out to small semi-autonomous localised units because
of the impossibility of standardised control from a distance. Bresnan describes how
higher management cannot dictate or standardise most construction jobs because they
tend to be large one-off projects characterised by uncertainty, complexity and the
interdependence of many agencies. .

Related to complexity and interdependence, building work is characterised by
‘sequentialism’. For example, a carpenter must build a roof frame before a roofer lays
the tiles on top. Each trade builds on the previous trade so that, for instance,
carpenters are not required at the site whilst the bricklayers erect the walls. Sequential
building methods increase complexity, and make organisation problematic through
producing knock-on effects between the separate trades. If, for instance, a concrete
pour is held up by inclement weather for two weeks, the steel erectors will not be able
to do their job at the time originally specified. They may then go onto another job and
not return to erect the steel for six weeks. This could form a knock-on effect to all the
following trades ad infinitum. Illustrative of this are Graves et al (2000) case studies
of civil engineering firms which reveal that small problems in the build process that
tend to go unnoticed, accumulate to produce amplified knock-on effects that create

big problems.

Mobilities

New technologies and organisational methods have not contained the builder’s skill
and working-life because the nature of building work lies on the fringes of society.
Builders own their means of production, their tools, and related to this, they are
geographically mobile. They must necessarily be mobile, and essentially they are able
to live in any geographic area because they will always have to travel to different
workplaces. Furthermore, the building worker population, in London at least, is

culturally and racially heterogeneous (see chapter 4). Ephemeralism and cultural
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heterogeneity have an impact upon social relations between builders, and facilitate
particular forms of interaction and cultures that will be discussed in detail throughout
the thesis.

Builders are only required on a building site for short periods of the project,
and employment practices are thus casual, and construction working life ephemeral.
Builders move frequently from one work site and employer to another in pursuit of
work. Harvey (2003) cites evidence from the Disparities survey showing that on
average, a self-employed builder works for a single firm for only 1.2 years. Booth

(1895) made a similar observation over 100 years previous.

Sequentialism, ephemeralism, casualisation, and its flip-side, autonomy, can be
viewed as antecedent to building work organisation, and thus to builders’ working
lives. Buildings perform the functions they have always performed - the regulation of
nature. Thus the antecedents of building work organisation have remained unchanged
for millennia. In this sense, contemporary builders’ work-lives may be termed ‘pre-
industrial’ or ‘non-modern’. Such a terminology can only be analytical shorthand
because old forms in a new world become new forms through their interaction with
that world. However, the work lives of builders appear quite analogous to their

historical forebears.

20™ Century Nation Building

Despite relatively insignificant changes in actual building work, there were shifts in
building work organisation throughout the 20 century. This occurred in particular in
the organisation of State-commissioned building work, and the State was, and is, the
largest employer of building work. The focus of my following case study itself was a
State-commissioned building project.

The State promoted the development of general contracting following the
Napoleonic wars. Yet it was also the State that began to notice the problems of private
general contracting, and at the close of the 19" century concerns were raised at the
poor quality of private contractors’ work for the state. Competitive tendering for
government contracts was beginning to be seen as non-competitive, and the
intellectual wing of the direct labour unions, The Direct Labour Collective, stated
that: ‘the [general contracting] tender system was a farce, and on many occasions

municipalities received identical tenders — clearly fixed by agreement — from a
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number of different [contracting] firms’ (1978: 10). The perennial problem of
corruption in the building industry (see chapter 9) inspired the newly-formed late 1™
century local governments to set up their own direct labour organisations (DLOs).
The London County Council was the first to employ direct labour in 1892, which was
a radical idea for the times. John Burns, an early advocate of Fabainism, said of it:
‘The new department has completely revolutionised the old corrupt order of things’
(in Langford, 1982: 2).

DLOs worked mostly on ‘old work’ (the repair, maintenance and
refurbishment of pre-existing structures), which was less appealing to private
contractors because of its complexity and smaller profit margins. DLOs did however,
undertake some new builds. Battersea Power Station remains a testament to their skill,
as do the ‘homes fit for heroes’ constructed (particularly in the north of England)
following the First World War. DLOs constructed public housing new-builds at a
significantly smaller cost and to a higher standard than private contractors (Direct
Labour Collective, 1978; Langford, 1982). As a result, and in association with the
growing numbers of physical structures of the welfare state, the numbers of direct
labour workers increased steadily throughout the 1940s, 50s and 60s. DLOs worked to
maintain and refurbish the mass of public owned houses, hospitals and schools that
were part of the post war reconstruction. They reached a peak of 200,000 workers in
1967, representing 15 percent of the total construction workforce, and, the 1960s saw,
for the first time, stable, non-casual employment for State-builders. However, this was
not to last. The creeping intensity of globalisation, resultant industrial restructuring,
and ensuing industrial unrest, signalled changes for the organisation of State-

commissioned building.

Since their inception, and in periods of economic slow down, DLOs came under
attack from private contractors and Tory politicians. Contractors wanted to undertake
less profitable State-commissioned work in economic slow-downs because private
building ground to a halt at these times. Further, during periods of economic boom,
the DLOs lost skilled workers to private contractors through workers chasing the
larger wages that private companies could offer. By the late 1950s, intense
marketisation began to infiltrate DLO organisations, and the Prime Minister, Harold
Macmillan, passed a bill stipulating they competitively bid for every third contract.
By the 1970s, DLOs were to bid for all contracts, and the instabilities of the market
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began to reduce their numbers. In addition, union control in the building industry was
declining by the early 1970s, crumbling under the pressure of higher wage-packets
paid by non-unionised private contractors (Austrin, 1980). However, those employed
direct by the State, of whom 85 percent were unionised (Langford, 1982), clung onto

their jobs until new market-led government policies began to take hold.

Marketisation

In 1979 Margaret Thatcher and the Conservative Party were elected to Parliament. It
was a period of global economic slow-down following the 1973 oil crisis, and the
British manufacturing industry was crumbling irrevocably. The Conservatives felt that
Britain was ‘diseased’ by strikes and low productivity, and that under the Labour
government of 1977-9, the Treasury had fallen into unsustainable debt. The world was
changing and the Conservatives came to government promising radical economic and
political solutions.

Thatcher attempted to untangle the powers of local government and remedy
the flagging economy by selling off what were defined as burdensome nationalised
industries. British Leyland, British Steel, British Gas and local authority housing were
sold, and instant cash raised for the Treasury (Feigenbaum et al, 1999). Thatcher
smashed much of the power that labour unions and local governments held over
industry and the State, and she laid the foundations for a more privatised and
individualised society based on owner occupation and consumption. She began the
implementation of a new market driven governance of Britain (Rhodes, 1997), and
one which had a direct effect on State-commissioned building.

By 1981, Thatcher abandoned deflationary monetarism because it became
associated with growing unemployment and high public sector borrowing. The
Conservatives were under electoral pressure to look toward more radical solutions to
the country’s economic problems. Mass privatisation of State assets would, in the
short-term at least, obviate the need for such high borrowing. The Conservatives
formulated an underlying neo-liberal ideology based upon the ideas of Freidman and
others before him, the touchstone of which were the concepts of individual
responsibility and market solutions. They aimed to free the economy of burdensome
taxes and the tangling web of state intervention so that Adam Smith’s ‘invisible hand’

could reign free to guide economic organisation and wealth distribution. The nation
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would be organised through self-help, the market, and enterprising private companies
encouraged to step into the shoes of the archaic, over bureaucratised, welfare systems.

By the late 1980s the Conservatives had sold off almost all the remaining
national industries such as gas, telecommunications and electricity, and their
relatively affluent electoral base were able to buy shares in these industries and
become more affluent (Hutton, 1996). It was argued that private companies would be
characterised by high efficiency, less bureaucracy and better standards of service
delivery. Yet, despite increased centralisation, the conservatives inadvertently began
to cede power to non-state and quasi-state bodies. Rhodes (1997) argues that political
power became embedded in a number of institutions resulting in a bureaucratic
‘policy mess’ which fragmented State power. Centralisation, Rhodes argues,
represented the centralisation of finance but not control.

By the early 1990s, the Conservatives continued their unflinching commitment
to the ideologies of individualism, privatisation and competition, and, in 1992, the
Private Finance Initiative (PFI) was introduced. Services in State departments would
be ‘contracted-out’ to private bidders, and quasi-markets were introduced into the
running of public services including schools and the NHS. In the NHS for instance,
competitive tendering was introduced for ‘hotel’ services such as cleaning and
catering, as was the construction and maintenance of hospital buildings (Drakeford,
2000). Private competition, the Conservatives argued, would guard against corruption
and procrastination, lead to cost effective service delivery, and remove the financial
risks of projects and contracts from the public purse. Citizens, the users of the

services, were to be transformed into ‘customers’ participating in a welfare ‘market’.

Through the PFI, private building contractors once again moved into public service
works via the competitive tender, and directly employed builders were made
redundant. Conservative rhetoric vehemently argued that the competitive system
would be more cost effective than direct labour systems, despite the original reasons
for initiating DLOs i.e. that contractors were corrupt and undertook work to a poor

standard.

Altered Ideology?
After 18 years of Conservative rule, Tony Blair and New Labour were elected to

government in 1997. They inherited the dismantled and marketised welfare state, and
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adopted a ‘new’ ideology towards governance. Influenced by developments in centre-
left politics in Australia and North America, and the writings of Giddens (1994), they
rejected ‘old’ Labour’s traditional Keynesian philosophies and adopted what was
called a Third Way towards governance. In one sense, New Labour had little choice
but to adopt such a tactic as State power had been markedly reduced since their last
term of office in the 1970s. Intensive globalisation ‘hollowed out’ states and ‘policy
networks’ dragged central state power out further and further into the social body
(Rhodes, 1997).

New Labour promised modernisation, high standards of service delivery, and
promoted active citizenship, or what might be termed ‘self-governance’ (see Rose,
[1989] 1999). Citizens would remain consumers, and market mechanisms, with their
associated techno-bureaucracy, accountants, managers and performance tables, would
continue to guide the administration of public services. Thatcher's PFI was left intact,
and the administration of schools, hospitals, prisons, and public transport was put out
for competitive tender. The State retained ownership of many schools, prisons and
hospitals, but private companies would build, administer and maintain them under
long(ish) term contracts. Some PFI projects, such as ‘hotel services’ in the NHS, were
discontinued by New Labour, but, the construction and maintenance of buildings by
private companies was continued, and the PFI was retained for State-commissioned

building.

Building Conflict

Since the establishment of general contractors and building professionals (managers,
architects, engineers, surveyors and consultants), building work has historically been
plagued by conflicts of interests which have serious ramifications for building owners
and users. The complexity and emergent nature of building knowledge, and fierce
competition between contractors, result in a situation where contractors and
subcontractors frequently undercut one another to such an extent that works are
commonly undertaken at zero profit. Even when works run at a profit it is usual to
cost-in only 1 to 2 percent profit margins on most construction jobs (Bresnan, 1990).
Such low margins are exceptionally risky because of the unforeseen problems that
inevitably occur during the course of a build. For example, a contractor may not
predict how much plaster will fall from a wall when the lining paper is removed. To

rectify the problem the contractor would have to call in a plastering subcontractor to
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repair the damage with the resultant unforeseen costs incurred. Construction is also a
risky and uncertain business in which many builds over-run specified completion
dates, and numerous contractors go bankrupt every year. In 2002 for example, almost
1500 registered building companies were declared insolvent in England (Contract
Journal, 08/01/2003). This represented 2.5 percent of all registered building firms.

Paying subcontractors to do extra works that were not originally estimated,
seriously undermines contractors’ small profit margins. To counteract this, contractors
necessarily have to claw back profits on other parts of the work. One traditional way
of doing this has been to skimp on materials because structural deficiencies can be
easily hidden under finishing plasters and paints, and, another method is to over-
charge on other sections of the work (see Foster, 1969, and below)

It is not only unforeseen problems that contractors must negotiate. Clients
commonly lack knowledge about building processes, and often change their minds
about what they want during the course of the build (see Higgin and Jessop, 1965).
Part of this problem is the vague specifications contained in original tender outlines.
Detailed specifications cost money, and potential clients tend to develop these with
contractors after the contract has been won, rather than outlining them in full detail
beforehand (Bresnan, 1990). Building structures also diverge from their original two-
dimensional drawings and plans, particularly because of the sequential nature of
building work and the resultant ripple effects. Also, architects are not trained or
skilled to cost-in or control for mechanical and electrical services, these are designed
by service engineers.

Since the mid-19" century, architects have been employed to deal with
building specifications, but they are not involved in all constructions. There was no
architect involvement at my research site for example, because the architecture was
already constructed. Also, in the past 20 years, Design and Build contracts have
emerged, where contractor and client work together to draw up building plans without

involving an architect (see chapter 3).

Market Problems

In his report to the government and the construction industry in 1994, Sir John
Latham identified the State as the biggest client of the building industry, but, due to
its supposed decentralisation under Thatcher, it became fragmented into over 90

separate government procurement bodies. To counteract this, he advocated
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employment of experienced consultants and more standardised contracts (echoing the
advice of Higgin and Jessop 29 years earlier). He also suggested that competitive
tender was a fragile way to build the nation’s infrastructure because the resultant
under-cutting led to low quality buildings (echoing the advise of the advocates of
direct labour, 100 years earlier). Latham proposed a form of team-working where all
the parties involved in a build would benefit in the long-term. This would be
manufactured by the use of ‘partnering agreements’ which had been successfully
utilised in the Japanese automobile industry (Bennett, 2000).

Partnering agreements were perhaps the anti thesis of marketised State-
commissioned building. The implicit long-termism and associated anti-
competitiveness of in-house building arrangements that the Conservatives had worked
so hard to dissolve, were re-introduced under the Conservatives albeit in a slightly
different incarnation as the partnering system. This may seem paradoxical, but as
Feigenbaum er al (1999) argue, one of the results of free-market government
philosophy was mass state regulation. Furthermore, as Rhodes’ (1997) argues, the
centralisation of British governance was never particularly centralising because policy
networks usurped control over public services and became powerful actors in the
governance of the nation. Partnering was however championed as a more cost

effective, reliable, higher quality method to construct buildings.

Competitive tendering was based upon driving down prices through market
competition. However, competition implies adversaries, and, in 1997, Sir John Egan
was appointed by the New Labour government to take another look at the building
industry. He argued that an adversarial culture was deeply embedded and resulted in a
mass of litigation disputes that were both expensive and restrictive. Egan (1998) also
found the British building industry to be characterised by over-running completion
dates and inflated costs. In short, it was inefficient and unproductive. He followed
Latham and advocated the proposals of Bennett and Jayes (1995 and 1998), whose
research suggested that Japanese-style management systems should be applied to the
British construction industry.

During the 1980’s, Japan’s economy flourished, leaving its North American
and European counterparts behind. Academics, industrialists and managers
consequently looked toward Japanese management practices, and masses of these

practices were implemented in Western businesses, particularly in the manufacturing
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industry in the form of quality circles and total quality management (See White and
Trevor, 1983; Hill, 1991; Graham, 1995). Bennett and Jayes argued that Japanese
success was the product of long-term relationships between contractors, clients,
subcontractors and suppliers. Because relationships were long-term, the separate
parties saw and sustained a reciprocal type of ‘win-win’ situation. They ceased to
compete, and came to trust and co-operate in the interests of shared long-term goals.

One construction project will commonly run into another project, or the
existing client may have future constructions planned. Bennett and Jayes (1995 and
1998) argued that with long-term relationships, productivity and profitability could be
enhanced by up to 30 percent if it were coupled with co-operation and openness (see
Bennett, 2000)°. The various building parties would come together to discuss how the
job was to be organised within a free forum for discussion and a continual concern for
quality, improvement, and the resultant ‘lean production’. An open book would exist
between the parties whereby clients could view the breakdown of the works and
subcontractor costs. Importantly, the teams would be ready to solve the inevitable
problems thrown up during complex constructions and not blame each other for
mistakes, thereby reducing litigation disputes. A ‘blame culture’ was seen as
unnecessary because both clients and contractors were interdependent and held the
mutual objective of completing the construction and profiting from it.

In a partnering agreement the teams would have a shared interest in works and
relationships in the long-term. Contractors would be more open, and build better in
ordér to secure follow-on work, and, clients would work with rather than against
contractors to ensure that structures were built to the required specifications. On
completion of the project(s) the parties would agree to share costs or profits that were
above or below the original tender price. If the parties trusted each other they would
all be winners in the long term (c.f. Axelrod, 1984).

It was these historical foundations that I stepped into in my fieldwork case study of a
NHS building project organised under the auspices of a partnering agreement. The
general details of building work organisation and their relationships with the cultures

and actions of builders will be illuminated throughout the following thesis, but firstly,

* Barlow et al (1997) describe, from a series of case studies, that partnering did increase profit margins but only by
3-12 percent. They also point out that this may have been due to new technologies and not because of partnering at
all.

32



I turn to the practical and methodological problems encountered during my fieldwork

at the “‘Keyworker House’ build.
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Chapter 2

Research in Construction

In this chapter I present the biography of my research project. I outline why I
researched the building industry, how I gained access to the research site, and the
problems encountered throughout the fieldwork. I then present the underlying

theoretical and methodological assumptions that guided my research.

The Beginnings

In 1995, after graduating from university, I found myself making a living from a
mixture of state benefits and occasional casual work. After a number of months, I
began to think I should apply for a job. I applied for many but had no success. Lusting
for a more substantial income, I decided to try to get a building job. I had sporadically
done building work since I was a teenager, and it was a familiar world to me, so, I
purchased the London Evening Standard newspaper every Wednesday, Thursday and
Friday to look for one of the building jobs that it advertised. In what seemed to be
endless morning