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Dying for a Living: Economic and Moral
Restructuring in a French Factory

Pascal Marichalar

In 1897, after a decade of intense scholarly work, Max Weber suffered a ner-
vous breakdown'. For most of the six years that followed, a period which
some have called his “lost years,” he was no longer able to read or write
without great distress. The sociologist “struggled to teach but often could
not complete the semester,” and “was unable to concentrate on work””? Only
in 1904 did he take up a new writing project, which led to him publishing
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, the classic study that deals pre-
cisely with the mystery of how and why we commit ourselves to work.? His
explanation involved the enduring legacy of ascetic Protestantism, what he
called “the ghost of dead religious beliefs.”* In 1908, Weber completed this
line of thought in a study of worker output in a textile factory—a study that
also considered worldly factors such as wages, worker solidarity, and the
threat of unemployment.®

Sociologists have never ceased to be obsessed with the question of consent
in the workplace. Conducting fieldwork in the same industrial plant thirty
years apart, Donald Roy and Michael Burawoy each dealt with this topic from
different viewpoints: “Where [Roy] had been interested in why workers did
not work harder, I wondered why they worked as hard as they did,” Burawoy
reflected retrospectively®. Burawoy’s study, Manufacturing Consent, showed the
importance of internal labor markets and what he called the internal state,
“whose grievance machine constituted workers with rights and obligations
and whose apparatus of collective bargaining coordinated the interests of
workers and managers.!” This analysis was echoed in 1997 by Pierre Bourdieu
in one of his rare pieces that focused solely on work: “The investment in labour,
and therefore miscognition of the objective truth of labour as exploitation,
which leads people to find an extrinsic profit in labour, irreducible to simple
monetary income, is part of the real conditions of the performance of labour,
and of exploitation.”® Bourdieu stressed the importance of the small spaces

of freedom granted to workers, as a conquest or as a privilege.
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Moral Restructuring in a French Factory

However exploited they may feel and actually be, women and men nev-
ertheless bring their morals and affects to work with them. Just like E.P.
Thompson’s impoverished masses who ask a fair price for bread, instead
of taking it for free, workers usually find it important to get the job done
properly.® Historians and sociologists of work have shown that workers
have a hard time not being loyal to their trade, their company and even their
employer—even when the job is literally killing them because of the hazards
incurred; even when they are paid disgraceful wages; and even when they
are treated disrespectfully. This loyalty allows for continued production
and quality in industries that would have collapsed long ago, had workers
decided to abide only by the rules on the books and keep their feelings out
of the picture.!” Some risk their lives to preserve the means of production,
like the seven workers who died in a steel foundry in 2007 in Turin, Italy,
because they fought a fire instead of fleeing the premises as they had been
instructed to do, only to be posthumously accused of negligence by their
ungrateful employer." Even the fiercest political activists will bemoan their
plant’s closure or their company’s bankruptcy, because they had come to
develop a feeling of connection inextricably and emotionally tied to their
jobs, however demeaning.”

Itwould seem that workers have little leeway when it comes to their moral
involvement in work. The desire to see a job well done lives on even when
the task is uninteresting and harmful to those who carry it out, as shown
for example by workers in modern-day distribution centers." It is often
impossible to perform one’s craft correctly without a minimum of moral
involvement. In their classic study of a French automobile plant in the 1980s
and 1990s, however, sociologists Stéphane Beaud and Michel Pialoux do
describe a young generation of temp workers who keep their headphones
on while working, do not speak to anyone, and leave promptly at the end of
their shift." Through distancing workplace practices, these workers mean
to show that in no way are they automobile workers like their fathers—ajob
that most of them have vowed never to embrace—and that they are only there
because they need to make some money while they search for the elusive
job of their dreams. While such a stance may be morally admirable, it is not
sustainable in the long run, and some of these young men can become bit-
ter, whether they remain in the job longer than expected or leave it suddenly
even with no alternative. This contradiction is the cause of much suffering

as long as it remains unresolved.
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HISTORY of the PRESENT

Financial stakeholders have more latitude regarding their moral involve-
ment in the businesses they operate. In the history of contemporary capital-
ism, owners of large companies have long given the impression that they,
too, had a more than purely utilitarian relationship to their workforce and
company. The set of practices that are usually labeled as paternalism illus-
trate this partly economic, partly moral relationship—one that advocates for
worker dignity while enforcing stringent subordination and often making a
profit from this so-called benevolence.” Under this system, owners are ex-
pected to demonstrate that they care for their company as well as its profits,
and that they know what kind of work is being carried out on the shop floor.
This behavior is a pre-condition for public respect as well as for support by
elected officials and the administrative state.

However, as of the 1970s—1980s, financial stakeholders seemed to have
lost most of their moral stake in the businesses they owned, as the ideology
of neoliberal economic policy caught on among the elite and was enforced
in policies that placed profit over craft, and gave corporate power to inves-
tors who were disconnected from the reality of the work. Despite common
trends, this history is specific to each country. The French case, which is the
backdrop for this paper, is one of remarkably stealthy reforms—mostly car-
ried out by economically liberal Socialists. These have led to intense financial
deregulation, or rather re-regulation, which has in turn granted relatively
unfettered power to international investment funds with no moral involve-
ment in the work that is being carried out.'

By 1984, France had instituted many changes including the abolition of
the distinction between investment and commercial banks, the elimination
of credit control, and the introduction of “new financial instruments such as
money markets, commercial markets, and financial futures.”” No longer was
government approval necessary for foreign direct investments. In 1990, all
capital controls were abandoned, in line with directives from the European
Union. The share of foreign investors in the French market grew from twelve
percentin 1990, to twenty-one and a half percent in 1993, reaching alevel of
thirty-five to forty percent in 1999 (and for the top forty corporations, this
share then reached forty-five percent). In 2000, non-residents represented
“82% of all stock transactions, giving them full control over price formation
on the stock market!"® These foreign investors were often administrators of
pension and mutual funds. They typically asked for a fifteen percent-plus
return on equity as well as minority shareholder power over corporate policy,
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Moral Restructuring in a French Factory

with little or no consideration for the wellbeing of the workforce or the qual -
ity of the craft. Between 1997 and 2002, Lionel Jospin’s Socialist-Communist
coalition government, with Finance Minister Dominique Strauss-Kahn as
its economic mastermind, basically granted investors the power they were
asking for and more, authorizing, for example, stock options with very low
taxes.

In 1999, Michelin, the French tire company, simultaneously announced that
profithad risen seventeen percent since the previous year and that it planned
to lay off 7,500 people to continue the improvement of its margins'. Asked
to react, Prime Minister Jospin famously declared that “you can’t expect the
State to take care of everything” (Il ne faut pas tout attendre de Etat) but then had
to backtrack because of the uproar.?’ He subsequently promised to regulate
such “stock market” layoffs (licenciements boursiers). This promise was struck
down in January 2002 by the Constitutional Council (Conseil constitutionnel)
when it ruled that forbidding layoffs in profitable companies was a breach of
the freedom of enterprise guaranteed by the 1789 Declaration of the Rights
of Man and of the Citizen. However, French politicians from both the left
and the right who wished to escape political responsibility didn’t blame the
founding fathers of the Revolution. Rather, they depicted the EU as the main
villain behind the deregulation policies that France had been forced to enact,
even though, on a private level, they were usually in favor of the EU directives,
some of which they had even crafted themselves.

The more that business and political elites focused on financial activities,
the less they seemed to care about either the reality of work or the plight
of the workforce. In particular, blue-collar workers and their world gradu-
ally became invisible through “various forms of marginalization, occlusion
and disqualification from the mainstream political and media discourses."*
There remained only a few sociologists to contend that the working class
was still alive and worth studying.?

The “erasure” of labor prompted narratives on the steady improvement of
working conditions. In France in 2009, a right-wing minister of labor could
thus express his satisfaction that occupational hazards no longer involved
people falling into blazing furnaces. According to Xavier Darcos, in the new,
post-materialist service economy, the main problem had become what oc-
cupational medicine calls psychosocial risk factors, understood loosely as
work-related depression and burn-out.?® But such an account is misleading.
During the past century, prevention has effectively focused on accidents,
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especially fatal ones, yet it has consistently ignored the much larger, but
mostly submerged, iceberg of occupational disease. In the United States, the
Centers for Disease Control acknowledges on its website that “millions of
U.S. workers are exposed to substances that have been tested as carcinogens
in animal studies or found to be possibly carcinogenic in human studies,’
and that many more millions are exposed to substances that have never been
tested.?* It is estimated that more than ten percent of the new cancer cases
each year are caused by working conditions.* In France, manual workers
die on average six years before white-collar employees,?® and are twice as
likely to develop cancer before the age of 65, probably due to the cocktail
of hazardous working conditions to which they are exposed.?” The steady
rise of forms of temporary work, subcontracting, self-employment, and
fragmented schedules—especially in “dirty, dangerous and demanding”
jobs—are creating new hazards, as well as increasing the danger of existing
hazards.?® In many trades, working conditions are worse today than they
were forty years ago.?

In 1700, the Italian physician Bernardino Ramazzini, considered the
founding father of occupational medicine, lamented that “unfortunate la-
borers encounter severe disease in the very trades which they thought would
provide livelihood for themselves and their families, and then die hating their
thankless job.”®° Yet today, this relationship between workers and the jobs
that are killing them is more often one of love-hate. Itis a relationship with
a complex understanding of attachment, in all meanings of the word. This
is visible in the drama of plant closings, where the amoral relationship to
one’s work that is advocated by neoliberals is nowhere to be found. When
factories close, workers and their families shed real tears—because of their
apprehension about the social death of unemployment, of the threat to their
economic livelihood, but also, as is often described, because of the painful
feeling that a chunk of their identity and history has been left behind on the
shop floor.® For workers, union representatives, policymakers, and social
scientists, the debate on coercion and consent in the workplace can then
become obscured by a somewhat romanticized nostalgia for the industrial
work of the past.* Mourning the lost grandeur of industrial cathedrals and
bringing manufacturing jobs back can then appear as a progressive, worker-
oriented agenda. However, this nostalgia ignores and obscures the long
history of grievances expressed by the workers who were once employed
in these trades.
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Keeping morals and affect out of the issue of occupational accidents and
disease has been a longstanding goal of lawmakers. France’s 1898 law on
compensation for workplace accidents, like other compensation systems
that developed throughout Europe around the same time and in some parts
of the United States between 1910 and 1920, tried to convert an issue of jus-
tice into one of insurance.®® According to Frangois Ewald, then a disciple of
Foucault, this signaled the birth of the modern welfare state.** The implicit
message behind these schemes was that “accidents happen” as a necessary
byproduct of new technological risks, and that money suffices to compensate
all damages incurred.®

What Ewald did not see, however, was that this move toward amoral-
ization utterly failed. Still today, workers confronted with industrial disas-
ters continue to express a sense of injustice, a feeling that their exposure
to known and preventable hazards should have been prevented. Moreover,
they discover, aghast, that there was a price tag all along for their disease or
injury—that managers, experts, and bureaucrats in some way expected it would
happen.® Victims need more than compensation benefits to remediate their
loss, even though most often they haven’t defined what true justice would
look like.*”

In this paper, I focus on the evolution of workers’ moral relationships
to their jobs, drawing on a study of French industrial glassworkers I con-
ducted between 2013 and 2017, based primarily on interviews and docu-
ments collected by the workers themselves.?® These workers are almost all
male, mostly born in France and of Italian and Spanish descent (second and
third generation), and some of them are first generation immigrants from
Algeria, Tunisia, or Morocco. They all worked in a factory in Givors, near
Lyon, producing glass bottles and jars for the food and liquor industry, until
the factory’s closing was announced in 2001 and became effective in 2003.
The two final years were ones of intense struggle against the closing, during
which time the workers militantly declared their attachment to their jobs.

The workers had long known that they were in a very dangerous trade.
However, they did not question their exposure to danger while it was en-
compassed in a broader, implicit moral contract which governed social
relations within the factory. But the workers experienced a wave of eco-
nomic restructuring from the 1980s onwards that was accompanied by a
multi-stage process which I call moral restructuring, one that ultimately
transformed their conception of fairness. Eventually, most glassworkers
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came to the conclusion that disease should not have been part of their job,
and that they were not violating the implicit contract by refusing the risk
of disease as a condition of labor. They felt betrayed. From 2009 onwards,
under conditions I shall describe, these same glassworkers initiated a new
fight in which they denounced the dangerous former working conditions to
which they had been exposed, and which they believed had harmed them.
They asked for justice. This mobilization is ongoing.

The older implicit contract rested on a moral economy, in the sense of an
economy of morals. It was a contract that concerned the workers’ relationship
to theirjobs, their colleagues, the management, the company and its employ-
ers, and the values underlying and produced by these relationships. It was a
contract intimately linked to economic issues such as wages and other finan-
cial benefits, but not strictly determined by them. It was also an expression of
what E.P. Thompson calls the “popular consensus as to what [are] legitimate
and what [are] illegitimate practices” at a given moment.* The boundaries
between legitimate and illegitimate exposure to workplace hazards moved
along with the workers’ perception of the degree of fairness with which they
were being treated, as well as their conception of what would be, on their part,
a loyal way to behave. The workers’ sense that the implicit moral contract
had been betrayed led to their reassessment of these boundaries of permis-
sible risk. Just as environmental pollution can offer a window on present-day
conservative politics in America, industrial disease can be used as a keyhole
issue, through which to analyze the profound transformations of what used

to be the more privileged and protected stratum of the working-class.*

Fire fodder

In May 1968, France was in turmoil. After many days of student unrest that
culminated in heavy street fighting with the police, millions of workers or-
ganized spontaneous strikes across the country. Six days after the beginning
of the strikes, in the glassworks of Givors, the leaders of the Conféderation
générale du travail (CGT), the majority trade union, wrote a leaflet in which
they announced their decision to take part in this formidable movement:
“Will we, glassworkers, keep out of this struggle? No!"# Just like millions
of other workers in France at the time, they asked for better pay and shorter
working hours.

The next morning, the CGT leaders joined up with the representatives
from the other union, part of the Confeéderation Frangaise Démocratique du Travail
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(CFDT), and called for a strike of unlimited length. Management was barred
from entering the factory. Union leaders wrote a precise plan that entailed
reducing production of glass bottles and jars, without stopping the furnaces.
Many workers were assigned to security patrols, to make sure that other
workers were following procedures and that the machines were never at
risk of being damaged. Every day, the striking workers played the trumpet
of the famous musician Maurice André on the loudspeakers, to herald the
transition from the night shift to the morning shift. In the sand dunes of
silica dust, which is the main raw material used to make glass, they orga-
nized volleyball and pétanque tournaments. In the evenings, dance parties
were held at the factory. Despite these unusual activities, an engineer who
was allowed in the factory one day acknowledged that all the machines were
impeccably clean, ready to be fired up to maximum capacity at a moment’s
notice. In June, as the prospect of a revolution died down at the national level
under the combined influence of repression, moderate labor reforms, and
elections that shifted the parliament to the right, work eventually resumed
its normal pace.

None of the 1968 grievances concerned worker health and safety, work-
ing conditions, or occupational health, despite the fact that glassworks are
notoriously dangerous places. Exactly a century earlier, the life expectancy
of the glassworkers of Carmaux was low: “glassworkers considered them-
selves old men at forty and the high rate of death in the forty to forty-four
age group, especially, seems to document their belief”’%> The main hazards to
which the workers were exposed included a highly dusty work environment,
intense heat from the furnace, and diseases transmitted by the sharing of
the blowpipe.*

Atthe turn of the twentieth century, two technological innovations radi-
cally changed the work process. Gas-fired furnaces, inlieu of coal-fired ones,
allowed for continuous factory operation. For laborers who had, until then,
worked mainly during the cooler hours of the night, this was the beginning
of shiftwork around the clock, usually in three scheduled shifts: morning,
afternoon, and night. The other invention came from an entrepreneur in
the town of Cognac and an engineer in Ohio, in the United States. Claude
Boucher and Michael Owens simultaneously developed semi-automatic
machines that used compressed air to blow bottles and jars into molds that
gave them their shape. Suddenly, glassblowers were no longer needed. This
did not mean, however, that the new machines could operate alone. Constant

216

This content downloaded from
128.112.203.193 on Wed, 12 Dec 2018 14:32:53 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

9/27/18 9:24 AM



HISTORY of the PRESENT

worker presence was needed to help regulate the flow of molten glass and
the rhythm of production, and workers were needed specifically to grease
the molds every few minutes with mineral oil.

This new organizational structure of the glass factory, putin place during
the first half of the twentieth century, has remained more or less the same
until today. Shiftworkers can be assigned to the loading of raw materials, to
the furnaces, to the molding machines, to quality inspection, to packaging,
as well as to the dark basement where glass waste falls and is recycled back
into the production cycle. Day workers are assigned to perform maintenance
and repairs. Most of the main hazards of the job have remained: extreme
heat, burns, noise, and the toll of shiftwork on the body. But new ones have
also appeared: the risk of having a limb caught in the machines; the stress
placed on joints by repetitive movements in the glass molding and packaging
stages; the use of large amounts of asbestos for insulation (mostly substi-
tuted today by ceramic refractory fibers, also a suspected carcinogen); the
presence of graphited motor oils which the heat causes to evaporate into a
perpetual mist of carcinogenic polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAH);
and strong acids used for surface treatment of the glass.

Glassworkers have long been aware that their job is dangerous. At the
end of the nineteenth century, the infirmary of the Baccarat glassworks was
full of workers with chronic lung disease and severe burns.* In 1900, Léon
and Maurice Boneff, two Socialist brothers who specialized in investigative
reporting on working conditions, included a chapter on glassworkers in
their book Les métiers qui tuent (Jobs that Kill).* They coined the expression
“laviande afeu,’” or “fire fodder,” to describe the glassworkers’ plight.*¢ At the
beginning of the twentieth century, the national glassworkers union called
for better ventilation, no working during the hottest hours in summer, and
the end of nightshifts.”” When the 1968 protests began, none of these griev-
ances had been met, except perhaps better ventilation and confinement in
the raw material area, which had at least helped decrease the amount of

airborne silica dust, which causes silicosis.

A Part of the Job

Georges, known as Jo, was an electrician and mechanic who worked on the
machines. One day in October 1986, he seized a red-hot metal rod that had
justbeen welded by another worker. His hand sustained a third-degree burn,
but Jo refused to go to the hospital until the next day. This way, the company
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would not have to complete an official accident report, and so it would not
risk insurance premium hikes because of negligence. That night, Jo had a
hard time sleeping. He recalls his hand was spewing pus all over the sheets.
The next day, a doctor in Lyon told him it was too bad he had not come right
away, because the situation could have been solved very quickly, while now
a more complex procedure was necessary. Jo told a former colleague and
me this story some thirty years later, in 2013, ten years after the factory
closing. He did not claim that this was an unfair treatment, that he should
have been able to get medical attention right away, or that he should have
benefited from an official recognition of his workplace accident by the state
health insurance. Jo made no distinction between the company’s interest
and his own. Rather, he presented this as an unfortunate episode resulting
from a normal, legitimate practice, with a rather happy end thanks to the
hospital doctor’s skill.

For Jo and his colleagues, being exposed to danger almost never used to
be considered unfair, or even considered at all. There were compensating
forces at play; the glassworkers rightly considered themselves quite well paid
relative to other blue-collar workers. Though they were no longer maitres-
verriers (master-glassblowers with apprentices), they still believed that their
skill set them apart, and referred to themselves as verriers, glassworkers,
instead of ouvriers, workers. Deskilling had given place to the delimitation
of a new set of skills, through which they retained a sense of superiority.
They felt pride in the high quality of production which they achieved, and
in the recognition of this quality by their employers. They also felt that their
employers were genuinely concerned with their living and working condi-
tions. Marie Souchon, the wife of the factory owner in the first half of the
twentieth century, was known for giving gifts to glassworkers on special
occasions, like their children’s Catholic baptism.

The CEO from the 1960s to the 1990s, Antoine Riboud, was revered for
hanging around the factory floor, sharing cigarettes or a glass of wine with
workers, slapping them on the back while they worked the machines. Glass-
workers also considered union-led collective action as something that not
only provided them with access to more compensation and benefits, but
also imparted a sense of pride and strength. Strikes and jokes played on
middle management were important, not only because of what such actions
achieved, but also as a milestones of worker dignity that would be recalled
again and again in later years. In the 1970s, Antoine Riboud himself made
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many speeches to industry leaders in which he acknowledged the impor-
tance of having strong unions in a company.

Nothing better symbolized the period than the institution of the comité
d’entreprise. This was a union-run organization required by the state since
1945 in big companies, which gave workers a limited amount of control over
strategic decisions but especially focused on leisure activities®®. The financial
report for 1970, two years after the French general strike, states that 5,000
francs were spent on the wreath that the CGT leaders placed every year on
Marie Souchon’s tomb in recognition of her past generosity. The rest of the
money was used mostly for Christmas gifts to the workers’ children and
financial aid to needy families.

My intention here is not to paint a rosy picture of working-class life in
France in the 1960s and 1970s. Most serious historians have by now dis-
carded the popular narrative of the so-called Trente Glorieuses, the prosperous
thirty years following the end of the war, by shedding light on the margins,
the scaffolding, which allowed a more privileged sector to thrive.*’ The glass-
workers of Givors were part of this particular segment of the working class,
this so-called aristocracy of labor, which was then, and is still to a certain
degree, at the center of discourses, scholarly analyses, and political action
regarding the working class: these are relatively skilled workers employed in
big factories with strong unions. But despite this visibility, under and around
these workers lurked a less visible, more atomized group of other workers.
Economists Peter Doeringer and Michael Piore gave a striking description
of these two labor markets for the United States in 1970, which works as
well for the French case®: “jobs in the primary market possess several of the
following characteristics: high wages, good working conditions, employ-
ment stability, chances of advancement, and equity and due process in the
administration of work rules. Jobs in the secondary market, in contrast, tend
to have low wages and fringe benefits, poor working conditions, high labor
turnover, little chance of advancement, and often arbitrary and capricious
supervision.”” In the eyes of workers, fairness is one of the measures of these
worlds: equity and due process in the primary labor market, inequity and

arbitrary decision making by management in the secondary labor market.

Economic restructuring

In 1996, the CEO of the former Boussois-Souchon-Neuvesel (BSN) com-
pany, rebranded two years earlier as Danone (Dannon for the US market),
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Moral Restructuring in a French Factory

handed control over to his son, Franck Riboud. Very soon, the factory in
Givors was notified that it must reduce its workforce from 400 to 230 workers
within the next seven years. Franck Riboud secretly organized a leveraged
buyout (LBO) in order to sell the glassworks division of the company in the
most profitable way. This entailed creating a company in the tax haven of
Luxembourg, jointly with a major private equity group, CVC Capital Partners,
in order to buy the glassworks division with the help of a huge loan. This
loan was to be reimbursed, with interest, by the glassworks division itself,
thanks to the increased margins entailed by a massive restructuring scheme.

On April 10, 2001, Givors union leaders were informed that their factory
would be closed immediately, thus putting an end to two and a half centuries
of continuous glassmaking activity in the town. The CFDT and CGT unions
both started a major fight against the closing. Despite their efforts, a little
under two years later, they watched, powerless, as the last furnace was de-
commissioned for good. The American glassmaking giant Owens-Illinois
Manufacturing then bought what was left of the French glass division, en-
suring the profitability of Riboud’s plan.

Understandably, and perhaps predictably, the former glassworkers of
Givors I have met all express their hatred for their last CEO. From their
viewpoint, he lived in a disconnected world of financial markets, tax ha-
vens, and luxury golf courses in the Swiss Alps. His main concern was for
his shareholders, not his workers. The fact that he imposed new regulations
drastically cutting the workforce, and that at the same time he increased the
number of untrained temporary workers, meant that he had no idea of the
conditions that were needed in order to ensure high quality production. In
contrast, his father had been interested and knowledgeable about the tricks
and constraints of glassworking, and he had been respectful of unions and
workers, always placing the reality of work over that of balance sheets.

The workers’ sharply drawn assessment of the differences between mana-
gerial regimes is not, however, entirely corroborated by the historical record.
Antoine Riboud, it turns out, was not as immune to big finance as the glass-
workers say. A year after the events of May—June 1968, Riboud the elder was
the first CEO in France to experiment with a hostile financial takeover of his
main competitor, Saint-Gobain, an attempt that ultimately failed. From that
day on, however, his interest in the glassworking industry steadily waned.
Internal memos show that he wished to divest gradually from the packaging
industry, in order to concentrate solely on food and water. In the 1980s, he
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was once again one of the first French entrepreneurs to use an LBO. One can
argue that the closing of the Givors factory was the final stage in a thirty-year
process in which strictly financial schemes always played an important part.
The workers retrospectively condoned Antoine’s actions, probably because
he seemed to uphold the terms of the company’s moral contract, contrary to
his son who did not even try to disguise his financially minded motives.

During the same period, management styles shifted in the Givors glass-
works, justlike in other industrial workplaces around the world.*? For market
and ideological reasons, the way in which one was supposed to work was no
longer precisely dictated from the top down but was instead determined by
the workers’ own skills, initiative, and sense of responsibility. Workers were
surprised to discover that top management, and even foremen, no longer
knew the particulars of their jobs. Their work was still closely monitored and
controlled, but now according to abstract, sometimes absurd, nonsensical
guidelines, which seemed to have been created and implemented mostly
to give an impression of quality control. The worker autonomy that was
heralded on the one hand was thus severely undermined on the other hand
by increased turnover, reduction of manpower, and reliance on temporary
workers and subcontractors, all of which further disorganized the workplace.
In the Givors glassworks, management seemed to have lost all pride in the
complex skills that were being deployed daily, as illustrated by the episode
in the 1980s when workers who had asked for a supply of free drinking water
to alleviate the effects of the extreme heat on the shop floor (the BSN group
then owned most of the major French mineral waters) were at first provided
with plastic bottles, because they were supposedly cheaper. Facing the work-
ers’ mounting anger, the company eventually reverted to supplying the glass
bottles that were manufactured in BSN plants.

Had the factory been closed for reasons of low quality, low market de-
mand, or superior performance by the competition, the workers would most
likely not have considered it to be an act of betrayal. What the glassworkers
did not—and could not—accept was that a thriving factory with high quality
production should be closed for the enrichment of a few dozen shareholders
with bank accounts in Luxembourg. From the glassworkers’ perspective,
the ultimate act of betrayal was the 2001 letter that Franck Riboud sent to
Elisabeth Guigou, the Minister of Employment and Solidarity (this was the
name the Jospin socialist government had given the Ministry of Labor), a
few months into the struggle over the closing of Givors. In it, he claimed
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that the glassworkers who had called on her were mistaken: he had nothing
to do with their company.*® The glassworkers, who were as respectful of the
machines during this strike as they were in 1968, came to a disheartening
conclusion: they were the last ones who still cared for the Givors factory and,
more generally, for the craft of glassmaking.

After ayear of demonstrations, decreased production, and calls for political
support and legal action, the union leaders announced in March 2002 that all
alternatives had failed: the factory was doomed. The only thing left to do was
to negotiate the terms of the closing. At this point, the workers split into two
groups. Some felt so bitter that they expressed a desire to burn everything to
the ground. Their impulse was checked by other colleagues, who insisted on
keeping the machines running smoothly, which they felt would help negotiate
a better deal. The closing settlement that was eventually reached was a suc-
cess, in a sense. It was the dying gasp of the implicit moral contract that had
until then, in the workers’ view, governed their relationship to their work. All
workers were offered compensation, at levels that were a little over what was
required by law, and most obtained new jobs elsewhere through the help of
their former company, though the jobs were usually less stable and less well
paid. Those who were fairly close to retirement age were allowed to receive
unemployment benefits without having to search for another job.

More surprisingly, the comite d'entreprise lived on. An organization of for-
mer glassworkers was created, headquartered in an apartment which had
been donated by the company. Through it, the former workers continued to
organize some of the leisure activities they had enjoyed when employed by
the company. To this day, many of them still spend a yearly week of vacation
together on the Mediterranean shore. The organization of former glasswork-
ers was also able to continue providing the negotiated low premiums of the
mutual health insurance plan they had hitherto enjoyed, which was very

much appreciated as a way to supplement state medical insurance.

Attacking the Glassworks

Christian Cervantes (1948—-2012) was one of the main officers of the CGT
trade union, who had led the struggle to keep the factory open. His friends
compared him to Asterix the Gaul, because of his mustache and his eager-
ness to jump into difficult struggles. When the factory closed in 2003, he was
fifty-five, and therefore could be included in the pre-retirement package. He
spent time riding his bicycle, fixing up his house and garden, and fighting on
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behalf of his younger former colleagues, a lot of whom were provided only
with unstable employment. With his union comrade André Vizioli, he was
also thinking of opening a museum of the glassworks in Givors—a space in
which the machine parts, glass objects, and archives that they were able to
save could be exhibited.

In 2005, alump in his throat was diagnosed as cancer. He started intensive
chemotherapy and had to undergo an operation with lasting, disabling ef-
fects. A fewyearslater, doctors found another cancerous tumor in Christian’s
mouth. He once again underwent intensive treatment and a major operation,
which this time removed part of his jaw, making it very difficult for him to
speak or swallow.

In 2009, around the time that Christian was diagnosed with his second can-
cer, his wife Mercedes got in a row with him and some former colleagues who
had come to visit. She criticized them for not seeing that they were all dying,
and for not wondering why this was happening. All of them knew countless
glassworkers who had died of cancer or cardiac arrest at a young age, before
and after the closing. For Mercedes and for her two daughters, one of whom
was anurse, this was not normal and was most probably caused by conditions
in the glassworks. As a first step, they asked Christian to conduct a survey of
the 600 members of the organization of former glassworkers, in order to get a
clear picture of who was sick, and who died at what age. Because of the health
plan, the organization had a precise list of all home addresses.

But Christian refused to undertake this inquiry. That evening, he asked
his wife why she was “attacking the glassworks”** As one of his daughters
told me later, his line of conduct had always been that “you should not bite
the hand that has fed you” which, interestingly, is a variation of a proverb in
which “feed” is usually used in the present tense.* Christian thought this was
amatter of loyalty. And moreover, he considered an inquiry into the dangers
of the job to be at odds with all the efforts he and his colleagues had made to
keep the factory open. At this point, despite all the economic restructuring
thattook place, it seemed that Christian and his former colleagues still stuck
to the past implicit moral contract.

Nevertheless, he perhaps harbored some doubts, as illustrated by the
fact that, even though he refused to carry out the survey himself, he finally
agreed to hand over the list of addresses to his wife and daughters. They
crafted a two-page questionnaire that was sent out to the 600 members.
One third of them responded. More than 9o cases of cancer were reported
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in these roughly two hundred answers, as well as many instances in which
former glassworkers died at relatively young ages. In the following years,
Mercedes and her daughters worked with an outstanding local activist and
intellectual, Laurent Gonon, a seventy-year-old former printer and mem-
ber of the Communist party, who helped them build a very strong case that
glassworkers had been poisoned by their work.*®

Thanks to a mix of intensive historical research to document past working
conditions and exposure to cancer-causing agents, pro bono work on the part
of activist physicians and lawyers, and strong media coverage and political
support mainly from the left, the appeals court of the state compensation
system eventually recognized that Christian Cervantes’s two cancers had
been caused by his work. Unfortunately, this recognition took seven years,
and came three years after his death at age 64.

Inhis final years, Christian Cervantes had become a vocal member of the
struggle, despite his difficulty speaking. His disfigured face appeared in na-
tional newspapers and on local television. Something had caused Christian’s
definition of loyalty to shift. This was obvious in a letter he sent to Xavier
Bertrand, the Minister of what was now known as Labor, Employment and
Health, one month before his death in 2012: “I am especially fighting so
that someone will show some interest for us . . .for my colleagues who are
still exposed, who will die if nobody does anything [. . . .] Something must
change, or else tomorrow our children, our grandchildren, when they work in
the same jobs as we used to, will suffer the same fate [. .. .] To remain silent
is to endorse this. That is why, to the contrary, I make this widely known,
because I do not want to be complicit in the murder of my comrades.”’

He was not the only one to have changed his position. In the years follow-
ing the 2009 questionnaire, a group of almost one hundred former glass-
workers became very active in the mobilization for justice which was carried
out under the aegis of the organization. These were, more or less, the same
people who had been at the forefront of the fight to keep the factory open
just a decade earlier.

Moral restructuring

Undoubtedly, both the shift in the work organization and the shocking way in
which the factory was closed were two conditions of possibility for the moral
restructuring that the glassworkers underwent. However, other ingredients
were also needed for them to get to the point where they felt that in fact they
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had notbeen fairly treated, and that they could denounce their working condi-
tions while remainingloyal to their craft and to their identity as glassworkers.

Probably the mostimportant of these ingredients was the part played by
their spouses, all women. In Givors as elsewhere, industrial glassworking
was a trade which almost exclusively employed men. The few women in
the factory worked in strictly limited areas: quality control, packaging, and
administration. This job segregation by gender was usually legitimized by
speaking about the danger and physical demand of the jobs in the part of
the factory called the “hot sector,” reserved for men, in contrast to the safer
jobs of the “cold sector,” where women were permitted to work.*®

Equal treatment for men and women was not part of the union’s reper-
toire. In this mostly male workforce, different and higher wages for men
were considered part of the fair deal. This was true in an economic sense, of
course, as men were paid better than women. But there was also symbolic
gratification, because of the valor which came from working with fire and
sand, from the glassworkers’ breadwinner status in their own families, and
from the closely knit working teams which resulted from a shared sense of
the rightfulness of male domination. For the glassworkers of Givors, similar
to the automobile workers of Peugeot Sochaux, “solidarity [was] constructed
in everyday working practices in which the body [was] deeply involved,” and
the workers’ “social personality [was] shaped in the factory by a particular
type of physical effort and in a logic of confrontation with supervisors.”®

The glassworkers’ wives had a more ambivalent relationship to their hus-
bands’ work. The glassworks formed the basis of the organization of their
family life as well as their social life. Domestic order followed the rhythm of
shiftwork. Members of glassworker families were friends with members of
other glassworker families. The wives of glassworkers took care of house-
work and the children, and when they worked outside the home, it was in
jobs with short or fragmented hours, low pay, and low status.

The women were the first to turn against the glassworks because they
were the primary accountants of their families’ wealth, health, and status.®
They would have probably consented to fewer sacrifices before the closure
if their husbands’ jobs had been less well paid or less prestigious. They
were therefore the first to realize that sacrifices were no longer being fairly
compensated. Moreover, the legitimacy of the patriarchy to which they had
been subjected for most of their lives rested on the performance of their
husband’s manliness both inside and outside of the workplace. This image
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was shattered when men fell sick, when their bodies were weakened and
mutilated by drugs and surgery, or when they could no longer eat or go to
the bathroom alone.*

In the interviews I conducted with glassworkers’ spouses and widows,
they spoke of their husbands’ manliness as a theatrical part they played,
rather than an essence they exhibited: “il faisait trés homme” (he very much
looked/performed manliness).®? Nevertheless, the women were intent on
upholding the plausibility of this manly role, for their husband’s sake, and for
the sake of the order that structured the community. For example, Christian’s
reputation was one of a combative union leader, one who wore his small vic-
tories against management as badges of honor. Therefore, Mercedes wanted
to help him win yet another battle, so that he could show he had gotten the
upper hand even in the injustice of his ill-health. He only won this battle

posthumously.

Confronting injustice

More than a century earlier, in July 1895, the glassworkers of Carmaux de-
clared a strike. Until then, the relationship between the union and the owner,
Rességuier, had been a rather cooperative one: “As long as the union aided
Rességuier within the glassworks, he had allowed it to exist. Relying on the
skill and standards of his souffleurs (glassblowers), he permitted them to
supervise the hiring and firing of employees. The union enforced factory
discipline as well as union regulations and, as a result, Rességuier found
his plant more efficiently run."®® By 1895, however, this cooperation was
no longer the case, as illustrated by Rességuier’s firing of one of the union
leaders, which sparked the worker mobilization. The owner tried to break the
strike by declaring alock-out, and then hiring non-unionized workers from
other glassworks. In October, the wives of striking Carmaux glassworkers
gathered in front of the factory and yelled to the new recruits: “If you are
going to work because you need bread, we will give you bread.”**

Yet Rességuier ultimately won. Almost all members of the union were
fired, and went to Albi to start a new, cooperative glassworks with the politi-
cal support of Socialist deputy Jean Jaures. According to Joan Scott, “Res-
séguier’s victory also demonstrated the ultimate futility of the glassworkers’
cause. He could fire every souffleur in his factory because they were eas-
ily replaced by cheaper, less skilled, and less demanding workers.”® In the
following years, deskilling because of technological transformations and
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the correlated decrease in union power lowered the status of glassworking,
bringing it closer to other semi-skilled jobs, even though wages remained
comparatively high, especially for those just entering the trade.

At a century’s distance, the story of the glassworkers of Givors echoes in
many ways that of their Carmaux ancestors. One of the main parameters
of the struggle against successive waves of economic restructuring was
management’s growing disdain for the unions’ bargaining power. Just as
mechanization and deskilling had made the glassworkers of Carmaux, and
in particular the souffleurs, dispensable, in twenty-first century France the
rising profitability of playing the stock market had diminished the workers’
importance as a factor in making business decisions. When the decision
to close the factory was announced, the glassworkers of Givors designed a
plan to expand production far beyond what it had previously been, based
on blueprints that were smuggled out by complicit engineers. The owners
were not willing to listen to them, however, and there were no politicians
who appeared to lead them to start a factory of their own.

On the national scene, it became obvious in January 2002 that the Gauche
plurielle of Socialists and Communists would not uphold its promise of the
passage of alaw forbidding the closing of a profitable factory. In Givors city
politics, the Communist establishment supported the negotiated settlement
by promising an industrial revitalization of the abandoned estate. Fifteen
years later, little has been built beyond large, empty parking lots. At the time
of my study, none of the former glassworkers were active in Communist party
politics and only a few participated actively in unions, though many had been
active in the past. A few voiced their support for the far-right politics of the
National Front, mostly as a convenient way to do away with the ruling elite,
but the majority simply expressed their disgust for mainstream politics, from
which they no longer expected anything.

The driving force of the glassworkers’ struggle against hazards and dis-
ease was their profound sense of injustice, rather than a clear view of what
justice looked like. Just as they considered that their employer did not have
the right to close the factory, as many of them relentlessly repeated to me,
they questioned the legitimacy of their long-term exposure to hazards that
had been well known to management. Distinguishing between types of
harm—the harm caused by the factory closing and that caused by exposure
and disease—was far from simple. In one lawsuit at the labor court, sixty for-
mer glassworkers asked for compensation for the anxiety they experienced
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because of their former exposure to carcinogens, even though they were not
sick (yet). Their lawyers asked them to draft written testimonies describing
the everyday symptoms of this fear, in which they then censored any mention
of the trauma due to the closing, lest this be used against the plaintiffs.

The glassworkers were confronted with institutions of distributive justice
that purported to fix the disorder of industrial disease through the allocation of
meager compensation, rather than punishment of those at fault. Their lawyers
warned them that punishment was something that was almost impossible to
obtain in the decriminalized world of workplace death,®® or what the Italians
call “morti bianche,” white deaths.?” At first, the glassworkers did not question
the system. Christian Cervantes and a handful of his colleagues applied for
compensation benefits from the state-sponsored, industry-financed insur-
ance plans. Such action was far from revolutionary. It was, instead, justa way
to claim the fringe benefits that had been part of the implicit economic and
moral contract of the glassworks, much the same as when the factory had
closed and the workers had asked for the paid vacation they were entitled to.

Just as the deputies of 1789 became revolutionary because of the way they
were treated by Louis XVI, the glassworkers of Givors were transformed by
their interactions with physicians, judges, and lawyers.® Michel, a mechanic
at the glassworks between 1967 and 2003, was diagnosed with bone cancer
a few years after the factory closing. When his wife Marie-Thérese and he
went to see the occupational disease specialist for the greater Lyon area,
because his approval was needed to begin the compensation procedure, the
first thing the renowned professor asked them was: “So, I gather you need
money?” Taken aback, Marie-Thérese and Michel responded that they had
savings, that they needed nothing—this was their right. Yet, understandably,
they felt deeply humiliated.

Interviews with glassworkers are rife with such stories. Even when they
seemed better inclined, the medical and legal professionals that the glass-
workers confronted in their quest for compensation would routinely admit
that yes, it seemed they had been exposed to such toxic product, and yes,
there were epidemiological studies that showed that exposure to that product
caused an increase of a certain type of cancer, which just so happened to be
the cancer that was afflicting them. However, the experts would then state
that this was not proof enough. They needed proof that, in this particular
case, their disease had been caused by the work in the factory, and by nothing
else. This is of course impossible to prove, whatever the circumstances. The
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workers’ relentless efforts eventually did pay off for some of them, however.
Many sick glassworkers were recognized as displaying the symptoms that
made them eligible for the compensation program. But this did not help
heal their wounds. To the contrary, it was considered added evidence that,
from the start, the judiciary’s rulings had been arbitrary and absurd.
Luckily, the fight against injustice also has its blessings. In order to de-
fend their claims, the former glassworkers have had to provide written and
oral testimony that describes the tasks they used to carry out in the fac-
tory. Documenting the hazards of the job is a way to celebrate rather than
desecrate their former craft. It gives them an opportunity to demonstrate
their intimate knowledge of their former job, more than a decade after the
factory’s closing, while facing upper-class lawyers from Paris and Lyon who
have never setfoot in a factory. When they leave for the hearings as a group,
in the bus which is provided to them free of charge by the mayor, it reminds
them of the time when, to protest the closing, they barged in uninvited in
the midst of a prestigious tournament on Franck Riboud’s golf course.® As

long as the proceedings last, they are glassworkers once again.

Previousversions of this paper were presented in 2017 at the weekly seminar of the School of Social
Science of the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton; the CNRS-NYU joint research center
in New York City; the history reunion of the International Committee on Occupational Health,
hosted by the University of Goteborg; the Rapoport Center for Human Rights and Justice at the
University of Texas at Austin. I thank all participants in these presentations as well as Céline Bes-
siére, Nick Cheesman, Karen Engle, Didier Fassin, Julius G. Getman, Paul Jobin, and the editors
of History of the Present for their hearty encouragement, inspirational comments, scrupulous
criticism and wonderful editorial work.

Pascal Marichalar is a sociologist and historian with the French National Center
for Scientific Research. His research deals with justice, health, work, and industrial
pollution. He recently published Qui a tué les verriers de Givors? Une enquéte de sciences
sociales (Paris, La Découverte, 2017).
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