18

and the intensification and extension of work time which served to reduce the porosity
of the workday. These methods, however, did not transform the customary organization
of labour and workers retained much control over the actual process of production.
Moreov=r, given the physical limits to the ability of workers to endure the expansion of
the working day and in the context of working class resistance to these new measures,
capitalists turned to other means in their attempts to extract surplus from workers.
Firstly, the method of production within the workshop was reorganized with the
introduction of a detailed division of labour, whereby operations usually handled by cach
worker were separated and assigned to different workers, giving rise to an interdependent
organization of labour. The widespread introduction of machinery further extended the
cheapening of labour and the erosion of workers’ control over the production process.
Marx provided an in-depth account of workers’ considerable resistance to both the
detailed division of labour and generalized mechanization, thereby showing that despite
their disadvantaged position in capitalist relations of production, workers are, as David
Knights and Hugh Willmott put it, "neither impotent nor ineffectual. "’

Braverman® closely adhered to the central tenet of Marx’s analysis by reinstating
the imperative of capital accumulation as fundamental in determining the continuous
transformation of the labour process and the degradation of work in capitalist societies.
He also recognized that employers had been successful in gaining greater control over
the labour process during the early stages of capitalism. According to Braverman,
however, the transition to real subordination was only completed through scientific
management or Taylorism and associated changes in the industrial application of

scientific knowledge. He argued that with the onset and consolidation of monopoly
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ABSTRACT

This dissertation trzces the historical development of the labour process of
passenger agents at TCA/Air Canada and, in so doing, contributes to the sociological
unders.a-ding of the intersection of class and sex in shaping the world of white-collar
work under advanced capitalism. The labour process and socialist feminist frameworks
provide the theorctical foundation for analyzing the transformation in the nature,
conditions and relations of passenger agents’ work.

I argue that the historical transformation of the labour process of passenger agents
is part of the general processes of proletarianization and feminization of white-collar
work. [ also establish the link between these processes and the process of class
formation. My goal is to show that ongoing modifications to the passenger azent labour
process, which are understood in the context of the broader Canadian political economy
and the changing airline industry, gave rise to conflictual labour-management relations,
thus creating the conditions for the emergence of a stronger and more militant union
capable of influencing outcomes. Thae processes of technological change and work
reorganization, skill and deskilling, strategies of control, employment practices and the
labour market-houschold nexus are the key areas of investigation which render
transparent the historical development of passenger agent work. These processes are
understood within the contzxt of resistance and accommodation.

This study highlights the destructive effects of the forces and relations of
production in capitalist societies on human potential, and concludes that this wasting of
human creativity can only continue and will most likely worsen under the present
political and economic conditions, thereby deepening the contradictions inherent in the

capitalist mode of production and planting the seeds for its possible destruction.

1l
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1. INTRODUCTION

The goal of this dissertation is to analyze the historical development of the labour
process of passenger agents at Trans-Canada Air Lines (TCA)/Air Canada and, in so
doing, contribute to the sociological understanding of the intersection of class and sex in
shaping and transforming the world of white-collar work under advanced capitalism. [
argue that the historical transformation of the labour process of passenger agents is part
of the general processes of proletarianization and feminization of white-collar work. |
also cstablish the link between these processes and the process of class formation. While
this study only deals with the specific expression of these processes in one case, it does
allow us to reach certain conclusions on trends concerning women’s white-collar work
and point to some of the characteristics of the labour process in state-controlled
enterprises.

The initial question that prompted this research focused on why the Canadian Air
lLinc Employees’ Association (CALEA), the union representing over 3,000 passenger
agents at Air Canada - over 70 percent of whom are women - staged its first full-scale
strike against the company in the spring of 1985 and why, in the summer of that year,
it merged with the United Automobile, Aerospace and Agricultural Implement Workers
of America (UAW) (and joired the National Automobile, Aerospace and Agricultural
Impleinent Workers Union of Canada (CAW-Canada) as local 2213 following the split
from the international union shortly thereafter). While at first glance it may appear that
the walkout and the merger could simply be explai.'ed by immediate coacerns about the
potential negative effects of the radical restructuring of the airline industry in the wake

of deregulation, I contend that a more complete understanding of these actions requires

that they be posed as a historical problem. I argue that continual yet fundamental
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maodifications to the labour process of passenger agents, which must be understood in the
broader context of a fluctuating socio-economic cnvironment and a changing airline
industry, gave rise to coniiictual labour-management relations, thus creating the
conditions for the emergence of a more militant union capable of influcncing outcomes,
The expansion and strengthening of the union was a consequence of, and also contributed
to, the shaping of this rising militancy. Women's permanent attachment to the labour
market also helps explain the willingness of passenger agents to adopt more militant
forms of action to resist worsening workplace and labour market conditions.

This study focuses on two key areas of investigation, namely the transformation
of the labour process and labour market conditions of passenger agents at TCA/Air
Canada, and the actions of workers both in terms of resistance and accommodation as
well as organization and politics. These processes are understood in the context of the
growth and development of the Canadian airline industry and more specifically TCA/Air
Canada. Though the time frame of the dissertation spans fifty-five years, the entire
period from the early 1970s to the present remains the central focus of the study. The
investigation is generally organized around two historical periods.  The first period,
which begins in 1937 and ends in 1969, is marked by the creation and expansion of
TCA/Air Canada and the Canadian airline industry. During these years, the passenger
agent occupation is created, the labour process is reorganized, workers collectively
organize and labour demands become increasingly sophisticated. The second period,
which commences in 1970 and extends into the carly 1990s, is characterized by the
further expansion and consolidation of the airline industry in the carly stages, followed

by crisis and restructuring in the form of deregulation, increased competition and
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concentration, privatization and globalization. It is a time of massive capitalization in
terms of aircraft and workplace techinologies, and diversification of services to business
and leisure travellers. Overall working conditions undergo significant transmutations.
The period is marked by the growth and reconstitution of the union representing
passenger agents and by increasingly conflictual labour-management relations. During
this time, with the re-emergence of the women’s movement, issues of concern to women
are placed on the union’s agenda.

The central theme of thi< study is the transformation in the nature, conditions and
relations of white-collar work through the processes of proletarianization, feminization
and class formation. I consicder the implications of the specific expression of these
processes for human potential. The key concepts that are used to weave together the
changing experience of work include technological change and work reorganizaticn, skill
and deskilling, strategies of control, employment practices and tne labour market-
household nexus. These are understcod within the context of accommodaticn, resistance
and union organization.

The theoretical concepts that provide a backdrop to this study of work are
generally located within the labour process and socialist femin:st frameworks. The
foundations of labour ;rocess theory laid by Karl Marx over a century ago had relatively
little impact on the study of work and no major attempts were made to update his
framework until the mid-1970s when there occurred a revival of interest in changes in
the nature and organization of work in advanced capitalist societies. Harry Braverman’s
seminal treatise, Labor and Monopoly Capital,’ which combined a restatement of Marx’s

conceptual categories and an application of these to major developments in the world of
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work over the past hundred years, played a pivotal role in stimulating empirical research
and in setting off theoretical debates .n work, thereby restoring the study of the labour
process to a central place within marxist and sociological inquiry. Theoretical
considerations, however, have not evolved in a vacuum as material conditions have
prompted a reconceptualization of what it means to work in advanced capitalist societies.
The workplace was subjected to greater scrutiny when it became increasingly clear that
post-war capitalist development had significantly modified this realm of social reality.
Although mainstream social sciences, buttressed by the mass media, proclaimed the
advent of a post-industrial society with more leisure time and less work time, it became
clear that most peoples’ lives remained highly defined and structured by work in one
form or another. Moreover, workplace conflict dramatically increased in most western
countries beginning in the mid-1960s, leading to the breakdown of the illusion of
industrial consensus. By questioning mainstream assumptions about workplace changes
and relations, the labour process perspective infused the analysis of work with a critical
dimension.

Although studies which countered bourgeois accounts of work in industrial society
revitalized the investigation of the labour process by reaffirming the inherently class-
based nature of work under capitalism, feminists have challenged the adequacy of the
overall framework because it failed to take sex into account. Since the late 1960s,
feminists of various persuasions have systematically questioned the explanatory power
of mainstream social sciences as well as Marxism and other radical approaches because
of their failure to both identify and satisfactorily account for sex divisions and the

subordination of women in society. Although women have always been present in a
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variety of social contexts, their very presence as well as their experiences and
contributions have been virtually igrored, and when they have been taken into account,
their reality has usually been distorted. This distortion has served to obscure sex
inequality and oppression. What mainstream and radical non-feminist discourses have
presented as universal and absolute knowledge of the world is really knowledge created
from the experiences of male actors. In unearthing women’s experiences in an effort to
recount the story more fully, feminists have produced alternative descriptions and
explanations of social reality and, in so doing, have highlighted the nature of inequality
and oppression.

The investigation and theorizing of women and work has been important to the
socialist feminist project. In their attempts to revise social theories of work to make
women and gender relations visible, socialist feminists have engaged permanently with
the labour process perspective. While debates on the labour process have played a
critical role in directing attention to the paid workplace, one crucial flaw has nonetheless
permeated theoretical and empirical studies in this area. Although class relations have
been central to the analysis, studies of the labour process have generally been devoid of
considerations of gender relations. Moreover, contemporary research concerning work
in which workers have been able to speak for themselves cast mostly male voices and
experiences. The worker has generally been either sexless or male and usually found
within an industrial setting. The exclusion of women leads to the assumption that the
relation between capital and labour is one between bosses and male workers. When
women's labour force participation has been addressed, it has tended to be seen as a

special problem for employers, husbands or women themselves and dismissed as
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peripheral or secondary to women'’s lives. An emphasis on women's work is crucial to
a more complete understanding of paid employment, given the massive entrance of
women in the labour force following the Second World War. Moreover, neglecting to
study jobs where women predominate results in important trends in the world of work
being overlooked and thus in weakened theories on work.

Over the course of the past two decades, feminists have been actively engaged in
researching women’s wage work under capitalism. Given efforts in this area, it is no
longer possible today to claim that studying women’s paid work is novel. While initial
investigations relied primarily on statistical data and provided a broad overview of
women’s labour fcrce work, dissatisfaction with the limitations of such research led to
qualitative studies that examined the nature, conditions and relations of women’s work.
Despite their relatively limited number, these studies have been crucial in exposing
workplace realities that could not be captured in broad statistical trends. Feminist
scholarship has helped shift the agenda of the study of work by recognizing that paid
work in advanced capitalism is more likely to involve manipulating symbols or
processing people than dealing with things, and more likely to be providing a service
than making a tangible product. In this context, my study aims to counter the assumption
found in many labour process analyses, and so eloquently stated by Braverman, that
clerical, sales and service occupations, which have undergone an immense growth since
the Second World War, "require little description and analysis because they are
conducted, for most part, in the public eye, and the labor tasks assigned to most of them
are readily visualized”.? This kind of statement not only tends to trivialize much of

women’s work, but contradicts many of Braverman’s own assumptions about sociological
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analysis. This inadequate and incomplete understanding of work fails to give centrality
to those relations that give shape to what is witnessed by simply watching workers
perform their duties. It falls short of going beyond mere appearances to grasp as central
the hidden relations, the social and economic power and the modes of control and
resistance that shape people’s experience of work. Clearly then, what is lacking is an
analysis of work as a process whereby human beings actively produce services within a
complex social environment.

The study of the Canadian air transportation industry in general and of the labour
process of airline workers in particular is important for several reasons. Air
transportation has become a fundamental component of the expanding service producing
industries that are a mainstay of the Canadian economy. It is also an essential feature
of contemporary capitalism, especially because of the role it plays both in facilitating the
conduct of business and in ensuring the development of tourism as a major economic
sector worldwide. Moreover, the relatively young airline industry has experienced rapid
change over the last half century and has been in a state of perpetual crisis over the
course of the past two decades. In the current context of deregulation, massive
restructuring and globalization of air transportation as well as the promise of cheap air
fares, the industry has irrevocably captured the attention of the public and has been
subjected to close scrutiny by academics. Little attention, however, has been paid to the
implications of industry changes for airline workers whose labour consists in ensuring
the rapid and efficient movement of people and goods. Furthermore, while airplanes
have been the focus of attention when dealing with issues of technological innovation in

air transportation - indeed aircraft have been a source of deep fascination and have been
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held as a symbol of technological progress - the airline industry has been a leader in
implementing computer and telecommunications technologies. These systems have a
heavy impact on the labour process and job security of airline workers and on industrial
relations, yet they have been subjected to very little scrutiny. These changes arc a
reflection of fundamental shifts in the forces and relations of production and thus nced
to be investigated.

This case study examines one specific group of airline workers, namely Air
Canada passenger agents who work in reservations and city sales offices and at airport
counters across the country performing customer sales and service duties. The goal is
to carry out a qualitative in-depth historical investigation of the nature, conditions and
relations of work in order to produce a more complete picture of the transformation of
the labour process of passenger agents at TCA/Air Canada. The occupation of airline
passenger agent is relatively new and, as such, represents an ideal opportunity to analyze
developments at work. To my knowledge, this is the first systematic investigation of this
airline indusiry labour process.

Two main research methods,” archival research and interviewing, were used to
gather data for this study. Together, these methods serve to enhance our understanding
by adding layers of information and by making use of different types of data for cross-
verification and refinement. Throughout the investigation, both the union and the
company were extremely cooperative in providing access to individuals and documents.

The archival material, comprising for the most part previously untapped and unanalyzed

* A detailed discussion of the research process and methods of data collection appears in
Appendix 1.
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union and company documents, was invaluable as a sovrce of information and was
necessary for gaining a basic familiarity with the terminology of the industry and for
constructing much of the story. In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted and
recorded with fifty-eight persons, including individual workers, union representatives and
company officials. The majority of interviews were conducted in the Toronto base
during the summer of 1989 and in the Montreal base during late autumn and early winter
1990. Interviews were also conducted in Ottawa in the summer of 1990. Further
interviews were carried out in Toronto in early 1993 to update the story. Informal
conversations were also held with close to one hundred other individuals connected in
some way to the airline industry. All persons encountered during the research were
immediately welcoming and showed a keen interest in the project. Many gave a great
deal of their time. Their openness and eloquence in describing their experiences resulted
in a ricnly textured portrayal of changes in the nature, conditions and relations of
passenger ageat work. During my encounters with airline industry people, I was moved
by the sense of pride yet the deep disillusionment, the resignation, the anger, the
resistance and the want for more fulfilling and creative life experiences, and could not
but sense the immensity of wasted human potential under capitalism.

In chapter two, I review the theoretical frameworks that are used to analyze the
transformation of the work of passenger agents at TCA/Air Canada. In exploring the
relevant themes and key concepts from theories of the labour process and socialist
feminist theories of women and work, I delineate a frame of reference to facilitate the
telling of the story and the fashioning of the analysis.

Chapter three provides an overview of the creation and development of TCA/Air
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Canada and iocates changes within the evolving Canadian air transportation industry.
This sets the context for understanding the transformation of the labour process of
passenger agents. [ trace the growth in passenger traffic, the financial performance of
the carrier, the inauguration of new routes. services and products, modifications to fare
structures and the introduction of new types of aircraft. Moreover, I examine the growth
in competition and its impact on the nature of the industry. I also emphasize the
significant role played by the state in shaping the Canadian airline industry over the past
half century.

In chapters four and five, I analyze major changes that have occurred in the
immediate labour process of passenger agents since the formation of TCA in 1937 until
the turbulent period of the early 1990s and relate these transformations to the expansion
of air transportation and the spread of passenger handling functions. Both chapters deal
for the most part with the cffects of major waves of technological development,
especially in the areas of computer and telecommunications technologies, on the
organization of work, job security and employment practices, as well as on the provision
of services. I argue that the ongoing implementation of new forms of technology and the
restructuring of work have increased managerial control over workers and resulted in
deskilling. I nonetheless show that these processes were not linear given the growing
variety and complexity of products which acted as countervailing forces. In order to
paint a more complete picture of the contemporary fabour process, a large section of
chapter five is devoted to an account by passenger agents of their work experience in the
crisis-ridden environment of the late 1980s and early 1990s. Throughout both chapters,

I trace the union’s increasingly militant stance and the more conflictual union-
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management relations that emerged beginning in the 1960s, and connect these changes
to the process of proletarianization. Finally, I demonstrate that, as the work of passenger
agents became more deskilled, automated and controlled, and as threats to employment
security grew, the passengei agent job became increasingly feminized. In this context,
I discuss some of the major difficulties women have faced in the workplace.

Chapter six addresses job security issues. I argue that the job security of
passenger agents was gradually diluted with the continual introduction of new
technologies, the cross-utilization of difierent groups of company employees and the
contracting out of work. [ focus much attention on the contracting out of airline
customer services to independent travel agencies (made increasingly possible by
technological innovations), one of the most significant causes of the erosion of passenger
agents’ employment security. Throughout, I demonstrate that these changes in
employment practices, which are part of the process of proletarianization, contributed to
worsening labour-management relations and spurred the union into more militant action.
In the final section of the chapter, I assess the union’s ability to use the collective
bargaining process and the grievance system to oppose ongoing threats to job security,
and discuss in some detail its more recent attempts to develop innovative policies and
programmes to strengthen job protection.

Chapter seven deals with job training and workplace monitoring. In the first part
of the chapter which focuses on training, i show that despite the need for passenger
agents to develop sound people skills, training programmes have consistently been of a
stronger, but still limited, technical nature. This approach to training has restricted the

development of transferable skills and thus hindered passenger agents’ labour market







