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“We may call such a monster the ‘beast of property.’

It now rules the world, making mankind miserable,

and gains in cruelty and voracity with the progress

of our so called “civilization.” This monster we will

in the following characterize and recommend to extermination.”

Johann Most



5am. Your alarm goes off. Your first thought is,
“| could call in sick today.”

6am. You shake yourself back awake. Outside your car window,
construction workers in various degrees of consciousness are stumbling
across deep backhoe tracks in the mud. It's time to go o work.
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3pm. You've been in the car for 45 minutes. The
traffic is terrible. A professionally neutral voice
comes over the radio...

“Was the coverage of the election fairé Does the
media focus too much on slips of the tongue and
miss the big picture2 We want to know what you
have to say...”

You change the station.

“...What | don’t understand is why the rioters were
attacking their own neighborhood...”

You turn the radio off.



3:30. Yellow afternoon light streams through the supermarket parking lot. At the
edge, an old man is sleeping on a piece of cardboard in a bus shelter. No one is
sitting on the bench, but it's thin and ribbed and impossible to lay down on.

\

3:45. In line at the checkout, you're staring at the ground and the contents
of the basket of the woman in front of you. She’s buying frozen pizza,
canned soup, a bottle of vitamins and a women’s magazine whose cover
reads, in big bold lefters: “How to meet Mr. Right!” The only sound for
several minutes is the electronic popping as the cashier scans items, takes
payment and repeats...

“Thank you for shopping at...
Have a nice day.”
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3:55. As you climb the stairs to your place, you realize
how bad your knees hurt. God, you need a beer!

4:30. You're taking a shower. You sneeze and a
mixture of blood and dark gray grainy stuff comes out.
What is that... cement dust® Wood chips? Insulation?

eeQeoe




7:00. You finish eating dinner. You think about doing your laundry but decide
it can wait. You're tired.

10:45. A door slams loud and wakes you up. One of your neighbors and
his teenage daughter start screaming at each other... You hear them often
enough, but you've never actually spoken to them. You stare out the window
at the rain in front of a streetlight. For some reason all your problems seem
terrible at the moment. Oh shit and the electric bill is due this week. You have
to remember to pay that or there will be late fees.

Midnight. A neighborhood away, a house burns. The landlord has neglected
the place for years. The city has strong controls on rent increases and
protection against eviction. It's not clear if the fire was arson or faulty
electrical wiring. What is clear is that the landlord will now be able to rebuild
or renovate it and rent it out for triple the price.

A house is more than four walls and a roof. From its design and production
to the way it is sold, used, resold and eventually demolished, it is
crisscrossed by conflict. From the construction site to the neighborhood,
impersonal economic forces and very personal conflicts grow out of each
other. Concrete, rebar, wood and nails. Frustration, anger, resentment and
despair. Individual tragedies reflect a larger social tragedy.
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THE CONSTRUCTION SITE

“You see in this world there’s two kinds of people my friend:
those with loaded guns and those who dig. You dig.”

(o

Blondie (from The Good, The Bad and The Ugly)
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Living and Dead Labor

“Political economy is not a science of the relation of things to things,
as was thought by vulgar economists, nor of people to things,

as was asserted by the theory of marginal utility, but of the relations
of people to people in the process of production.”

Isaak Illich Rubin



hen we think of a house, we
think of a physical structure
meant to protect us from the weather
and give us some privacy. It can have
various characteristics. It can be a
single-family suburban bungalow
with a lawn and garage, a dark
apartment in the basement of a block
of brick row houses, a room halfway
up a reinforced concrete housing
tower, a frailer by the edge of town,
a sprawling mansion by the beach
with a tennis court and heated pool.
As physical structures,
different kinds of houses are worth
different amounts. The value of any
one of them appears to be another
characteristic of the house, just
like whether or not it has a garage
or working smoke detectors. On
the basis of this value they are
interchangeable. One mansion
by the beach might have the same
value as ten suburban houses and
fifty basement apartments. Value, the
thing they have in common, is not a
measure of their usefulness.

The fact that a mansion (as
a physical structure) is worth fifty
times more money than a basement
apartment, is not because it provides
fifty times more shelter or fifty times
more privacy or because it has 25
working smoke detectors to the
basement apartment’s single smoke
detector that works half the time. This
is even more clear when a house
is compared to other commodities,
like a luxury car or a box of pasta.
A basement apartment might be
worth half as much as a luxury car
and thousands of times what a box
of pasta is worth. But it would be
completely ridiculous to say that this
is because a basement apartment
provides half as much protection
from the weather and privacy as a
luxury car provides ability to get from
place to place quickly and in style—
or that people living in the basement
apartment value the shelter their
apartment provides several thousand
times more than they value the ability
of the pasta to be turned into a tasty
dinner.
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If @ mansion is worth ten
times what a single family bungalow
is worth, it's because it takes ten
times as much work to make one. If
it takes a specific mix of construction
workers six months to build the
bungalow, it would take the same
workers 5 years to build the mansion,
or if the mansion needed to be built
in 6 months, it would take ten times
as many workers. The ratios in which
different types of houses could be
exchanged is based on the amount of
labor time that is necessary to make
them (where the skilled laborer’s
time is worth more than the unskilled
laborer's).

of different kinds of commodities.
Commodities are produced by
separate specialized enterprises.
Houses and X-rays are created by
completely different work processes
and have completely different uses.
Still Xray technicians need houses
and construction workers often need
X-rays taken. Value appears as the
thing that makes a social relation
between them possible—it links
the activity of separate commodity
producers. The products of their
work can be exchanged for definite
amounts of money, which can then
be used to buy any other commodity.

Value attaches itself to useful

When a sider fixes plastic
siding on the exterior walls of a
bungalow, he is making a real change
to the usefulness of a particular
commodity—he is making the house
waterproof (and slightly better
insulated). At the same time he is
adding value to the commodity—his
work takes part in forming an average
for the amount of work necessary to put
siding on a bungalow in a particular
sociefy. It doesn’t matter how much
time and effort he puts into putting
up the siding on this or that particular
house. His work adds value to the
house based on a socially necessary
average amount of work time the
task should take. If, next year, a new,
faster method for fixing plastic siding
to houses becomes widespread, the
value of all houses with plastic siding
will fall, whether or not they were
made using that method.

There is constant exchange

things, and these things become
commodities and exchangeable. In
this way, the work of the X-ray tech is
made interchangeable with the work
of the construction worker, not as the
creation of a specific useful thing, but
as a process of value creation.

Things appear to have
value because of the social relations
between people producing different
useful things. Value exists when, in
order for useful things to get from
the people who make them to the
people who need them, they have to
pass through the intermediate step of
being bought and sold (or bartered
or otherwise exchanged).



When the buyer looks at a
house, he sees what it can be used
for—a warm place to sleep, to make
food, to have a party. For the seller,
the house is a blob of value waiting
to be turned into money. He doesn't
care about the heated pool and the
outdoor barbecue, except as a hook
to get someone to buy the house. Like
any commodity seller, he's in it for the
money.

But simply buying and
selling houses at their value doesn't
make money. It just means that the
value stored up in a house is turned
into value stored up in money,

which could then be traded for other
commodities. But the owner of a
construction company is not just a
commodity seller. He's a capitalist.

In a capitalist society
everyone's activity is interchangeable
and we are all equal as people
with commodities for sale. At the
same time most of us have nothing
to sell but our ability to work.
Everything that is necessary to
make useful things is owned and
controlled by a class of capitalists—
it is their private property.

X-ray techs can’t take X-rays
without access to expensive X-ray
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machines in the hospital, owned by
the hospital’s shareholders. Cement
masons can't lay the foundations for
houses without access to expensive
concrete mixing trucks. Those of us
who don’t have property we can
make money from are forced to sell
our ability to work to a capitalist—we
become wage workers.

Our ability to work is like
any other commodity in that its value
is based on the value of all the things
that go into making it. We have to
be paid enough to pay for all the
food, clothes, rent, phone service,
education and training, healthcare,
gasoline, liquor and sleeping pills
we need to keep showing up every
morning able to work. Our ability to
work is not like other commodities in
that it creates new value.

A box of nails and a pile of
two-by-fours come into a construction
site with a value based on the amount
of work necessary to make them and
transport them to the site. They are
the combined product of workers in
a nail factory, a saw mill, a paper
mill, miners, loggers, truckers, guys
driving fork lifts in warehouses, and
hundreds of other workers. The work
of all these people is stored up in the
box of nails and pile of two-by-fours
as value. They are labor already
turned into things—dead labor.

As the wood and nails are
used up and made info an interior
wall of a house, they transfer their
value to the house. The value of
the nail gun used to drive the nails
transfers its value slowly to all the
different walls on which it is used
based on the average lifetime of nail
guns. But an inferior wall is worth
more than a pile of wood and nails,
and some wear and tear on a nail
gun. The difference is the work the
framer did building the wall.

Our ability to work is
not used up like a raw material or
a machine, transferring its value
directly to the product. Our living
labor creates enough value to

replace our wages and more. We're
paid a wage and expected to work
for a specific amount of time. As we
build a wall we use up bits of dead
labor. We both transfer their value to
the wall and at the same time add
more value by doing work. Whether
our wages are calculated hourly,
daily, weekly or monthly, our living
labor adds more value to the houses
we build during that time than we
are paid in wages. This surplus value
belongs to the boss.

A house is an expensive
thing, so usually a capitalist with his
money invested in house production
has a contract with a buyer before
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he breaks ground. Say, for example,
he gets a contract to build a mansion
by the beach. He starts with money.
Then he buys the commodities he
needs to make the house. These
are raw materials (like nails, wood,
drywall, cement, pipes, copper
wire) machines and tools (like drills,
ladders, strings of temporary lighting,
scaffolding, fork lifts). And he hires
an appropriate mix of construction
workers. These are all brought
together at the construction site and
set in motion making the beach-side
mansion. When finished, the product
is a commodity worth more than the
means of production and wages. He
is then paid for the job and his capital
is freed up to start again. This time he
has a bit more, and can maybe take
on a bigger contract.

In reality, a construction site
is more often a bunch of overlapping
production processes. One capitalist
has the contract to build the house
(or houses) and acts as a general
contractor. He hires some of the
workers who will spend the most time
on the construction site (such as the
framers, the laborers and maybe a
few operating engineers fo run the big
machinery). The electrical systems, the
plumbing, the HVAC, the roofing and
siding, the insulation and drywall,
the painting, the finish carpentry, the
tile and concrete work he leaves to

specialized subcontractors. As far as
the production process he’s involved
in is concerned, the products of
the various subcontractors enter as
raw materials to be built into the
house, even if they have not been
put together yet. The capital of the
subcontractor moves in the same
circuit.

Say a finish carpentry
company gets the confract to install
all the cabinets and decorative
windowsills and door frames in the
mansion. The owner of the company
starts with money. Then he buys the
required raw materials, tools and
machines (finished wood, plastic
fasteners, glue, step ladders, nails,
nail guns efc...), hires the required
workers and puts them to work
installing the cabinets and door
and window frames. These are a
commodity, which is sold to the
general contractor. The money is more
than his initial investment and can be
reinvested to expand the company.
The value of the business expands.
Whether the finished commodity is a
house or a part of a house (or even
repairs or remodeling of a house)
the process of capital accumulation
is the same. By getting his money to
flow through a production process in
which surplus value is created, the
capitalist makes more money—his
capital expands.

But the owner of a
construction company doesn’t make
any distinction between money
invested in living and dead labor. His
profit is surplus value, but it doesn't
look like surplus value. The fact that
his profit comes from paying workers
less than the value they create at
work is hidden in the normal business
of buying and selling commodities.
He spends his money on everything
needed fo run his business, and when
the job’s done, he gets a return. The
difference is his profit. By comparing
his profit to the total capital he
invested, he gets a rate of profit for a
specific period of time.
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living labor

$20,000
------

$40,000

sule]belowjvalue

general contractor fakes 510,000

$110,000
—$100,000

$10,000

10YFratetotiprofit

Say an HVAC contractor
spends $100,000 over the course
of a year installing the heating,
ventilation and air conditioning
systems in a residential high-rise.
Say $80,000 of it was used to buy
dead labor (fans, heaters and air
conditioners of various sizes, sheets
of galvanized steel, duct tape and
insulation, saws, tin snips, extension
cords, replacements for the wear and
tear on the company van etc...) and
$20,000 to buy living labor (wages).

Say the employees took
half their time at work to add enough
value to the HVAC systems they were
assembling to pay their wages, and

$100,000
!

dead labor
$80,000

salelativalue

$120,000
—$100,000

$20,000

20Y Y aretot|profit

the rest of the time they added surplus
value. This would mean that the value
of the HVAC system was $120,000.
If the contractor was paid $120,000
he would have an annual rate of profit
of 20%—quite good. If the general
contractor only paid him $110,000,
he would still make an annual profit
of 10%, but the surplus value created
by his employees would be divided
equally between him and the general
confractor.

But there’s never only one
contractor. Each separate enterprise
in the same line of business competes
against the others on the open
market. Buyers won't buy a product
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that doesn’t work right, and they’ll
buy the cheapest one of the same
quality. In this way a market price
is formed for installing all the HVAC
systems in a residential high-rise.

This price can be pushed up
if there are a lot of buildings to ouffit
and not that many HVAC contractors
in the area, or it can be pushed down
if a lot of contractors are competing
for the contracts on a few buildings.
When the price drops it just means
that more of the surplus value is
going to the general contractor.
When it rises, the HVAC contractor
is keeping more of it. The prices
are constantly being pushed up and
down based on market conditions,
but supply and demand cannot
explain the price. At the point where
supply and demand are equal, they
don't explain anything.

The price of an installed
HVAC system (like any commodity)

moves around an equilibrium price.

Iaveruge rate of profit

Imoney invested in living labor

money invested in dead labor

That equilibrium price is the value
of the capital invested in the dead
labor plus that invested in living
labor plus an average rate of profit
for the industry. Contractors making
significantly less than the average rate
of profit will go out of business, and
their contracts will go to those who
are making more. This competition
makes the different enterprises
producing a similar product compare
and copy each other’s internal
organization and work processes.
If one contractor starts using a new
material to make ducts out of that
is cheaper than galvanized steel,
he will lower his costs, make more
profit than the average and be able
to sell his commodities cheaper. All
the other contractors will have to start
using the new material or go out of
business. As they make the switch,
his competitive advantage will
disappear.

But it's not just capital




invested in the same industry that
competes. From the point of view
of value trying to expand itself, any
business is as good as the next. All
that matters is the rate of profit. If a
decentsized HVAC contractor sees
that limousine companies or pasta
manufacturers are  making more
profit for the same investment, he
can sell his company and buy a fleet
of limousines or a pasta factory. As
more and more capital that was in
the business of installing ventilation
systems moves into the business of
taxiing around celebrities and taking
high school kids to the prom, the
price of limousine service will fall and
the price of HVAC systems will rise.
An average rate of profit is formed—
weighted for how much capital is
invested in different businesses.

Competition means that
each individual enterprise does not
keep the surplus value it squeezed out
of its workers, but will tend to make
profit based on the average rate of
profit in the market it operates in. If
specific sectors continue to produce
at a below average rate of profit,
firms or even whole industries will
see their investment evaporate and
go out of business.

In reality there are all

sorts of barriers to the movement of
capital, and profit rates are never
fully equalized. If one company
owns all the lumber processing plants
in the areaq, it can drive up the price
of two-by-fours. It would then have a
higher rate of profit because when
construction companies paid its
inflated prices it would be capturing
some of the surplus value created by
their workers. lts domination of the
entire market would be a barrier to
the equalization of the rate of profit.

But monopolies are only the
most extreme example of barriers
to the movement of capital. Take a
contractor who has been running
the same plumbing company for 40
years and employs a couple of his
nephews. He knows that he could
make a higher rate of profit if he
sold it and invested his money in an
upscale bar catering fo yuppies in a
gay neighborhood, but he doesn't.
His prejudice against homosexuals,
or his religious conviction against
the consumption of alcohol, or just
his attachment to the family business
is a barrier to the movement of his
capital.

Whether they're monopolies,
trade tariffs, different tax structures,
religious beliefs, different health
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and safety laws, or just individual
attachments to a particular line of
work or a particular neighborhood,
the various barriers to the movement
of capital don't stop the market from
functioning. They form the contours of
the market.

Still, the wider the difference
between the rates of profit the barriers
are keeping apart, the more pressure
that is put on those barriers. The
constant movement of capital back
and forth between industries and
regions fends to have a corrosive
effect on anything that stands in the
way of equalizing of the rate of profit.

All this competition puts
a lot of pressure on the owner of a
construction company. His company
has got to not just make a profit but
a competitive profit. He's got to grow
or die. It's not easy being a capitalist.

He's always worried about
his profit rate. He's always worried
about whether his employees are
wasting raw materials or whether
we're working hard enough or
whether we're abusing his machines
and creating more than an average
amount of wear and tear. If he wants
to remain a business owner, he's got
to push us to work harder, faster,
longer and for less money—he’s got
to be an asshole.

Every day at work at the

construction site is a constant battle,
as the boss tries to squeeze as much
surplus value out of us as possible.
When he can get us to start work
a little earlier, leave a little later, or
work a little harder and faster, he is
raising the profit rate at our expense.
When we take smoke breaks when
we're supposed to be working, when
we throw away usable parts rather
than walk down several floors to put
them back by the gang box, when we
steal tools or take extra-long lunches,
we're making our lives a litle easier
and at the same time cutting into the
profit rate.

We don’t care about
the company. Our interests are
directly opposed to the boss's and
to the whole process of capital
accumulation in general.

We have to sell our ability
to work in order to buy the things we
need to survive. The fact that some
guys will bring in some homemade
burritos to sell at lunch, or will sell
some drugs on the side, or will steal
copper pipes and wire from the site fo
sell for scrap, doesn’t change the fact
that we are dependent on selling our
ability to work to a boss—dependent
on a wage. Our time spent at work is
not our own—it's that part of our lives
that we just want to be over.

In order to make a living

~




we're forced to give over a huge
portion of our lives to the boss.
We make jokes comparing work to
prison. A new guy on a job will be
asked “How much time have you
done?” Older guys who've been
in the trades for years are called
“lifers.” The guy who has given
notice and is quitting next week is
a “shorttimer.” We complain about
our boss and say we're going to quit
and go work at a real company that
treats its employees right. There's
always stories about “the good boss”
or “the good company to work for,”
but somehow it's never our current
one. Atftitudes to the boss usually
range from guarded indifference to
white hot hatred, depending on who
he picks on and how much he tries to
push us around.

Every day we can see our
activity being turned info things, as
buildings rise out of the ground and
are filled with wires, pipes and ducts.
But in the houses we build, we don't
see protection from the weather and
privacy. We see a big meaningless
object that we're forced to work on
and someone else makes money
from.

Single-family suburban

bungalows, dark basement
apartments, reinforced concrete
housing tower, trailers and beach-
side mansions are not just dead
labor. They're capital. They're dead
labor that needs to move and expand
by squeezing living labor. Houses as
well as vans full of parts and tools,
sheets of steel, rolls of copper wire,
backhoes and cement mixing trucks
appear as capital only because of
the relations between the people
making them. They are owned and
controlled by capitalists and worked
on by wage workers without property
we can make money from. The
representative of dead labor controls
living labor, and forces us to work
so that dead labor can expand. This
class relationship shapes everything
else in a capitalist society.
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Socialization,
Separation and
Subcontracting

“The secret of managing is
to keep the guys who hate you
away from the guys who are undecided.”

LI AA N

Casey Stengel



construction site is the shared

workplace of workers with
lots of different bosses. At many
construction sites, people working
for a small family business work
side by side with people working
for a large subcontractor. Workers
hired by the boss directly or through
a union hiring hall coordinate their
work with workers hired through
a temp agency. Workers with and
without legal working papers work
next to each other but for different
companies.

The various tasks required
to put a building together are divided
up and made the specialized work
of different trades. At a typical
construction site, where a luxury
condominium high-rise tower is
being built, there will be operating
engineers to run the dump trucks,
back hoes, bulldozers, fork lifts and
cranes, iron workers to put together
the steel skeleton of the building,
framers to put in the structural
wood and light metal such as the
interior walls and drop ceilings,
cement masons to tie together the
rebar and pour concrete for the
building’s  foundation, sidewalks,
patios, and the walls and ceilings
of the underground parking garage.
There will be electricians to install
the electrical systems, HVAC guys
to install the heating, ventilation and
air conditioning systems, plumbers to

install the systems that bring in clean
water, take out waste water and the
sprinklers. There will be laborers
to unload and distribute materials
around the site, to run the more
physically demanding machines like
jackhammers and tampers, to direct
traffic when the work requires tearing
up parts of the roads around the job
site and generally to do odd jobs for
the general contractor. There will be
laborers hired from a temp agency
who come in every couple of days
to remove garbage from the site.
There will be insulators, drywallers,
finish carpenters, elevator installers,
window and door installers, garage
door installers, roofers and siders,
stone masons, floor guys, carpet guys,
tile guys. There will be specialized
workers to install the carbon
monoxide detection system in the
parking garage, and others to install
the security alarms and cameras.
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There will be landscapers to put in the
shrubbery and the rows of palm trees
lining the building’s entrance. Finally
there will be cleaners to come in
and make the place look nice before
prospective condo buyers come and
look at it. Some of these workers will
be hired by the general contractor
directly, but most of them will work
for subcontracting companies.

The different trades all
require different materials and
machines, some of which are very
expensive. By having specialized
subcontractors, costs are lowered
and the amount of time that capital
is sitting around not making money is
reduced. A roofing company doesn’t
need to buy expensive machinery
for making precision cuts to granite
countertops, and a ftile company
doesn’t need to buy scaffolding and
safety harnesses that allow people
to work on the roofs and sides of
buildings. Some of the trades (like the
framers or laborers) can spend a year
or more on the same construction
site, while others (like garage door
or security system installers) will
be on the site for only a couple of
days. This means that it would be
necessary to mass produce houses
on a huge scale before it would be

cost-effective for one company to hire
all the different building workers.

By subcontracting, the
general contractor doesn’t need to
keep elevator installers, who can't
work until the building’s skeleton is all
together, on the payroll. And elevator
installing contractors can line up
a bunch of jobs one affer another,
keep their workers working, and
keep their tools from sitting around
rusting. Sometimes it even makes
business sense for subcontractors
to further subcontract out parts of
their responsibility. An electrical
subcontractor will get a specialized
subcontractor to install just the low
voltage electrical systems, a plumbing
company will subcontract out just for
the sprinkler system.

Subcontracting also
distributes risk. Since houses are
rarely built from a standardized
model, there are all sorts of things
that have to be figured out during
construction on each specific site.
This means that there are all sorts
of things that can go wrong and
slow down the production of any
given building. Disruptions that slow
down the work of one trade can
easily slow down all the others. If
one company did all the work on a
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particular building, it would take on
all the risk. Most subcontractors run
several job sites at once, however.
They'll be involved in building some
condominiums, a mansion, a block of
apartments, an old folks home and
a school all at the same time. This
means that problems at one job can’t
cascade into their other jobs. The
risk is distributed more evenly across
all the capital invested in house
production.

Some very small contractors
are only able to take on one job at
a time. This means that the boss is
usually there all the time supervising
his employees. Any contractor large
enough to run a couple jobs at once,
will need foremen. The owner of the
company will make bids, buy new
equipment, hire and fire people,
deal with the general contractor,
and travel around to check on the
progress of each job. The daily
management of each site will be
done by a foreman. The foreman
is often the only representative of
management on site, and it's his job
to make us work hard. If he doesn't,
he will get fired. Still, the company’s
profit is not his profit, so he is a less
enthusiastic enforcer than the boss.
He can kick us off his job site for not
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working hard, but often he can't fire
us. Usually the foreman will be an
older worker who's been in the trades
for a long time and is expected to
divide his time between working on
the building and supervising other
employees. Sometimes foremen are
union members. Whether we respect
or hate the foreman depends mostly
on how much he acts as an enforcer
for the boss—how much he does his
job.

Subcontracting means that
the workers in the same company are
separated from each other, distributed
across a number of job sites. At the
same time each construction site has
a unified chain of command, and
starts to look a bit like an individual
company. The general contractor runs
the job. He sets work rules for the site
and can kick workers he hasn't hired
off the site for breaking them. He, or
a supervisor he's hired, coordinates
all the work with the foremen of the
different trades, who then pass on
orders down to the workers. The
bosses of the different subcontracting
companies are only brought in to
talk about money or when there’s a
problem or if the supervisor wants
to put extra pressure on the foreman
to get his guys working faster. This
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means that the general contractor
acts like a boss, even to workers he
hasn't hired directly. Attitudes to the
general contractor or his supervisors
tend to be similar to aftitudes toward
the boss. And we fight against the
general confractor as well as our
own boss as they work together to try
to squeeze more out of us.

The work process itself
makes us work together in groups
and coordinate the work with the
other trades. Drywallers take on
different tasks and work together in
teams to put up the drywall more
quickly. The drywallers have to talk
to the electricians and plumbers to
know whether or not a wire or pipe
is supposed to stick out of the wall,
or be buried in the wall. The groups
of electricians and plumbers need
to talk to each other and to the tile
guys and finish carpenters to figure
out how sinks, outlets and tiling,

countertops and cabinets fit together.
We work with the same
people a lot and get to know them
pretty well. Conversations that start
about how to do the work, quickly
become about the football game last
weekend, about our wives, girlfriends
and kids, about this one crazy iron
worker someone knew, and then
about how shitty the work is or how
the boss is an asshole. The work is
monotonous, and socializing usually
means joking around, stapling
someone’s fools to the floor, locking
someone in the porto-potty, throwing
screws out the window at the guys
directing traffic. We give each other
strange nicknames and draw on
each other’s hard hats. We take
smoke breaks together and go out
for drinks affer work. We stop being
isolated individuals and form groups
of workers who trust each other, work
together and can act together.



The biggest obstacle to
forming these groups is the division
of labor itself. Workers doing more
skilled work will think they're better
than the apprentices and workers
doing less skilled work and order
them around. Newer employees
will assume that the workers who
have been there a while are friends
with the boss. When we're all being
pushed to do more, faster, it's easy to
cut corners in a way that fucks over
the other trades. Drywallers will bury
electrical boxes meant for lights and
outlets rather than take the time to cut
holes. Electricians will leave a pile of
garbage in a room that gets in the
plumber’s way. A plumber will smash
big holes in the drywall looking for
a sprinkler head that was buried.
This is a constant source of friction
and can lead to arguments and even
occasional fist fights.

This conflict is made worse
because the division of labor is
overlaid with cultural differences.
The workers doing the less skilled,
more physical work are often
immigrants who don’t speak the
language. Often the only one
who knows both languages well
is the foreman. This division is
institutionalized by subcontracting,
as each company will hire workers
from similar backgrounds. The
workers in a company form a kind
of ethnic community. This means that
when workers from different trades
are stepping on each other’s toes,
it's only a small step from “Those
stupid drywallers...” to “Those stupid

"

Mexicans...” or from “Those lazy
siders...” to “Those lazy polacks...”
And workers who are racist against
each other don't socialize together
and have a very difficult time
organizing together against the boss.
Unless these divisions lead to fights
that actually slow down the work
process, they are a good thing from
the point of view of the boss.

Still, even a racist can feel
the surplus value constantly being
pumped out of him. At the same time
we're assembling a building that will
make the boss a lot of money, we're
finishing off each paycheck just about
the time the next one comes. Even the
boss’s brother-in-law, who's a snitch,
will try to get out of hard work if he
can. Even the extreme right winger
who hates it when the government
interferes with the rights of private
property will steal from work. Even
the guy who complains about the
“lazy immigrants” slacks off on the
job when he can get away with it.
Our hostility to the work doesn’t come
from our political ideas. It comes from
the fact that we are being exploited
as wage workers. We have interests
that are directly opposed to the
company'’s interests. Still, the less
infernally conflicted we can become,
the better we can get at fighting the
boss. We can consciously plan and
coordinate our resistance. We can
see who our real allies and enemies
are likely to be.

A company’s internal
structure and work process create
patterns of socialization and
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separation. These are the terrain on
which we fight with management, but
they are also a weapon in the hands
of the boss. We are brought together
and divided up in order to pump
as much surplus value out of us as
possible. But when we work together,
we begin fo see that we have similar
inferests—interests that are directly
opposed to our bosses’ interests. As
we form groups that slack off, steal
from work and cover for each other,
we cut info the rate of profit, and the
boss has to respond. He can respond
by changing around work patterns.
He may supervise us directly, or hire
more workers, so the foreman can
spend more time making sure we're
working hard. Llike most decisions
the boss makes though, this will be
made on a costbenefit analysis, and
constant supervision is expensive.
Instead, he may separate workers
he thinks are causing problems. He
will have us work in different parts
of the building or move us around
to different construction sites. This
can break up work groups and cut
down on resistance. It can also mean
that a culture of resistance spreads
throughout the company.

Alternately, he may try to
neutralize our informal work groups
by joining them or getting someone
he trusts to join them. He'll come

work with us for a few hours, or take
us out to lunch one day. Usually we'll
be friendly enough while he’s there
and then go back to slacking off once
he's gone. More often, he'll send in a
different worker he trusts to work with
us. Since we're almost always doing
less than we're supposed to, this will
mean we have to work harder until
we can be sure the new worker isn't
a snitch. If he’s not a bad guy, he will
soon become part of the work group.
If he acts like a litle boss and tries
to get us to work harder, he will be
treated like one. He'll get a nickname
like “office bitch” or “ass face” and
no one will help him with any tasks
unless the boss is standing there
watching. People won't talk to him
and his work will be made miserable
until he asks to work by himself or
with someone else. We know how to
use socialization and separation as
well.

Standing up for each other,
forming groups, corrupting workers
who sympathize with the boss, and
exposing and excluding snitches—
this is what the everyday struggle
at a construction site is made of.
When it's going well, it can make
our lives a lot less miserable. It is
the foundation for any larger fight
against management.
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Skill and Backwardness

“I will make houses like they make cars.”

Le Corbusier
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ouses are not just built for a

profit. The work process used
to make them is constantly under
pressure to change to make as much
profit as possible.

Individual jobs are broken
up into small tasks that can be
repeated quickly. In a team of
drywallers, one will measure the
areas to be covered and screw
the sheets to the wall, another will
cut sheets to fit, another will come
along after and spread tape and
spackle over the joints where pieces
of drywall fit together, and a fourth
will smooth out the mud with a taping

Plastic snap-in connectors replace
steel screw-in connectors. The roller
or the paint-spraying machine replace
the paintbrush. The nail gun replaces
the hammer and the sawsall replaces
the saw. These are all expensive, but
they allow the painter, the electrician
or the carpenter to do more work
in the same amount of time. When
a company first infroduces a new
machine it can make a lot more
profit because it is producing much
more efficiently than the industry
average. As a new machine becomes
widespread, producing with that
machine becomes the new industry

knife. When jobs are chopped up like
this, we get very good at doing our
individual task and can do it quickly
and efficiently. At the same time, the
work gets repetitive and boring.

The machines, tools, parts
and materials we work with are
designed and redesigned to speed
up the work process, or to allow us
to do the same work cheaper. The
reusable wire nuts that electricians
use fo connect wires in a light fixture
are replaced with quicker push-in
connectors built info the light fixture.

average. The labor of the painter
is spread out over more walls in a
given period of time, and the value
of a painted wall drops. A painting
contractor has to invest a higher
proportion of his money in dead labor
(such as paintspraying machines) as
compared to living labor.

As tasks are divided up
between a number of employees,
and more and more machines are
infroduced, jobs tend to become
simpler, more repetitive, less skilled.
Skilled tradesmen tend to become
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more like installers and installers
tend to become more like factory
workers. As jobs become less skilled,
employees need less training (and
therefore tend to get paid less and
are easier to replace).

after putting the pipes in a few, the
plumbers will get the hang of it and
be able to go much faster. Still, all
the apartment buildings on a block
are not the same, and all the blocks
in a city are definitely different.

SN

Still, the carpenter’s laser
level is nothing compared to the laser
checkout scanner used by a cashier. In
many ways, the construction industry
is very backwards. New technology
hasn't been able to reshape the whole
work process around it. The only
areas of construction that have really
been mechanized are excavation
and lifting materials—and not even
these on some small sites. New
machines on a construction site are
usually just high-tech tools. They tend
to feel more like an extension of our
body than something that imposes
a mechanical rhythm on our work.
Construction materials can be high-
tech, but construction is not. The
workers adding fiber-optic cables,
motion sensors and solar panels to a
house, are often using nothing more
than hand tools, a cordless drill and
a ladder.

In order for new technology
and the division of labor to really
increase productivity, houses would
have to be mass-produced—house
production would have to take place
on a large scale, and house design
would have to be standardized. This
has had only very limited success.
The units in an apartment building
can be designed exactly the same, so

Trailers and doublewides are made
from standardized designs in factory-
like conditions and transported to
the buyer. But most homes aren't
transportable, and designs are
different for different locations.
Houses have to be built on land
somewhere. In order to mass produce
a neighborhood, a developer has to
buy up all the land first. This means
coaxing or coercing all the different
owners of the land he wants to build
on to sell to him.

Even when they can get
their hands on large areas of land,
developers often build in small
chunks. Houses are extremely
durable. Unlike restaurants, or
even car manufacturers, the house-
building industry can’t rely on
replacing old houses as a steady
source of demand. The building
industry tends to boom when the
economy as a whole is growing
and to crash when the growth stops.
Making an apartment building can
take a long time, and the market
can change quickly during that
time. This creates an extra incentive
to build quickly—which means
building small. A company building
an Lshaped apartment building
will sometimes build one wing and
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make sure it is sold before building
the other half. A large company will
build a number of small sites, rather
than one large one. This (as well as
well as the relatively cheap costs of
getting into the construction business)
means that there are often lots of
small contractors competing right
along side the big ones.

The backwardness of the
construction industry is a bad thing
from the point of view of productivity,
not necessarily for us. The fact that
there are rarely standardized designs
means that individual workers have
to figure out how things fit together,
and we offen have a lot of room to
do things however we think makes
the most sense. The architects are
never right the first time. The plans for
the HVAC system, the windows, the
plumbing and the framing will often
not work fogether. After a few jokes
at the expense of the architectural
profession, we'll have to work with
the guys from the other trades fo figure
out how to make things work. We get
an idea of how the whole building
has to fit together. We have to think a
bit on top of just doing physical labor.
The limited use of machines and the
fact that building often goes on at a
bunch of scattered, small sites, means
that each worker has fo learn how to
do a number of different tasks. A job
from start to finish can take months,
and at each stage we might be doing
different things. The backwardness of
the work process means that the work

requires a variety of skills and quite a
bit of decision making on our part. In
this, the job of a skilled construction
worker is closer to that of a white
collar worker like a teacher than it is
to the job of an auto worker. Keeping
in mind how a building has to fit
together as a whole, and using a bit
of thought and skill at work, makes
the job a bit less boring. It doesn't
change the fact that we're doing all
this to make money for the boss. And
once capital can make houses (or
teach) like it makes cars, it will.
Unlike more specialist white
collar jobs, we have to learn almost
all of our skills on the job. Formal
apprenticeships often require some
classroom time, but this is usually
quite small compared to the amount
of time spent learning while working.
This means that on any construction
site, in any trade, workers with lots
of experience work side by side
with fresh apprentices. Skill and
experience are very important in
how we relate to each other. The first
question a new worker on a job site
will usually ask his coworkers is “How
long have you been in the trade?”
and he will quickly figure who he has
more experience than and who less.
Experience in some trades is officially
recognized by “cards.” By working a
number of hours, passing a course or
a test, skilled tradesmen are legally
recognized as journeymen. This
usually means more pay and more
authority on the job site. In other



trades, the skill of different workers
and their differing wages are just
judged by the boss.

The boss has to place a lot of
trust in his skilled workers. The speed
and quality of the work depends on
lots of individual decisions about
how to use hand tools and how to
accomplish tasks. We often work
with very little supervision. The
boss or the foreman will give us
something to do and then check later
that what we put together works. In
some companies skilled workers will
work on job sites all by themselves.
We often are expected to buy our
own tools and can choose which
ones to buy. The boss of a medium
size subcontracting company is an
outsider and usually doesn't really
know what's going on at each of his
jobs. He profits from our work and
puts pressure on us to do more and
faster, but he usually gives us a lot
of room to organize it however we
want. We like this freedom and are
very annoyed when it is attacked.
The quickest way for the boss to get
his workers to hate him is to force
them to work in specific ways.

This control over the work
can create a kind of professionalism
among certain skilled construction
workers. There are a lot of real skills
we learn, and we can tell which of our
coworkers actually know what they're
doing. We take a certain pride in
being able to do complicated skilled
work. We like to use our skills when
we can to fix something at home or to
help a friend build an addition onto
their house. This craft pride is the
main way that management appeals
to skilled workers. There is an attempt
to create a kind of community around
“the trade.” The community includes
the boss, the foreman and the skilled
journeymen, but not the apprentices
who are just learning the tra