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ABSTRACT 

A theoretical framework is developed for incorporating class 

conflict dynamics into accumulation theories of labor market 

segmentation by analyzing the transaction costs of conflict under 

varying conditions of economic structure and power resources. The 

theory has the "bottom up" perspective developed in the "new social 

history." Skill is treated as a status for which workers struggle and 

internal labor market hierarchies are considered products of 

the conflicting strategies between capital and labor. Split-labor 

market theory is also discussed as a method for explaining why 

workers discriminate. This theory is amended to distinguish between 

market and class interests of workers, and to take into account the 

self-perpetuating economic effects of racist discourse. 

~~ historical analysis of the metal-mining industry 

emphasizes the formation of ethnically stratified segments of the 

labor market in which Chinese and Mexican workers were denied access 

to the craft-internal labor market for skilled workers. Competition 

over mining claims under the threat of takeover by mining companies 

created ethnic antagonism between Chinese and white independent 

petty-commodity miners. Discrimination by the white independent 

miners crowded the Chinese into the labor market, which reduced 

ix 



Chinese wages, and induced conflict between white and Chinese wage 

workers in the company-mines. 

Ethnic antagonism in combination with intense class struggl~ 

produced a segregated labor market between Mexican miners and Anglo 

supervisors during the initial proletarianization of the mines. 

Mexican miners were later displaced by Cornish miners who developed a 

segregated craft-internal labor market. Analysis of the labor process 

shows that mechanization initially facilitated the struggle by 

Cornish miners for a skilled status, contrary to homogenization 

expectations. Mexican miners were relegated to unskilled manual 

positions. 

x 



INTRODUCTION 

The history of labor relations is rife with instances of 

class struggle, yet our theories of how labor relates to capital are 

devoid of conflict. Recent sociological theories have taken a "top 

down" approach to research in economic sociology, in particular, to 

analysis of the origins of the dual econo~ and labor market 

segmentation. Changes in production are seen as emanating from the 

dynamics of capital accumulation then trickling downward to shape the 

structure of work and the labor market. Otherwise insightful research 

has presented analysis on such topics as the restructuring of 

economic control, deskilling mechanization of work, and creation of 

internal labor markets as solely the results of management designs. 

The impact of a divided econo~ and segmented labor market on the 

structure of racial and ethnic stratification and the constitution 

of class consciousness has been developed in a similar "top down" 

fashion. 

Segmentation is the division of the labor market based on 

the characteristics of the jobs such that the segments largely do not 

overlap, have barriers to mobility between them and are not 

gradational to one another. Very broadly, these are: 1) a primary 

sector, which has an internal hierarchy that rewards skill, on-the

job training, and experience with a ladder of high paying career 

positions, and 2) a secondary sector of low paying jobs where skill, 

training, and turnover is of little importance. 

1 
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I will describe the process of segmentation in more detail 

below and extensively in the next chapter. For now, 

to point out that the double hierarchy in segmented 

it is irrportant 

labor markets 

(within the primary sector and between the primary and secondary 

sector) makes segmentation a central cause of intra-class economic 

stratification in capitalist (as well as socialist) societies. 

Furthermore, since minorities and women tend to be concentrated in 

the secondary sector, segmentation theory is important for explaining 

racial and gender stratification as well (See Loveridge and Mok 

(1979), for an extensive annotated bibliography on segmentation 

theory and especially, Braverman (1974), Doeringer and Piore (1971), 

Edwards, Reich, and Gordon (1975), Baron (1975), Davies (1975), 

Edwards (1979), and Stone (1975). 

In their path-breaking book on labor market segmentation, 

Gordon, Edwards, and Reich describe three main areas in which 

insufficient analysis has impeded the development of segmentation 

theory. These areas are: 1) the relationship of segmentation to the 

dynamics of a mode of production, 2) the empirical explanatory 

importance of segmented as compared to competitive markets, and 3) 

the development and specificity of segmentation as a historical 

process (1982:x-xi). Of the three, they claim that the "historical 

project has seemed in many ways the least developed" (1982:xi). They 

conclude that lack of historical analysis of the origins of segmented 

markets has impeded development of segmentation theory in general. 
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In this study, I examine the origins of wage labor 

relations and the development of ethnically stratified labor market 

segments in the metal mining industry of the western United States 

between 1850 and 1880. Gordon, Edwards, and Reich's assessment of 

segMentation theory suggests that an expanding body of research on 

the origins of labor market segmentation in diverse industries is 

precisely what is needed to develop the theory. Research on the 

origins of segmentation must include analysis of firms, crafts or 

industries because that is where the internal labor markets which 

divide primary from secondary jobs are constructed. Since industrial 

organizations remain strongly influenced by patterns of work 

relations developed at their inception (Stinchcoffibe, 1965), current 

research should benefit from expanding the information available on 

the initial formation of segmented work relations. 

Because the object of their study is the historical 

dynamics of the national labor market, Gordon, Edwards, and Reich are 

unable to take into account the specific features of a wide variety 

of industries and regions. Their book is a well-received attempt to 

construct a theory of the historical development of the labor market 

in the United States from about 1820 to the present. However, 

historical research on specific industrial labor markets is essential 

in order to develop a theory of labor market structure which is 

capable of explaining the intricate pattern of market and class 

relations and completing the "historical project" (Wallace and 

Kalleberg, 1982:308-309; Althauser and Kalleberg, 1981:138). 
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The focus of this study is on the formation of a ethnically 

stratified, segmented labor market in the Iretal mining industry of 

the Western states. Gordon, Edwards, and Reich's (1982) historical 

model of the national labor market emphasizes three central labor 

market d~cs: 1) initial proletarianization; 2) homogenization; 

and 3). segrrentation (each process will be elaborated on in the next 

section). For the metal mining industry, I attempt to provide an 

analysis of these, three central dynamics which illustrates how each 

process worked from the points of view of both capital and labor. In 

the process, I incorporate an analysis of class relations and ethnic 

split-labor market dynamics. 

The labor process and the ecological constraints on mining 

are also described for each major change in mining technology (see 

Stinchcombe, 1983, on the relationship of ecological constraints to 

the analysis of modes of production). The tangled relationship 

between ski 11 , techno logy, and ethnici ty is examined in depth. 

Specifically, I argue that skill and race are equated in the 

discourse of employers and dominant workers when a labor force is 

largely comprised of immigrants and skill is transmitted through 

apprenticeship systems. 

The metal mining industry in the West provides an excellent 

case for examination of labor market dynamics and ethnic 

stratification in a region of the country which has not been 

extensively studied. It was the dominant (nonagricultural) industry 

in the western states during this period. Race, market, and class 
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relations in all other industrial labor markets were articulated by 

relations in the mining industry. Metal mining was for the Rocky 

Mountain states what coal mining was to the northern border states, 

lumber mills were to the Pacific northwest, or oil wells were to the 

western Gulf states. IllUlligrant workers who migrated cross-country to 

the isolated company mining towns in Butte, Montana, or Bisbee, 

Arizona, did so for the explicit purpose of working in the mines. Any 

other lures can be relegated to minor importance. In explaining 

ethnic stratification, precedence can be given to industrial 

relations in the mines over community, religious, or state relations 

with a higher degree of security than would be true of analysis of 

most other industries. 

Social Structures of Accumulation 

Gordon, Edwards, and Reich (1982) construct a historical 

model of the stages of capitalist development and then fit the three 

central labor market processes into the nodel. Each stage is designed 

to correspond to long swings (about 50-75 years) between capitalist 

growth and stagnation. Their nodel consists of three 

periods: 1) initial proletarianization, from 1820 

homogenization, from 1870 to 1945; and segmentation, 

overlapping 

to 1890; 2) 

1920 to 1970. 

During each period a new social structure of accumulation is 

constituted which solves the contradictions of the previous period, 

thus allowing continued capitalist expansion. I will briefly review 

the dynamics and contradictions of each period, and then make a 

series of criticisms. 



6 

The central fetter on capitalism in the 1820's was the 

difficulty employers had in attracting sufficient wage-laborers from 

a population composed primarily of farmers, artisans, and other 

petty-commodity producers. This problem was solved by the eventual 

proletarianization of labor in the the economy. The process of 

proletarianization forced people into the labor market, but did not 

otherwise fundamentally alter the craft organization of the labor 

process. Work was controlled by skilled craftworkers who limited the 

ability of capital to reorganize the labor process and utilize "cheap 

labor". The solution to this problem was a deskilling mechanization 

of the labor force, which the concentration of capital in the late 

nineteenth century made possible. Deskilling had a homogenizing 

effect on the labor force, reducing skill distinctions among the 

workers. Control over the labor process increasingly shifted to 

managers who intensified surveillance over work in order to increase 

productivity (called the "drive"system). 

An unintended consequence of the drive system was an 

increase in labor turnover and labor militancy. Union organizing was 

also facilitated by the homogenizing effect deskilling had on the 

labor force. In order to expand capital accumulation, management 

attempted to create an economic incentive system in the 1920s which 

put a premium on stability and at the same time would redivide the 

labor force. Gordon, Edwards, and Reich argue that a lasting solution 

was not developed until the thirties with tile creation of internal 

labor markets and resulting segmentation of the external market. 



7 

Internal labor markets offered promotional opportunities 

based on seniority which both reduced turnover and d.anpened labor 

militancy. Within a firm, the homogenized laborforce was 

hierarchically stratified by seniority (along with experience and 

training) which dovetailed racial and sexual stratification of 

workers (but did not directly cause it). The external market was 

segmented between a primary sector where workers had access to the 

promotional possibili ties of the internal labor market and a 

secondary sector of low-paying, dead-end jobs in those positions 

where turnover was not costly. Segmentation provided an adequate 

social organization of the labor market until the 1970's, when 

falling productivity levels have engendered social experimentation 

towards constructing the next, as of now unknown, social structure of 

accumulation. 

Historical Periodization of Labor Market Analysis 

Because Gordon, Edwards, and Reich's (1982) analysis of the 

historical development of the labor market is made to fit to long 

~~ngs of capitalist expansion, the otherwise excellent analysis of 

labor market dynamics is forced into a set of stages constrained by 

specific time periods and theoretically reified to maintain 

consistency. This is not to say that I disagree with the concept of 

stages of capitalist development determined by the social structure 

of accumulation. On the contrary, I find this a very useful way of 

characterizing the relationship of the relations of production to the 

forces of production at the level of a social formation. However, 



8 

rather than impose a theoretical framework upon historical 

circumstance from the top down, it is necessary to discover the the 

dynamics which operated in specific industries and firms during each 

particular historical period. 

Critique. Three significant shortcomings result from the 

problems in Gordon, Edwards, and Reich's (1982) theoretical 

framework: 1). their periodization is reified and over general, 

glossing over important regional and industrial differences in the 

labor process; 2). the active participation of workers in structuring 

the labor process, as mediated by their poli tical and cultural 

history, is treated in an ad hoc fashion; 3). the role of dominant 

workers in creating split-labor markets along ethnic, racial, or 

gender lines is discounted. 

The first problem concerns the historical periodization of 

deskilling and homogenization. Historical studies identify deskilling 

as a factor in capitalist relations since their origin and the 

primary factor in the formation of craft unions during the 19th 

century (see Thompson, 1966, on Britain; Sewell, 1980, on France; and 

Wilentz, 1978, on America; also Marx, 1967a, in general). The 

relationship between homogenization and segmentation therefore cannot 

be characterized as a sequence, but instead should be seen as a 

dialectical relationship. This is especially true since the process 

of deskilling mechanization generates jobs which demand new skills at 

the same time it is homogenizing workers with old skills (Stone, 

1975). 
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Gordon, Edwards, and Reich (1982) identify deskilling with 

the mechanization of production which took place around the turn of 

the century. As a result, craft internal labor markets are absent 

from their analysis of segmentation. Craft internal labor markets 

exist when the hierarchy of primary sector positions arc restricted 

to members of a craft rather than a firm (Althauser and Kalleberg, 

1981; Doeringer and Piore, 1971) • Segmentation caused by the 

formation of craft internal labor markets is usually maintained by a 

combination of skill, apprenticeship, and unionization. 

Analysis of craft internal labor markets 

important for understanding labor relations during 

is especially 

the initial 

mechanization of production when the first unions and socialist 

organizations were formed by skilled workers in an attempt to 

maintain their craft status (Sewell, 1982). It was precisely the 

craft conditions formed in the 19th century which capital is most 

interested in eliminating through the expansion of deskilling 

mechanization at the turn of the century. 

What is missing from the historical analysis of labor market 

segmentation provided by Gordon, Edwards, and Reich (and by most 

other analysts as well) is an acknowledgement of the active 

participation of workers in shaping the labor market from the "bottom 

up". How workers act to shape their economic envirorurent will be 

mediated by their political and cultural history, especially their 

ethnic and gender relations. This lacuna is particularly relevant for 

research on the United States, where our labor history, immigration 
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history, and racial history are inexorably intertwined (Gutman, 

1977:xi-78). 

Exemplary analysis of the effects of working class culture 

on the labor market can be found in the "new social history", which 

is defined by a "bottom up" perspective see Gutman, 1977: 

Montgomery, 1980: Sewell, 1980: Scott, 1974: Thompson, 1966). 

Gordon, Edwards and Reich criticize the "new social historians" for 

failing "to integrate adequately the analysis of worker's cultural 

experiences with the evolution of the organization of work and of 

labor market structure" (1982:7). The same criticism applies to 

Gordon, Edwards, and Reich, and to segrrentation theory in general, 

but from the opposite point of view. 

In particular, analysis of the discourse used by workers 

and employers is necessary to avoid economic or class reductionism 

when explaining their actions. Most analyses of racial discrimination 

in labor markets argue that either dominant workers or dominant 

employers benefit from discrimination. Dominant workers benefit When 

racism limits labor market competition; dominant employers benefit 

when racism divides the working class, limiting organized union or 

political action (Reich, 1981). Why members of the class that does 

not benefit from discrimination (and usually loses from it). would 

support discriminatory laws or regulations becomes problematic. 

Most Marxists argue that only the capitalist class benefits 

from racism (see Willhelm, 1980). Working class racism becomes false 

consciousness. This implies that Marxist theory cannot explain the 
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prevalence of racism in the working class without including an 

ideology of racism which has material effects (discrimination) but 

not material causes. By examining the discourse of racism, one can 

trace the constraints and incentives which structure an ideology and 

make it "real" to the people who use it. 

Split-Labor Markets 

The final area left out of hidtorical analysis of 

segmentation in general and Gordon, Edwards and Reich in particular, 

is the existence of split-labor markets. The theory of split-labor 

markets was developed to explain the material causes of racial or 

ethnic antagonisms within the working class (Bonacich, 1972, 1976, 

1980, 1981). Bonacich points out that the wide variation in race and 

ethnic relations indicates those relations cannot be taken as given 

or exogenous. Race, ethnic, or national chauvinisms and social 

affiliations cannot be considered remnants of vanished modes of 

production nor products of primordial human nature. Instead, race and 

ethnic antagonisms have to be explained in the context of the 1i ved 

experience of the relevant actors, that is, from the "bottom up." 

Split-labor market analysis attempts to explain the conditions under 

which ethnic or racial affiliation will be invoked and relations will 

be antagonistic (Bonacich, 1980:12). 

According to the theory, ethnic conflict and racist 

ideologies are generated by competition in a labor market in which 

the cost of labor differs significantly by race or ethnicity (for 

convenience, I will only consider race relations). Employers will 
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hire the racial group with lower wages, turning job corrpetition into 

race competition, thus engendering racial conflict. Faced with 

displacement or wage cuts, the higher paid (dominant) racial group 

will attempt to exclude the lower paid (minority) group from equal 

competition, splitting the labor market along racial lines. 

Displaced workers react with racial antagonism because of 

economic deprivation, not simply because of false conscious or 

traditional distrust. Trade unions, for instance, are constantly 

attempting to limit employment to higher-paid workers, and this 

engenders intense antagonisms against strikebreakers (and their 

employers). This only becomes a racial antagonism when employers 

bring in strikebreakers of a different race. This is not to say that 

all racial antagonism or racist ideologies can be explained by labor 

market competition. The point is that racism and racial antagonism 

can be generated by the workings of the labor market and analysis of 

stratification must take this into account. 

The initial cause of a difference in labor costs is usually 

due to regional or national differences in incomes, wages, and the 

cost of living which result from the uneven development of 

capitalism. Historically, this has ordinarily meant poor rural 

(in) migrants becoming "cheap labor", that is, labor paid below the 

competitive wage. The persistence of racism despite the abolition of 

slavery and extension of capitalist wage labor relations is not 

mysterious in split-labor market analysis. Instead, one might expect 

increased racism with the extension of capitalism as the areas of 
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"cheap labor" being exploited shift from one place to another. For 

instance, Wilson (1978) demonstrates that a split-labor market was 

formed by white workers in the North only after industrial expansion 

brought low-wage black migrants from the rural South into competition 

with the white workers. 

Split-labor markets are ethnic differences in the costs of 

supplying labor which result in a dual-wage system: a high wage for 

the dominant ethnic group and a low wage for the minority ethnic 

group. Employers will replace high~age, dominant workers with low

wage, ~~nority workers. This engenders ethnic conflict as members of 

the dominant group attempt to keep their jobs by excluding the 

minority group from preferred, primary sector positions. The result 

is a segregated labor market: the reservation of certain positions 

for members of a specific ethnic group. 

There is some confusion in Bonacich's theory of split-labor 

markets between dual-wage and segregated conditions (which will be 

discussed in more detail in chapters three and four, see also, 

Burawoy, 1981). Basically, dual-wage systems are a cause of ethric 

antagonism and segregated labor markets are the resul t. However, the 

two conditions are mutually reinforcing: segregated labor markets 

lower the wages of the minority group and raise the wages of the 

dominant group. As a result, split-labor markets tend to be self

perpetuating. 
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Outline of Chapters 
--------~--~-----

In the next chapt8r, I examine the relationship of 

segmentation to the theory of the capitalist rrode of production. The 

central problem with segmentation analysis is the lack of a 

theoretical location for class struggle as a motor of change (Hodson 

and Kaufman, 1982: Burawoy, 1983: Edwards, 1979). If dealt with at 

all, working class resistance to social and technical restructuring 

of production is pictured as either gallant but futile or as a 

"luddite" impediment to the march of universal progress (see 

Braverman, 1974:378, and Sattel's critique, 1978). 

I will review the two prominent approaches to labor market 

segmentation, and argue that the exclusion of class conflict dynamics 

was an unintended consequence of an attempt to update Marxist 

theories of economic sociology. A dual economy approach, which was 

developed to explain the origins of monopoly capital, overemphasized 

accumulation to the detriment of class struggle in the theory. Other 

cri tics of dual economy theory have argued that it should be amended 

to incorporate a conflicting interaction approach which includes the 

active participation of labor in restructuring production without 

losing the affects of monopolistic capital accumulation (Hodson and 

Kaufman, 1982: Burawoy, 1979: Aronov.;itz, 1978: Fligstein and 

Fernandez, 1982). 

The critics go no further than to suggest that such an 

amendment is necessary. Hodson and Kaufman, for instance, suggest 
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that a "useful starting point for future research" is incorporating 

the power and resources of capital and labor into dual economy theory 

(1982:737). However, they do not offer a theoretical framework for 

how this should be done. In the second half of the chapter, I 

construct such a framework by making explicit concepts about skill, 

status and conflict developed in the "new social history," and by 

using those concepts to examine segmentation theory as it has been 

developed in the "new institutional economics". This field of study 

has not suffered from the accumulation bias of dual economy theory, 

but nevertheless does suffers from a dearth of class struggle 

analysis (for other reasons, which will be explained in the 

discussion). Specifically, I reconstruct the theory of transaction 

cost analysis developed by Williamson (1975, 1981a, 1981b) to 

incorporate class struggle. 

Chapter two is a strictly theoretical chapter. Analysis of 

race, class, and labor relations in the metal mining industry does 

not begin until chapter three and those so inclined may skip the 

theoretical discussion without much loss of understanding. The 

concepts developed in the second chapter are utilized in the 

historical analysis, but I h?ve attempted to provide sufficient 

explanation of their mean," :'l ~n the text of the historical 

discussion. The theory of split-labor markets described above is 

discussed and critically analyzed in more detail at the beginning of 

chapter three. In particular, the relationship between markets and 

classes is examined. Also, analysis of the discourse of racism is 
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emphasized in chapters three and five where I attempt to explain the 

origins of racist ideologies which proliferated in the mining 

industry. 

The history of metal mining in the west prior to 1880 can 

be divided into two periods: 1849-1859, when mining was predominantly 

an individual petty-commodity form of production; and 1860-1880, when 

the capitalist relations of mining companies replaced the individual 

enterprises. After 1880, most of the major mining companies were 

absorbed by international corporations, markL~g a new set of social 

relations. Therefore, 1880 makes a reasonable stopping place for my 

analysis. 

Each of these periods also corresponds to a shift in the 

importance in mining to both a different type of metal-- first gold, 

and then silver and to a lesser extent, copper --and to a different 

technology of mining-- placer mining in the first period and hard

rock lode mining in the second period (Wyman, 1979:9-14). Very 

roughly, I emphasize the first period in chapter three, the 

transition between periods in chapter four, and the final period in 

chapter five. Chapter six is the conclusion. 

A different set of race and ethnic relations is examined in 

each chapter. The class and market relations between Chinese and 

white miners is examined first. Chapter three is a long chapter 

because I trace the effects of split-labor market dynamics on the 

Chinese after they leave the mines up until the enactment of the 

Chinese ExclUsion Act in 1882. Because the split-labor market for the 
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Chinese is examined outside of the metal mining industry, I provide a 

separate conclusion section at the end of chapter three. 

For the Chinese, I demonstrate that the effects and forms 

of racist behavior were substantially different depending on the 

technology of mining and the manner in which a mine was owned

individually, or by a company. Property discrimination took place 

during the early 1850's when miners were independent petty-commodity 

producers. The split-labor market was formed during the mid-1860's as 

racial competition over wages took place and national action against 

the Chinese took place in the late 1870's, after the effects of the 

split-labor market in mining spread to other fields. 

The class relations between Mexican miners and their Anglo 

bosses during the initial proletarianization of the mining industry 

is emphasized in chapter four. I will examine how the process of 

proletarianization during the 1850's and 1860's initially resulted in 

debt peonage and petty-commodity contract systems prior to the 

formation of a a wage-labor market. In chapter five, I will examine 

how the wage-labor market became ethnically segregated between 1860 

and 1880. This will include an analysis of the dual-wage system and 

the formation of a craft internal labor market between 1860 and 1880. 

In the conclusion (chapter 6), the shape of the labor market 

in 1880 is reviewed before I point out features of ffi¥ analysis which 

conflict with the broad outline of changes in the labor market 

described by Gordon, Edwards, and Reich (1982). Findings from the 

previous chapters are only briefly recapitulated in the conclusion as 
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emphasis is placed on the utility of historical analysis for the 

development of segmentation theory and the general augmentation of 

economic theories of social behavior. 



CHAPTER 2 

DUAL ECONOMY FROM THE Ban'CM UP 

Two central questions need to be addressed: 1) why is class 

conflict missing as a dynamic from the analysis of labor market 

segmentation in dual economy theories of economic sociology; and more 

importantly, 2) havv can a conflicting interaction approach be 

incorporated into the theory? I will first demonstrate that the 

exclusion of class conflict dynamics was an unintended consequence of 

an attempt to update Marxist theories of economic sociology in light 

of monopoly capitalism. Incorporating a conflict ~ynamic into 

segmentation analysis will require taking account of the economic 

consequences of political forces within production. 

This does not mean including the effects of state 

intervention on the organization of the firm (a separate but 

important task which Burawoy, 1983, addresses). The economic theory 

itself needs to be reconstructed. As Stinchcombe points out, "To 

rescue the central valid vision of Marxism, we need to repair its 

economic SOCiology, rather than to patch onto it a theory of politics 

operating by quite different principles" (1983:6). 

Segmentation is caused by hierarchial divisions in the labor 

market, and questions of hierarchy must include analysis of pavver 

relations. Given an economic structure, hierarchial divisions in 

labor markets depend upon the relative pavver of conflicting classes 

19 
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to control the labor process (Kalleberg, Wallace, and Al thauser , 

1981; Fligstein and Fernandez, 1982). Establishment of internal labor 

markets should be seen more as a compromise than as a solution 

imposed entirely by labor (as Bonacich, 1976, implies) or by capital 

(as Edwards, 1975, implies). Where power is relatively equal, 

characteristics of many jobs will be "negotiated" (Fligstein and 

Fernandc~, 1982) and management will need to use the internal labor 

market to build consent in order to maintain hegemony (Burawoy, 

1983). 

In order to reconstruct dual economy theory of labor market 

segmentation, two areas of study outside of sociology will be 

reviewed that offer insights on the relationship between social 

interaction and social structure. The first area is the "new social 

history." 

and work 

In the "new social history," studies of the labor process 

relations have consistently considered the conscious 

activity of workers as the starting place for research (Montgomery, 

1979; Gutman, 1977; Sewell, 1980; Scott, 1974; Thompson, 1966; and so 

on). This perspective on social structure from the "bottom up" is 

precisely what is missing from dual economy theory (Gordon et. ale 

1982:1-17). 

Particular attention will be paid to the treatment of skill 

in the "new social history." There is an ongoing sociological debate 

on the definition of skill (see Spenser, 1983 for a review). working 

from the practical application of the concept of skill in the "new 

social history", I will propose that skill be treated as a working 
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class version of professional status. The concept of skill I am 

proposing has the advantage of being historically grounded in the 

culture of the people to whom it is intended to apply. It 

incorporates conflict into the definition, making skill a dynamic 

condition. Deskilling and reskilling are treted as issues of social 

status rather than simply as technical issues. 

The other area of study is the "new 

economics, " particularly the works of Williamson 

institutional 

(1975, 1981a, 

1981b). Williamson posits that fundamental transformations of the 

economy, such as the formation of giant monopolistic corporations or 

the segmentation of labor markets, can be explained with an 

interactionist theory. He uses a theory of transaction cost analysis 

to demonstrate that where monopolies survive and labor markets are 

segmented depends on the costs involved and the strategies used in 

making economic transactions. 

After reviewing this theory, I will attempt to show 1) that 

transaction cost analysis is consonant with dual economy theory, and 

2) that for labor relations, class conflict is the hidden dynamic to 

transaction costs. A "bottom up" perspective will be used to expose 

this hidden dynamic. In so doing, dual economy theory of labor market 

segmentation will be reconstructed to include both of the central 

dynamics of capitalist production: capital accumulation and class 

conflict. Social theories generally tend to emphasize either the 

structural constraints on action or the effects of interaction on 

structure. What I am proposing has the ad'!antage of adding social 
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structure to an interaction theory and adding interaction to a theory 

of social structural. 

The Monopoly capital Thesis 

The thesis of dual economy theory is that the process of 

capital accumulation is fundamentally altered by the ascendancy of a 

monopoly sector of giant corporations between 1880 and 1920 (Lenin, 

1939; Baran and SWeezy, 1966; Braverman, 1974; Burawoy, 1979: Edwards 

et al., 1975; O'Connor, 1973; and so on). This is the most important 

change in the structure of capi talism since the industrial 

revolution. According to this "mor,opoly capital thesis", analysis of 

the modern economy must therefore distinguish between a sector in 

which large firms tend to act in a monopolistic fashion and a sector 

in which medium and small firms have highly competitive relations. 

This dual economy approach nevertheless recognizes that the economy 

as a whole is dominated by the monopoly sector. 

As a phenomenon that is necessarily absent from Marx's 

(1973, 1967a, 1967b, 1967c) classic analysis of the capitalist 

economy, the purpose of dual economy theory is to analyze capital 

accumulation under monopolistic conditions. Th~s was a long overdue 

remedy to Marxist theories based on a 19th century economic object 

(Baran and Sweezy, 1966:3-9). However, by concentrating on the 

"monopoly capital thesis", dual economy theory has overemphasized the 

importance of capital accumulation. 

Economic changes that accompanied the rise of nonopcl •. · 

capitalism are treated as solely the result of the process of 



23 

accumulation. As a result, the relations of exploitation terrl to be 

overlooked as a causal force. This is why the theory does not provide 

an adequate analysis of the role of class struggle in transforming 

production relations. The overemphasis on the dynamic of capital 

accumulation has been criticized as theoretically and heuristically 

deficient (Aronowitz, 1978, Hodson and Kaufman, 1982; Burawoy, 1979). 

Class conflict is subsumed under capital accumulation and changes in 

production are almost completely described as the results of 

management designs (see Bravennan's, 1974, description of 

"Taylorism", also Edwards, Reich, and Gordon, 1975; Stone, 1975; 

Zimbalist, 1979). 

When only monopoly capital accumulation is seen as 

determining changes in economic structure, there is a tendency to 

explain these changes according to how they function to benefit 

monopoly capital. Such stagnant functionalism is implied by the 

"monopoly capital thesis" of dual economy theory. Giddens argues that 

historical materialism in general treats hurran agents as "cultural 

dupes" incapable of strategic action on their own behalf (1982: 15-

25, 42-47, 215-220; see also Urry, 1982; Aronowitz, 1981). Certainly 

this is not the intent of a theory that considers the history of 

civilization to be a history of class struggle. 

As originally formulated by Marx, capital is defined as both 

a process and a relation (1967c: 818-819; 1973). capital is a process 

of accumulation and a relation of exploitation. Both are instrumental 

in determining the structure of production. The process of capital 
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accumulation is one of a constantly expanding reproduction. The 

process is driven by competition among firms which requires each to 

productively accumulate capital, that is, to adopt the technology, 

organization of work, and size of the firm that will be IrOst 

competitive. Therefore the structure of production is constantly 

being "revolutionized" by the capital accumulation drive. 

The relations of exploitation also determine the structure 

of production, directly and indirectly. Class conflict in production 

and in the labor market sets the rate of surplus appropriation, thus 

directly and indirectly affecting the competitive status of the firm. 

Management and workers will each attempt to restructure production so 

as to gain as much control as possible over the structure of work and 

the distribution of the surplus. Technology, organization, and size 

of the firm will depend in part upon the power of these conflicting 

classes. Therefore, the relations of exploitation form a second 

"motor" in the development of capitalism (Burawoy, 1979). 

According to the monopoly capital thesis, the process of 

capital accumulation is altered by monopolization, transfor~ing both 

the property and the work relations of capitalism (see Baran and 

SWeezy, 1966; Mandel, 1978; Lenin, 1939). Labor market segmentation 

is one of the most important social consequences of monopoly capital 

accumulation (Edwards, Reich, and Gordon, 1975; Loveridge and Mok, 

1979; Doeringer and Piore, 1971). I will review the two principal 

dual economy theories of labor market segmentation. My intent is to 

demonstrate that dual economy theory has been running on only one of 
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its two "motors". The other "motor" of capitalist development will be 

conceptualized and theoretically developed under the assumption that 

workers are cognizant cogs who can change the way things turrl. 

Labor Market Segmentation 

There are two types of dual economy theories of labor market 

segmentation: skill theories and control theories (Hodson and 

Kaufman, 1982:730). Both types include the rise of the rronopoly 

sector as the factor that leads to the formation of internal labor 

markets. According to skill theories, rronopoly capital accumulation 

systerretically mechanized industrial production and deskilled the 

previous craft-based production system. As the craft skills 

diminished, production skills became firm-specific. These skills were 

learned on-the-job with formal training or in a learning-while-doing 

fashion. Habituation to the intricacies of mechanized work meant that 

productivity substantially increased ~~th experience. Training became 

a major expense for the firm. Therefore, management in roonopoly 

sector firms created internal labor markets with seniority based 

hierarchies to reduce turnover. Internal markets also allocated the 

roost skilled workers to the roost important positions (for theoretical 

elaboration, see Doeringer and Piore, 1971) 

Control theories do not dispute the skill arguments, instead they 

add a second dimension. Control over labor is used by management to 

increase productivity and reduce costs. The pace and ir' ~1sity of 

labor is not insured by the operation of the labor market. Simple 
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surveillance suffices to gage productivity in small competitive 

operations but complex organizations require more elaborate control 

structures. 

Edwards (1979) identifies technical and bureaucratic control 

structures in complex organizations. Technical control ties the 

routine of work to the rhythm of machinery. Bureaucratic control uses 

formal rules to specify what is acceptable work. Both have internal 

labor markets which distribute incentives based on the corresponding 

productivity criteria of each control 

internal labor markets fragment the 

structure. Furthermore, 

workers, making collusive 

activities (from restricting output to union organizing) more 

difficult. Internal labor markets are a "divide and conquer" strategy 

(Edwards, 1979; Stone, 1975; O'Connor, 1973). 

Both skill and control theories assume a direct 

correspondence between the sectors of the economy (monopoly and 

competitive) and the segments of the labor market (primary and 

secondary) (Hodson and Kaufman, 1982). To be sure, there is a causal 

connection between size of the firm and the existence of an internal 

labor market (Doeringer and 

Althauser, 19B1). However, 

competitive sector and 

Piore, 1971; Kalleberg, Wallace, and 

there are internal labor markets in the 

secondary sector workers employed by 

monopolistic firms. The reason for this incongruence is that dual 

economy theory does not recognize the active participation of 

workers in structuring the labor market (Fligstein and Fernandez, 

1984; Kalleberg, Wallace, and Althauser, 1981). 
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Workers with job-specific skills (as opposed to firm

specific) can form their own internal labor markets in the 

competitive sector through the use of craft (or professional) 

organizations (Althauser and Kalleberg, 1981; Doeringer and Piore, 

1971). Skill theories reify deskilling and treat craft-internal labor 

markets 

strategy 

as a residual category rather than a result of 

of skilled workers (Hodson and Kaufman, 1982). 

the active 

As I will 

elaborate shortly, skill should be seen as a desired status which 

workers strive for in any sector of the economy. Organizing to 

achieve a skilled status is facilitated by large-scale monopolistic 

firms but these conditions are neither sufficient nor necessary 

causes. If workers in a large-scale firm have no resources to achieve 

a skilled status then their turnover is not costly to the firm and 

they remain in a secondary labor market. 

Control theories do a better job of including the active 

participation of workers. I hesitate to include control theories with 

the rest of the "monopoly capital thesis". Theories of control deal 

with power in F xluction and thus potentially with the "politics of 

production" (Burawoy, 1983). Yet they fall short of this potential. 

Control is too often (though certainly not always) presented as 

domination. Segmentation is treated only as a management device to 

divide the working class, largely ignoring the active participation 

of dominant workers in stratifying the work place and segmenting the 

labor market along racial or sexual lines (Bonacich, 1976: Blau, 

1975). Internal labor market forms of stratification are portrayed as 
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systems of control designed by managerial entrepreneurs and made 

necessary by the division of conception from execution in the 

monopoly sector. 

Control theories (along with most discussions of deskilling) 

consider the changes in work and market relations to be the result of 

management's long-range plan for continued domination. This form, 

despite the political question of control, is still a perspective 

from capital's transformations down to the effects on labor. For 

example, Gordon, Edwards, and Reich criticize past segmentation 

research (including their own) for slighting the effects of class 

conflict and recognize conflict as half of the dual dynamic of 

capitalism (1982:19-21). Yet when they list the five major tendencies 

resulting from this dual dynamic, four begin with the effects of 

capital accumulation. And while while they acknowledge the 

contribution of class conflict in adding to the accumulation drive, 

only the last tendency concerns the active role of workers in 

affecting capitalist development (1982:19-20). 

Hegemony. What is missing from control theories is an 

acknowledgement that seniority or bureaucratic-based internal labor 

markets are precisely what workers have consistently fought for. The 

characteristics of primary labor market status are the end-goals of 

most labor union movements and their achievement a hard won victory 

which management has resisted (see the Foner-Weinstein debate in 

Weinstein, 1970). Control theories have ignored the construction of 
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consent among workers in internal labor markets, even though Burawoy 

(1979, 1983) concludes that building consent is their central 

purpose. 

Creating seniority-based internal labor markets, tying wages 

to prices or profits, 

welfare benefits, and 

giving bonuses for extra work, providing 

so on, can all build consent for existing 

relations among the labor force. Each of these tactics has in common 

the same principle of hegemony--tying the interests of labor to the 

interests of capital. However, the question of hegemony cannot be 

limited to the tactics used to achieve it. Constructing consent 

concerns the consciousness of the workers. So does construction of 

organizations, collective actions, and struggles in general. 

I am arguing that the strategies of labor should be given 

equal attention to the designs of management. What is needed is an 

analysis of how the conflicting actions between the agents of capital 

and the agents of labor actually mediates, limits, and transforms the 

structure of the c~onon~. The formation of internal labor markets and 

segmentation of external labor markets should be viewed as the 

compromises of conflicting class strategies rather than the 

unhindered rule of monopoly capital. A conflicting-interaction 

approach is appropriate despite the fact that over the long run, 

these compromises have been beneficial for monopoly capitalism. In 

other words, I am stressing here that the historical causes of 

changes in the structure of production cannot be predetermined by the 

eventual functions of that structure. 
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Once we allow that the structure of market and work 

relations is determined by the interaction of capital accumulation 

with class struggle, then an analysis of how and when struggle takes 

place is necessary for the theory. To have struggle, one ITn.lst have 

active subjects who design conscious strategies in order to pursue 

their interests against the contradictorily constituted interests and 

strategies of opposing classes. Conversely, to avoid falling into 

historicism--that is, the explanation of a historical period as a 

series of unique events that purposefully disregards social 

structural dynamics--it is necessary to establish a dialogue between 

social structure and human agency. Changes in circumstance must be 

contingent upon conscious conflict within existing circumstance. In 

the following sections, I will deal with two issues in particular: 

how does the strategy which agents use in conflict get constituted 

and ha.v does the active struggle of economic agents affect the 

structure of the economy. 

The New Social History 

There is probably no other field of study which has 

concentrated on the consciousness of working people with greater 

intensity than the "new social history" (Thompson, 1966; Sewell, 

1980; Scott, 1974; Gutman, 1977; Montgomery, 1980; and so on). What 

these researchers have in common is a perspective on labor history 

from the point of view of the workers themselves. Their central 

principle is that the strategies, ideologies, and general 
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consciousness of the working class is made by the workers themselves 

in the process of their lived experiences. Therefore, the discourse 

of workers is inherently historically contingent. This perspective 

meshes well with an analysis of struggle as a dynamic process which 

transforms production relations. In order to reject an image of 

workers as subjected victims who are passive to their degradation, it 

is necessary to demonstrate their conscious activity as creative 

subjects. 

The "new social history" is a deliberate attempt to build 

"history from the bottom up". It has earned its moniker by utilizing 

sociological methods of analysis (such as demography, organization, 

race, ethrJic, and sexual relations, stratification, etc.) to 

reconstruct the circumstances of working class life. The everyday 

actions of common people are analyzed using a data base from marriage 

records, tax roles, police accounts, payrolls, and other instances 

where the state recorded its contact with the lower classes. By 

exposing the social structure which ordered the lives of working 

class men and women, the "new social history" has demonstrated how 

the strategic actions of workers are based on a consciousness of that 

social structure. Extensive and often surprising documentation of the 

discourse of workers is a key element in the overall understanding of 

what could be called the culture of the lower classes. 
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Skill and Status 

The emphasis on culture can be seen in the analysis of 

skill. Skill has proven to be a crucial factor in historical research 

on working class existence. Skill affects both social structure (jobs 

require skill) and discourse (workers are considered skilled). In 

order to explain what skill meant to the workers themselves, the "new 

social historians" have repeatedly been forced implicitly to rrodify 

technical definitions of skill to include cultural definitions. 

Unfortunately, an explicit theory of skill has not been developed in 

the "new social history". But such a theory can be constructed 

through interpreting the way skill is used in the "new social 

history." It is my argur.-ent that the treatment of skill is equatable 

to the sociological treatment of status. This is an extremely useful 

conception of skill for understanQing strategies designed in response 

to deskilling. 

From a status viewpoint, technical definitions of skill 

(extensive training time being the most important) should be 

reinterpreted as resources in establishing an honorable position 

(Sewell, 1980:23-24). Culture is also a resource which, in this 

context, workers use to maintain their honorable status (Gutman, 

1977:3-117). By honorabl~ more is meant than just having a market 

position which secures a comfortable lifestyle. Along with this 

Weberian view is a Marxist consideration of nonalientating labor. 

Skilled workers have a high degree of autonomy. Quality of 

production is determined by the producers. One can take pride in 



33 

skilled work. It is considered an important service to society which 

establishes the craftsperson as virtuous (Wilentz, 1978: 20-21). 

Matters irrelevant to the performance of a craft can be 

important to the maintenance of a skilled status. Exclusion of women 

(or minorities) from the trade should be evaluated in the light of 

whether attempts to include them threaten the control of the trade or 

its honor in a sexist (or racist) society (Montgomery,1979). Such a 

perspective aids (though not sufficiently) in explaining how 

otherwise socialist-conscious workers may practice sexism and racism 

in their trades, even when such practices undermine their 

organization in the long run. 

The key element of being skilled is control over the trade 

as if it were the property of the worker. A skilled worker is one who 

knows the "mysteries of the trade" (Thompson, 1966: 253). Control 

over a trade includes not only individual autonomy, but also 

collective control over who can be trained, how they will be trained, 

for how long, and under whose guidance. Control is a question of 

power in production and in the labor market which workers struggle 

for using both technical and cultural resources. Sociologists have 

long recognized the cultural as well as technical resources used by 

professionals to maintain their status (Mills, 1953). The origins and 

purposes of professional and craft organizations are essentially the 

same (Sewell, 1980:19-25). With a "bottom up" perspective, being 

skilled can be recognized as a working class version of 

"professional" status. 
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From the perspective of the "new social history" , being 

skilled is a dynamic condition which workers struggle for in both 

ideological and political arenas. It has an important cultural 

component in constituting what work is honorable and virtuous as well 

as a political component in controling the labor process and/or labor 

market. Being skilled should be seen as a conscious activity, 

especially in the context of struggles over deskilling. Studies of 

deskilling mechanization have accentuated the effects of deskilling 

on the status of artisans and craft workers and their struggles to 

maintain an honorable position on society (Thompson, 1966; Gutman, 

1977; Sewell, 1980; Scott, 1974). Therefore knowing the consciousness 

and strategies used in this struggle by both workers and management 

are crucial to understanding not only the results but also the 

defining characteristics of what is being fought over. 

Incorporating Struggle 

It is one thing to point out that a "top dONl"l" approach does 

not acknowledge nor fully comprehend the meaning of conscious action 

of the lower classes. It is another question how conscious action 

structures the way monopoly capitalism operates. To say that class 

struggle is the other motor of capitalist development implies that 

the rise of the monopoly sector and the formation of internal and 

segmented labor markets was caused by class struggle in interaction 

with capital accumulation. What is needed is a theoretical 

framework which incorporates conflicting interaction into existing 

dual economy theory. 
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Such a framework is available in Williamson's (1975, 1981a, 

1981b) theory of transaction cost analysis, if its essential nature 

can be reformulated. I intend to demonstrate that, for labor 

relations, Williamson's efficiency criterion of transaction costs can 

be replaced with a class conflict criterion. With this reformulation, 

conflicting interaction becomes an essential feature of the analysis 

of labor markets and the internal organization of the firm • 

Transaction Cost Analysis 

In an investigation of the logic behind alternative 

management strategies for organizing production, Williamson (1975, 

1981b) starts with the question of under what conditions management 

will use hierarchies instead of markets. For example, when will 

management decide to create a janitorial subdivision rather than 

contracting for janitorial services, or when will it promote from 

within rather than hiring skilled workers on the market? His answer 

is that management will tend to replace open markets with 

hierarchies (such as internal labor markets) when rationality is 

highly bounded (1975: 5-9). 

Williamson's theory is based on the idea that transactions 

between firms or between firms and workers have costs that are not 

overtly monetary in nature. Firms will attempt to reduce these 

transaction costs (as necessitated by their purpose in maximizing 

profits) through the construction of hierarchies only when there are 

sufficient bounds to rational behavior on the open market. If the 
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market provides adequate information about costs and benefits 

(especially long-term) then hierarchies are unnecessary. On the 

other hand, when the market information is incomplete finns will tend 

to take the transactions out of the market and use a hierarchy to 

meter productivity and determine costs and benefits. With product 

transactions, a firm may integrate forward into retailing or 

backwards into raw materials. Monopolies occur (and survive) where 

transaction costs are sufficiently high to prevent viable competition 

in the market. 

Transaction cost analysis applies to the formation of both 

monopoly sector firms and labor market monopolies within the a firm 

(internal labor markets). Williamson is guite literal in his 

definition of bounded rationality. The bounds he mentions are the 

bounds of human comprehension. 

deprived of perfect knowledge, 

Not only are human decision-makers 

but they are incapable of it. Rather 

than start with the assumption of perfect knowledge then add a myriad 

number of exceptions, we should start with the premise that 

information and thus rational action is structurally limited and 

attempt to discover what strategies people use to cope with their 

limitations. 

Williamson's point is that under certain conditions, people 

will change from one strategy of dealing with their inherent 

impotence to another strategy. For example, when the market 

conditions for skilled labor are highly uncertain such that employers 

are not clear which potential employee has the appropriate skills, 
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then the ability of the employer to make a rational choice has 

reached its bounds. A solution to this and IiOst other problems of 

bounded rationality is to break the problem down into a sequence of 

contingent possibilities, each sufficiently simple for a decision to 

be rationally made. Creating a sequence necessarily creates a 

hierarchy of decision-makers, with each decision contingent on the 

previous ones. 

If we return to our example of hiring skilled labor, the 

problem of high uncertainty could be dealt with by breaking the 

process into three parts: (1) hiring, (2) training, (3) placement. 

By adding training to the process the employer can discover who is 

learning or already knows the appropriate skill. A criterion for 

placement can then be set up based on knowledge of what skills are 

appropriate, \A.i1o has them, and where they are needed. In general, 

breaking down a transaction into a sequence of decisions increases 

management's knowledge of the particular conditions (though not 

necessarily the overall conditions). It usually does this by 

increasing the surveillance of the decision-maker over the people in 

the situation, in this case, of rranagement over workers. 

Bounded Rationality and Opportunism 

Williamson points to a variety of circumstances under which 

the rationality used to make market decisions is highly bounded 

(1975: 5-39). At one point (1975: 23-24) he lists knowledge, 

um ... crtainty, environmental constraints, and language-corrmunication 
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limits as the principle bounds on rationality in the market. These 

are all quite obvious, but Williamson also provides general 

principles concerning what conditions make these circumstances 

important for restructuring production. He cites opportunism in 

particular, that is, the practice of one party in the transaction 

hiding conditions from the other party--such as employers hiding 

knowledge of average wages and salaries from employees. 

The ability to act in an opportunistic fashion depends highly on 

the number of actors in the market. Williamson (1975:27) argues that 

the smaller the market, the greater the ability to be opportunistic. 

This happens because with a "small numbers game" there is less 

competitive pressure, fewer alternatives, and greater chances for 

collusion. In other words, a small number of buyers or sellers 

operate in conditions which make monopolistic practices possible. 

This is precisely the same argument that Baran and SWeezy (1966) make 

in discussing how large corporations that form an oligarchy in the 

market are able to act in a monopolistic fashion. 

Williamson convincingly demonstrates that monopolistic 

practices are only cost-efficient for the firm where transaction 

costs are high. Low transaction costs means the market will be a 

more cost-efficient organizer of economic activity. Thus monopolies 

rise when markets fail to work, and conversely, monopolies fall when 

transaction costs fall (relative to the market). It is ~ contention 

that Williamson's transaction cost theory does not explain 



39 

monopolization. It explains under what conditions monopolistic 

practices will be most successful or nnst likely to fail. It does 

not provide a causal dynarr~c to monopolization as do dual economy 

theories of capital accumulation. Nor does it distinguish between 

monopoly and competitive sectors of the economy. 

A capital accumulation dynancic is either simply assumed by 

Williamson or interpreted as its effects-- such as the effect of 

capital accumulation on technological develo~T~nt. Because of these 

assumptions and interpretations, transaction cost and dual economy 

theories can be combined with little alteration. Each basically 

fills the gaps of the other. 

Transaction Costs and Class Struggle 

Williamson also examines the effect on transaction costs of 

the number of actors in the transaction. Small-number situations 

restrict the bounds of rational choice. For labor transactions, 

williamson claims that skill and union limitations to competition are 

the two major causes of a small-numbers situation. Furthermore, he 

describes the importance of fiDTrspecific skills, learned on-the-job, 

(what he calls "asset specificity") for creating small-numbers 

situations for transactions which are internal to the firm (1975: 

57-64). As a result, his argument on the formation of internal labor 

markets has many points in common with the skill theories described 

earlier, particularly with Doeringer and Piore (1971) work (which he 

cites frequently. But, Williamson adds that under the conditions of 
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highly bounded rationality, workers are able to act more 

opportunistically. These concurrent conditions--bounded rationality 

and opportunism--multiply the incentive for management to increase 

surveillance over the execution of contracts (i.e., over work). 

It is precisely the creation of hierarchies in order to 

increase surveillance that control theorists are examining in their 

explanation of internal labor markets. Thus the key points from both 

skill and control theories are present in a transaction cost 

approach. The issue of control is emphasized by Williamson. He 

argues that the bias in neoclassical economics towards market 

explanations of economic activity should be balanced through the 

incorporation of insights found in organizational theory concerning 

control relations in firm-hierarchies (198lb: 1539-1542) • He even 

goes so far as to argue that the firm should be defined as a 

"governance structure if the ramifications of internal organization 

are to be accurately assessed" (1981b: 1539; emphasis his). However, 

Williamson never analyses power relations. Inst~ad, the only 

elements to be controlled for Williamson are transaction costs. 

I think a conception of power relations is hidden within 

Williamson's analysis and impliedly necessary to it. Exposure of 

these power relations suggests that power struggles are a causal 

dynamic in the construction of firm-hierarchies. Thus struggle over 

work relations can be explicitly linked to the formation of the 

monopoly sector (product-hierarchies) and the segmentation of the 

labor market (internal labor-hierarchies). As such, incorporating 
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power relations into transaction cost analysis connects the two 

motors of capitalism, struggle and competition in a systematic and 

interactive fashion and makes coherent the relationship between 

agency and structure. 

Certainly this is not Williamson's intent. He deliberately 

contrasts his position with control theory (198lb). Reducing 

transaction costs is not an issue of contention between classes for 

Williamson, but instead an "affirmative economic purpose" of modern 

corporations which is "socially valued" (1981b:1538). Only if we 

could consider transaction costs as "units of class struggle" could 

we claim that struggle is the hidden dynamic in Williamson's decisive 

historical analysis of the role of transaction costs in creating 

external and internal monopolies. Fortunately, Williamson's 

definition of transaction costs and opportunism makes the issue of 

struggle apparent. 

Costs of Control 

Williamson admits to an ambiguity in his definition of 

transaction costs (1981b). At one point, he defines transaction costs 

as the "costs of running the economic system • which can be 

usefully thought of in contractual terms", such as the" ex ante 

costs of negotiating and writing, as well as the ex post costs of 

executing, policing, and when disputes arise, remedying the (explicit 

or implicit) contract." He goes on to say that "al1 economic 

contracting problems are trivial and the study of economic 
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institutions is unimportant" "but for the simultaneous 

existence of both bounded rationality and opportunism" (198lb:1545). 

wi th work relations, one must ask whom management is "policing" 

if not workers: The costs of enforcing a labor contract depend 

primarily upon the control necessary (either direct, technical, or 

bureaucratic) to garner the highest level of productivity. But, this 

does not insofar as it goes, contradict Williamson's conception of 

transaction costs. If these costs are a "social value" then policing 

workers is for their own benefit, and malcontents are only being 

oppor'tunistic • 

Williamson's reference to "social value" indicates an 

indifference to any concept of exploitation in production or the 

creation of contradictory class interests. I do not think the 

indifference is entirely due to questions of point of view. Marxists 

have long argued that class conflict is inherent in capitalist 

production (Marx, 1967a). There is also an immense documented history 

of class struggle over contradictory interests (for example, the 

Foner volumes on labor history, 1947-1965~ as well as the works in 

the "new social history" described earlier). Labor in general is 

seeking the work autonomy and high wages of a skilled status found in 

the primary sector. This conflicts with management's interest in 

reducing costs, 

side develops 

changing technologies, or exorcizing radicals. Each 

strategies of action depending upon their power 

relations and structural conditions. If contradictory class interests 

are acknowledged then the costs of running the economic system are 
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the costs of maintaining capitalist relations (as control theorists 

argue) • I do not want to dwell on this issue because it will become 

more obvious as we examine less well-tread points. In particular, the 

meaning of opportunism with a simultaneous bounding of rationality 

is substantially different once conflict is acknowledged. 

Guile. The language which Williamson uses in describing 

opportunism in worker behavior is not value free. He argues that we 

should extend "the usual assumption of self-interest seeking to make 

allowance for self-interest seeking with guile"(198lb:1545). Guile in 

labor transactions is the systematic hiding of relevant information 

and the restriction of output. It is as if the ghost of Fredrick 

Taylor had stretched forth an invisible hand into the present to 

remind us of the evils of the "guild system" and "soldiering." What 

raises or lowers the cost of labor transactions then is the ability 

of management to control work. 

Williamson claims the object of managing work relations "is 

to match governance structures to the attributes of transactions in a 

discriminating way"(1981b:1544). From the point of view of the 

managed, governance structures will be more or less oppressive 

depending upon how costly workers can make the transactions. That 

is, the despotism of the market can be reduced by bounding its 

rationality. If we strip "guile" of its pejorative meaning, 

opportunism for workers can be seen as a rational strategy. 

Here is where we need the perspective from the "bottom up" 

found in the "new social history". From the point of view of the 
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workers, acting "opportunistically" is equivalent to exercising 

power. The collective restriction of output (systematic soldiering) 

is specifically designed to maintain wage rates and honorable working 

conditions (Montgomery, 1979, 1980; Thompson, 1966). In this 

context, reducing the costs of labor transactions is not a social 

value but instead a class value. Likewise, controlling information 

about one's skill is a power resource in negotiating transactions and 

effecting collective restrictions of output. Limits on competition 

and control over work processes are power resources which can be used 

to create the conditions of a small-numbers game where nonmarket 

factors are decisive and the desirable characteristics of a skilled 

status in the primary labor market can be enforced. 

Worker Strategies 

What Williamson calls opportunistic activity is from the 

view point of labor strategic action in its own behalf. There are two 

basic types of worker strategies: individual and collective. 

Individual strategies revolve around turnover-- quitting one job and 

moving to a better one. Turnover is the basic response to the class 

struggle of individuals as individuals. As such, it is the most 

legitimate form of struggle within the framework of a capitalist 

economy. By itself, turnover does not alter property relations and 

most importantly, turnover keeps struggle at an individual level, so 

as to guarantee that these relations will not be disturbed. To that 

extent (and only that extent) turnover is encouraged by employers for 
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their recalcitrant workers. Furthermore, turnover is functional to 

capitalist development as a mechanism for the efficient allocation of 

labor. 

We find high rates of self-initiated turnover where work 

conditions are unsavory and wages are low--such as in the secondary 

labor market segment. On the other hand, where there is extensive 

firm-specific, on-the-job training, employers do not have the option 

of going to the market for an equally skilled worker. Likewise, to 

the degree their skill is firm-specific, employees cannot transfer 

their skilled status to other firms. Under such situations, worker 

action in the form of high turnover encourages firms to alter market 

relations through the establishment of seniority-based internal labor 

markets. 

Collective strategies of struggle are consciously designed 

to alter (though not necessarily upset) capitalist relations from the 

onset. Collective action is based upon the ability of workers to 

collude, the ultimate collusion being a strike. In production, 

collective action is used to limit output, slow the work pace, avoid 

hazards, and otherwise maintain honorable conditions of work. In the 

labor market, collective action is used to restrict access of 

employers to the market. Labor market restrictions reduce supply 

relative to demand and thus raise wages, impede replacement, and 

separate internal from open markets. Restrictions also define who is 

honorable. This can include racial and sexual restrictions in a 

society which defines white and male as high status. 
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The market is usually restricted by 

lines or industry lines. Craft 

organizations use skill as a limiting principle. If the work is not 

technically and culturally defined as skilled, then craft 

organizations tend to flounder. Industrial organizations are not 

limited to workers who are already skilled. They will organize all 

workers in an industry, usually on a firm by firm basis. Industrial 

organizations will attempt to limit access to preferred jobs within 

a firm or industry to organization members. They facilitate the 

formation of firm-internal labor markets even where specific skills 

are slight (though large firms with specifically skilled workers are 

more easily organized). Even where industrial organizations are weak, 

their existence encourages management to form internal labor markets 

in order to keep them out. 

Both types of organizations may use access to hiring as a 

limiting principle (the closed shop). Either organization can also 

use direct action--strikes, sabotage, sit-downs, slow-downs, etc.--to 

achieve their ends if enough workers join in to make the action 

costly to the company. But, striking workers must be difficult to 

replace in order for the direct action to succeed. Skill, picket 

lines, intimidation, and solidarity are the principle means of 

limiting replacement. 

In general, high skill levels and on-the-job, firm-specific 

training enable direct action for the same reasons they enable market 

limitations. Therefore, skilled and mechanized work tends to be 



47 

organized and competitive markets do not. These conditions increase 

the power of workers to control how work is done, by whom and under 

What conditions. The same conditions will encourage management to 

try to reduce the power of workers through deskilling mechanization, 

extensive surveillance, or outright repression. Since markets and 

hierarchies are alternative methods of organizing economic activity, 

segmentation of the labor market should be been as their interaction. 

Strategy and Structure 

Using a transaction approach informed by power relations 

resolves some of the problems discussed earlier in the relationship 

between the dual economy (monopoly and competitive sectors) and the 

dual labor market (primary and secondary). The structure of the labor 

market depends upon what compromise, if any, is reached in the 

conflict between labor and management over control of work. The 

results of this conflict will differ according to the sector of the 

economy (monopoly or competitive). 

In table 2.1 (on the following page), I suggest an outline 

of the effects of the interaction beuveen economic structure and 

worker status on the labor market. The columns indicate differences 

in economic structure between the competitive and monopoly sectors. 

Competitive sector fi~ face an open market for workers. Training is 

exogenous and the returns to firm-specific experience is minimal. 

Monopoly sector firms are more likely to have firm-specific, on-the

job training, to face a small numbers game in employment, and suffer 
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Table 2.1: Interaction of Economic Structure and Worker Status 

Control 
OVer 
Work 

Management 

vJorkers 

Economic Sector 

Competitive 

unstructured 
secondary 
sector labor 
market / 
direct control 

craft (and 
professional) 
based internal 
labor !T'arkets / 
bureaucratic 
control 

Monopoly 

limited internal 
labor market with 
attached secondary 
labor market / 
direct and 
technical control 

seniority based 
firm internal 
labor market / 
technical and 
bureaucratic 
control 
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high levels of bounded rationality. Forming seniority-based, internal 

labor market hierarchies are a rational strategy for dealing with 

these conditions. 

Differences in control over work is reflected in the rows 

of the table. Management control means the workers have little 

autonomy, productivity is easily metered, and surveillance is direct. 

The workers do not have a skilled status. The power of workers is 

basically dependent on their levels of skill and organization. 

Workers who control the "mysteries of the trade" have the opportunity 

to bound the rationality of the market and favorably influence future 

contracts. If they organize this influence, future contracts can be 

structured into internal labor markets within the firm in the 

monopoly sector or within their own organization in the competitive 

sector. 

This table is specifically designed for comparison with 

Williamson's schematic segmentation of the labor market (1981a:565-

566). The conclusions are similar even though the causal dynamics 

diverge. Differences in the table reflect the differences in 

perspective. My arguments incorporate a conflict dynamic and are set 

in a dual economy framework. Williamson eschews conflict and ignores 

dual economy theory. His focus is on efficiency criteria independent 

from contradictory interests, class or otherwise. 

Four sets of propositions can be made about what effects the 

combination of economic sector and degree of control has on the labor 

market. Each set corresponds to a cell in the table which will be 
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identified by the rON and column numbers. Transactions between firms 

and workers will result in hierarchies in all cases except where both 

the control of workers is ION and and the firms are competitive 

(column 1, rON 1). Neither the firms nor the workers are faced with a 

small-numbers game. Organizing is extremely difficult for workers and 

internal hierarchies are unnecessary for management. This is the 

secondary labor market, what Williamson (1981a: 565) refers to as the 

"spot market". 

If workers have a skilled status they can bind the 

rationality of market even though the firms are competitive (column 

1, row 2). Internal labor markets can be set up within craft (or 

professional) organizations. A small-numbers game is constructed 

across firms rather than within a particular firm. This accounts for 

primary sector workers in the competitive sector of the labor market. 

Because he focuses on efficiency independent from conflict, 

Williamson ignores craft-internal labor markets. 

"primitive teams" (such as freight loaders) as 

feature of this sector (1981a: 565). 

He only recognizes 

the distinguishing 

In the monopoly sector, internal labor markets can be 

constructed within the firm. If workers have little control over the 

labor process, (column 2, rON 1) then their conflict with management 

will be expressed individually in the form of turnover. The internal 

hierarchy will be limited to reducing turnover only among workers 

with on-the-job training--what Williamson calls a "obligational 

market" (1981a:565). Untrained workers will be kept out of a firm's 
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internal labor market, forming an attached secondary labor market 

segment within the monopoly sector. Conflict is most clearly 

recognized as the dynamic to transactions costs in this case: if 

there were little turnover, internal hierarchies would be unnecessary 

even for workers trained on-the-job. 

Collective action, from "systematic soldiering" to union 

organizing, is facilitated in the monopoly sector. With collective 

action, workers can increase their control over work, requiring 

management to compromise over the structure of the internal labor 

market (column 2, rCM 2). For instance, industrial unions will 

require that secondary sector workers in the firm be given access to 

the internal market. Even if a firm is not unionized, management will 

be entreated to build consent within the firm if other firms in the 

same industry are tL~ionized and/or the workers have high technical 

skill levels. Williamson claims these are "relational markets" which 

provide "assurance against exploitation" (19Bla:565) • I would argue 

that he is confusing exploitation with hegemony since he claims the 

"firm here will engage in considerable social conditioning, to help 

assure that the employees understand and are dedicated to the 

purposes of the firm" (19Bla:565). This is precisely the meaning of 

hegemony. 
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Conclusions 

By incorporating a dynamic of struggle in determining the 

costs of transactions and identifying the"power relations involved in 

bounded rationality, we can link together structure and strategy in 

ways different from both dual economy theory or the new institutional 

economics. The emphasis in the former is on the structure of economic 

system, in the latter on the strategies of the economic actors. What 

is necessary is a dialectic between structure and strategy. 

This is the point Giddens (1982) is trying to make in his 

critique of historical materialism, likewise; it is the point that 

Chandler (1961) makes in his decisive historical work in management 

economics. Chandler examined changes in the broad historical 

structure of modern corporations, explained how management devised 

new strategies for dealing with the structural changes, then showed 

how implementation of those strategies continued to alter the 

institutional structure, often in ur.intended ways. It seems to me 

that researchers on work relations, particularly Marxists, should 

have theories about labor strategies which are equal to Chandler's 

analysis of management strategies. 

It is my argument that class struggle is the hidden dynamic 

to transaction cost analysis. I have not examined all the 

implications about the structure of the firm and the economy which 

Williamson argues are a result of reducing transaction costs. I 

generally find his theory to be convincing once conscious class 
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conflict is recognized as its "motor". By logical extension, in 

areas other than the labor market where the transactions depend on 

labor costs the dynamic of class struggle will have a conditioning or 

limiting effect on their costs. 

Furthermore, I have not examined the relationship of the 

twin "motors" of capitalism -capital accumulation and class 

conflict-- to the social formation as a whole. This is not due to an 

assumption that the latter can be reduced to the former. On the 

contrary, I agree with Giddens (1982) that strategies of reproduction 

should also be taken into account. Social and ecological formations 

structure the climate of capital accumulation and class conflict 

(Gordon, et. al. 1982; Stinchcombe, 1983). 

The resources of conflicting classes are not limited to the 

firm. In particular, the nature of state action concerning property 

and work relations will vary according to the power of classes to 

affect it, even if they do not affect the state as classes (see 

Burawoy, 1983; Poulantzas, 1983). These points are important, 

especially for studies of social (or world) formations which have a 

broader horizon than what is being considered here. My object is, 

foremost, to criticize the bias in the "monopoly capital thesis" 

towards a top down position. Secondarily it is to demonstrate how a 

dual economy theory that includes a dynamic of conscious class action 

could work. 
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Summary of Key Points 

The "monopoly capital thesis" of dual economy theory was 

criticized for having a one sided approach to the development of 

capitalist production. This thesis only considers capital 

accumulation as a causal mechanism in explaining changes in social 

relations such as deskilling mechanization, segmentation of the labo~ 

market, or racial and sexual job stratification. What is lacking is. 

theoretical location for the active role of agents of production in 

constructing, altering, or transforming the economic structure. 

Therefore, the other motor of capitalism--class struggle--is 

generally neglected in a causal sense. An exception was control 

theories which take into account the impact of class struggles but 

nevertheless maintain a perspective of social change from the top 

down. 

The perspective from the "bottom up" of the "new social 

history" was offered as a corrective to the "top down" view of dual 

economy theory. This perspective had the advantage of necessarily 

presuming the active role of the working class in making its own 

history and thus affecting the economic structure. It includes 

analysis of the consciousness, ideologies, and strategies of the 

masses which enable their action. Using a "bottom up" perspective 

leads us to redefine skill as a dynamic condition which confers an 

honorable status upon its holder. Historical analysis of the 
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struggles over deskilling have required such a definition, though its 

use has been heretofore unacknowledged. 

Dual economy theory does not unambiguously lend itself to 

incorporation of a conflicting interaction approach. It is my central 

contention that the theory needs to be reconstructed. Simply adding 

political theories is insufficient. Transaction cost analysis was 

presented as an alternative theory of the organization of production. 

This theory explains the development of the monopoly sector and 

creation of internal labor markets (and by extension labor market 

segmentation) as a result of reducing transaction costs. As the most 

prominent theory in the "new institutional economics" transaction 

cost analysis provides a strong counter to the "monopoly capital 

thesis" without necessarily contradicting it. The two approaches were 

found to compliment one another, filling each other's conceptual 

voids. Transactions within the firm and in the market are 

interactive; monopolization is a result of the particular interaction 

of capital accumulation and high transaction costs. Analysis of 

transaction costs should take place within a dual economy framework. 

Transaction cost analysis has the additional advantage of 

recognizing the determining role of human action. The shape of 

transactions is seen as a function of the bounded rationality and 

guileful opportunism of the actors. What the theory does not 

recognize is the contradictory class interests of the actors. A 

"bottom up" perspective identifies internal labor markets as a goal 

of the labor struggles for an honorable status. Guileful opportunism 
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from the point of view of workers is the opportunity to exercise 

power. I attempted to show that if class interests are recognized, 

then the cost of transactions should be seen as a function of the 

power of the actors to pursue their contradictory interests in the 

transaction. Class struggle becomes the hidden dynamic of 

transaction cost analysis. Analysis of strategies and power relations 

also becomes crucial to the explanation of labor market organization. 

This is precisely what was missing from dual economy theory. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE FORMATION OF A SPLIT-LABOR MARKET 
IN THE METAL MINING INDUSTRY 

The theoretical points made in chapters one and two should 

be illuminated by the historical analysis of the metal mining 

industry in the remaining chapters. In this chapter, I propose that 

the interaction of two dynamics-- white racism and changes in 

production --produced a racial split-labor market for Chinese 

immigrants. The term "white" will be used to refer to non-Hispanic 

caucasians of European origin. Race and class relations for Mexican 

miners, along with Irish and Cornish miners, will be dealt with in 

chapters four and five. 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine historically how 

the immigrant Chinese, who originally had predominantly been miners, 

were systematically displaced from the labor market of the mining 

industry. I also want to illustrate: 1) ha,.;r split-labor markets are 

formed; 2) ha,.;r split-labor markets engender segregated labor markets; 

and 3) what effects a split-labor market has on markets outside of 

the industry in which the split was formed. 

Split-labor markets, as defined in the introduction, exist 

when the cost of labor for ethnic groups differs to the extent a 

creating a dual wage system. As employers replace higher-paid 

(dominant) workers with lower-paid (minority) labor, ethnic 

57 
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antagonism and discrimination is generated. Class conflict between 

capitalists and workers over wages is transfered to market conflict 

between dominant and minority workers over who will be hired. If the 

higher paid workers have their way, a segreqated market is the 

result. 

Split-labor market theory was invented by Bonacich (1972, 

1976, 1980, 1981) to explain the material incentives of racist market 

behavior. My analysis differs from Bonacich's by more clearly 

specifying the components of the theory, and by expanding it to 

incorporate important neglected areas. While Bonacich's analysis 

begins to explain the material interests of dominant workers in 

discrimination, there are three areas in which her theory is either 

vague or deficent: 1) the distinction between class interests and the 

interests of individual members of a class is not systematically 

developed; 2) the effects of a split-labor market in one industry on 

the labor and property markets of other industries is not explained; 

and 3) the racist discourse of the dorrJnant workers is neither 

explained nor considered to have any affect on the formation of the 

split-labor market or the resulting segregated labor market. 

Markets and Classes 

Bonacich emphasizes that dominant workers benefit from 

discrimination in the labor market of their specific trade or 

industry. However, Reich (1981) demonstrates that dominant workers as 

a whole lose as wages outside of the specific trade or industry are 
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depressed and union and political activities are disorganized. The 

dominant workers are also under a constant threat from replacements 

who cost less and are jusitfiably antagonistic towards them. The 

reverse is true for capital. Individual capitalists lose from racism, 

but the capitalist class benefits (for the same reasons that the 

working class loses). 

The formation of segregated labor markets by dominant 

workers is an expression of the contradiction between markets and 

classes. Marx's critique of bourgeois economics is based on this 

distinction (Marx, 1967a, 1967b, 1967c; 1973). The economic 

incentives on social action in markets are individualistic, not class 

(at least not directly). Therefore, it is in the material interests 

of individual dominant workers, as they actually experience those 

interests in the marketplace, to segregate the labor market for their 

trade or industry when threatened by minority "cheap labor". 

Classes, 

other political 

expressed in 

on the other hand, are represented by parties, or 

organizations, in the state. Class interests are 

state policies and the organization of state 

apparatusses, but the state has a structural relationship of relative 

autonomy towards particular classes and individual class members 

(Poulantzas, 1973, 1983). 

The state is an absent actor in Bonacich's analyses of race 

and ethnic relations. State actions are reduced to "victories" of 

either dominant workers or capitalists (Bonacich, 1972:554; 1981). 

This led Burawoy (1981) to contend that class interests are also 
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absent in Bonacich's theory (in this instance, her analysis of 

aparthied, Bonacich, 1981). This is an important point since Bonacich 

does not clearly distinguish between capital and capitalists, or 

workers and the working class. 

I attempt to systematically distinguish between class 

interests and the incentives on the behavior of individual class 

members in ~ analysis of the formation of a split-labor market for 

the Chinese. State actions are not reduced to class "victories" in ~ 

analysis. In particular, I argue that an alliance of white merchants, 

mineworkers, and craftworkers organized in the Democratic Party 

secured passage of the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act. This type of 

historical analysis explains how race-based politics can, at certain 

times, predominate over class-based politics--without supposing that 

one class "dupes" the other into a false consciousness which bears no 

relationship to its own interests. However, I have not examined the 

political organizations or political actors involved in realizing 

state action because this has largely been done by Saxton (1971). 

Since market relations are individualistic, ~ analysis of 

discrimination in the labor market centers on understanding the 

individual and group behavior of independent producers, workers, and 

capitalists. The emphasis is on interests constituted in the market-

which often contradict class interests. There are paradoxical 

consequences of this situation. For instance, demanding equal pay for 

equal work is in the interest of the working class. Yet, by defining 

equal pay as minority workers' submarket wages equaling tr~ current 



61 

extramarket wages of the dominant workers, this demand was used by 

the dominant white mine-workers with the racist intent of excluding 

Cininese workers from employment. 

If the empolyers had given in to the demand of equal pay for 

equal work, decreased demand for dominant workers would eventually 

reduce their extrarnarket wages to the competitve wage. Also, periods 

of high labor demand would eventually bring the subordinate workers 

into the preferred jobs. Unless the dominant workers reversed their 

position in support of equal pay (which is not unlikely especially 

during slack times) the split-labor market would wither away to the 

benefit of the working class. 

The second area where Bonacich's theory is deficent is the 

market effects of a split-labor markets outside the market of origin. 

A split-labor market forces minority workers out of prefered jobs in 

an industry. The labor market for other industries becomes "crowded" 

with minority workers as their mobility is reduced relative to that 

of the dominant workers. As a result of this "crowding effect," wages 

for the subordinated workers are depressed even in the lowest-paying 

positions (see Bergmann, 1971; Blau, 1975). 

Occupations where the subordinated workers are crowded will 

tend to become exclusive domains of the minority group as employers 

exploit the reduced wages and dominant workers abandon jobs which are 

paying lower than their market value. Eventually, the labor market 

will become segregated. Other factors constant (especially 

productivity, skill and turnover), employers will hire the 

average 

lower-
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wage labor except where the dominant workers can maintain 

discriminatory barriers to mobility in the labor market. 

A split-labor market also affects (and is affected by) 

discrimination in the property market. Split-labor markets make self

employment a more desirable alternative for minorities, if capital is 

reasonably accessible. Self-employment is most viable during periods 

of transition from petty-commodity to capitalist production, when 

mobility between wage labor and independent production is relatively 

easy. Such a transi tion is a fundamental part of the ini tial 

proletarianization which took place in the U. S. between 1820 and 

1890 (described in the introduction). 

Bonacich does not ah.,ays clearly distinguish between wage 

workers and independent producers (1972:553). However, she has 

developed a theory of "middlemen minorities" which describes the 

business-owning section of minority groups (1973). This is an 

important theory. It has consequences for split-labor market dynamics 

which Bonacich has yet to develop. "Middlemen minorities" thrive on 

the availability of "cheap" minority labor. These minority business

owners use low-paid minority labor to compete with dominant business 

using higher-paid dominant workers. A commonality of interests arises 

between the white employers and their white employees. 

The Discourse of Racism 

My last difference with Bonacich is the most significant 

historically (as opposed to theoretically where the distinction 

between market and class relations is the most important). Bonacich 
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completely disregards the discourse of racism. A market analysis can 

explain the economic incentives of invoking a racist ideology, but 

not the content of that ideology. A discourse created to describe new 

situations borrows and adapts concepts from prexisting ideologies 

which may be only remotely analogous to the new situation being 

described. Therefore, the ideology being invoked cannot be reduced to 

the conditions which initiated it. 

Secondly, the ideology which is invoked affects the manner 

in which split-labor markets are produced (and reproduced). For 

instance, information about jobs or about people is listed by 

Bonacich (1972: 550) as one of the factors affecting the initial 

racial differences in the cost of labor. A racist discourse will skew 

the availability of reliable information. The way a discourse is 

employed will change the boundries of rational behavior. 

In consonance with the emphasis on cultural history in the 

"new social history", analysis of the discourse of racism is also 

central to IT!Y study. It is IT!Y position that the discourse of racism 

is crucial to analysis of split-labor market dynamics because a self

perpetuating relationship exists between racial discrimination and 

racist ideologies. An initial racial difference in the cost of labor 

will not be continually reproduced under competitve market conditions 

unless workers continue to be racially identified. 

White miners and craftworkers considered Chinese labor to be 

a type of slavery. The source and consequences of this conception 

cannot be derived from a purely economic analysis of market 
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competition. The filiality of the apprenticeship system is argued to 

particularly suffer from the racist discourse. This led to increased 

racial antagonism among both white craftworkers and white shop

owners against the Chinese. The interclass racial commonality led, in 

turn, to an emphasis in the racist ideol~i on national cultural 

issues as opposed to only narrow economic issues. 

Race and Production pynarnics 

The creation of a split-labor market and the ban on Chinese 

immigration were the result of two highly interrelated but 

analytically separable dynamics. These two dynamics were: 1) white 

racism, and 2) changes in the structure of production. White racism, 

is obvious, but important. Racism waS generated by property 

competition prior to the establishment of a split-labor market. After 

1852, racist attitudes can largely be taken as a constant. Racial 

discrimination based on those attitudes, while also historically 

pervasive, was not a constant factor. 

Discrimination against the Chinese can be divided into three 

periods in which the actions were particularly violent and organized. 

These three periods were: 1852-1854, when independent miners rioted 

against the first major Chinese immigration; 1867-1869, when white 

minewcrkers combined anti-company strikes with anti-Chinese 

discrimination; 1876-1882, when white miners, skilled craftworkers, 

and small merchants formed a political alliance in the Democratic 

Party to secure national anti-Chinese state action. 
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The other major development which split the labor market 

between Chinese and white miners was the changes in mining itself. 

From the 1850's to the late 1860's, mining in the west was a largely 

individual enterprise. Miners were petty-commodity producers. Most 

mines were placer mines: small surface digs of only the highest grade 

of ore (mainly gold and silver). Placer mining requires very little 

skill or capital. Picks, shovels, pans and especially water were the 

primary means of production. These small placer mines were sometimes 

simply refered to as "diggings". The larger placer mines used a 

hydraulic process in which water pressure was used to break up the 

earth. Hydraulic mining was mainly used in the gravel pits of ancient 

rivers. 

During the late 1850's, the yield from placer mines began to 

give out. Surface deposits of high grade ore were being exhausted, 

requiring larger, company-owned operations to remain profitable. By 

the 1860's, the economic ecology of mining required a new type of 

production: lode mining. Lode mining is underground mining where a 

vein of ore is traced deep into hard rock far below the surface. The 

lode mines were capital intensive and company-owned. Lode miners 

needed to be skilled in drilling, using explosives, timbering, 

tunneling, and working in dangerous underground condi tions. The 

miners were usually wage workers (early forms of pay in the mines 

which combined petty-commodity and wage forms will be discussed in 

chapters four and five). 
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Interaction of Discrimination with Changes in Production 

For each of the three periods of extensive discrimination, 

the primary production relations, industries, competing actors, and 

precipitating factors are displayed in table 3.1 (on the follo.ving 

page) as a prelude to the historical arguments developed belo.v. The 

major effects of discrimination for each period are also outlined in 

the first ro.v of the table. A split-labor market was formed as a 

result of extensive discrimination in the property market b¥ white 

independent miners in the placer mines of the early 1850's (column 

1). The split-labor market conditions created ti1e preconditions-- a 

racial difference in wages and a racist ideo 1 ogy--for the 

establishment of a segregated labor market once white workers began 

to compete with the Chinese for wages in the 1860's. 

The segregated labor market was formed during the period of 

1867-1869 when white wageworkers excluded low-wage Chinese labor from 

the lode mines (column 2 of ti1e table). The segregated labor market 

in mining, in turn, formed the preconditions for the creation of a 

split-labor market in manufacturing when it was developed in the mid-

1870's. A racial alliance between mineworkers, merchants, and 

craftvlorkers was forged in the process (column 3) which eventually 

led to the 1882 Exclusion Act. 



Table 3.1: Principal Race and Production Dynamics for the Major Periods of Discriminatory Action 

Principal Factors 

Years 

effects of 
discriminatory 
action 

precipitaing 
factor 

competing 
actors 

industries 

property 
relations 

market 
relations 

Periods of Extensive Discrimination 

1852-1854 1867-1869 

push Chinese into segregate market in 
nonmining jobs: lode mining: crowd labor 
split labor market: market: push Chinese 
create "Coolie myth" into self-employment 

initial Chinese release of Chinese 
immigration: railroad workers: 
economic recession end of civil war 

white versus Chinese white unions versus 
independent producers Chinese mineworkers 

placer and hydraulic lode and placer mining: 
mining railroads 

petty-corTJOOdity capitalist companies 
production 

property market; labor market: 
independent producers wage workers 

1876-1881 

push Chinese workers 
into Chinese awned 
sweatshops: enact 1882 
Exclusion Act 

economic recession: 
release of Chinese 
railroad workers 

white alliance in the 
Democratic Party versus 
Chinese as a race 

mining, manufacturing, 
mercantile and factory 

artisan, merchant, and 
capitalist companies 

property and labor market 
artisans and wage workers 

0'1 
~ 
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Only the principal relationships between production and 

racism are outlined in the table, making it appear rrore deterministic 

and less historically contingent than is appropriate. In the 

remainder of the paper, the relationship between racism and 

production dynamics will be exarrined to explain: 1) how 

discrimination by 

conditions for 

the white independent producers 

split-labor market discrimination 

fostered the 

among the 

wageworkers: 2) why extensive disrimination only occured during the 

three periods listed in the table: 3) what was the discourse of the 

racist ideology: 4) how did this discourse affect the apprenticeship 

system; and 5) how the split-labor market in mining led to a 

comrronality of interest between miners, merchants, and craftworkers 

in discriminating against the Chinese. 

The Independent Producers 

The placer miners typically owned their own diggings, 

individually or in partnerships. others might work a claim on a 

percentage basis or for a fixed daily "wage", usually expecting the 

wagework to be a temporary condition. However, even those who worked 

for a "wage" were independent producers. They controlled their own 

work and owned the means of production, including having to pay for 

t..'1e water used in mining. As indepe:ddent producers, the miners should 

not be seen as wage workers in the usual sense, even when they did 

not own the mining claim and received a "wage". 

form of petty-commodity production in which 

Instead this was a 

ownership of the 

property rights (the mining claim) did did not include ownership of 
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the means of proo.uction. Corrrnercial relations instead of wage 

relations governed the labor process. As independent petty-corrrnodity 

proo.ucers, the miners were characterized as having close to the 

Jacksonian ideal of an egalitarian "proo.ucer ethic" (Saxton, 1971:21-

22,51-52). This egalitarianism did not extend to the Chinese. 

Prior to 1852, the small number of Chinese immigrants to the 

West were at least tolerated and sometimes welcomed (Shen, 1942: 9-

10). But in 1852, Chinese immigration to the West coast jumped 

ta~old (see appendix a). The white independent miners reacted to the 

initial influx of Chinese immigrants with race riots. Chinese miners 

(along with Mexican miners) were driven out of the mining fields and 

their claims were confiscated if 

Lingenfelter, 

those claims were profitable 

1974:107; Chiu, 1967: 16-18; (Saxton, 

Coolidge, 

1971:51-52; 

1909:255). A recession in 1853-1854 intensified the 

antagonism of the white miners towards the Chinese. 

While never entirely excluded from the placer mines, 

discrimination against the Chinese created a barrier in the property 

market which crCMded them into nonmining jobs. Discriminatory laws 

made independent mining less profitable and less attractive to them. 

A $4 a month tax on foreign miners in california (where most of the 

placer mining took place) was mainly designed to apply to Chinese 

miners since only Chinese immigrants could not become citizens 

(Seward, 1881:37-38; Coolidge, 1909:34-38; Shen, 1942:12). But the 

tax was an improtant source of revenue for the state. Dependence on 

the tax placed a limitation on legal anti-Chinese activities 
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conducted by the state--such that in 1853 Chinese merchants asked 

that the tax be increased (Coolidge, 1909:57, 34-5). 

In nonmining jobs, the Chinese were welcomed by the white 

independent miners (Shen, 1942: 9-10). White migrants from the East 

had made the trek to the West Coast to seek their fortune, not to 

work as laborers (Coolidge, 909:21-22; carranco, 1978:330). The 

Chinese were particularly ~~lcomed in positions that the white miners 

(who were almost all male) considered female work: such as cooking, 

housekeeping, or laundry. Chinese were accepted in domestic service, 

even though only a handful of the Chinese immigrants were women (see 

appendix b). What was a gender-based division of labor in the East 

was reproduced as a racial division on the West Coast where women 

were disproportionately rare. This division remained even after the 

the White miners left the placer mines to become wageworkers in the 

lode mines. 

The Cost of Labor 

The racist behavior of the white miners was against the 

Chinese as competing commodity producers and property owners. The 

Chinese were accused of "accepting" a lower standard of living, which 

with continued large-scale immigration would dilute the income of the 

white miners. There is no doubt that the Chinese immigrants were 

generally poor. Zo's (1978) analysis of the migration "push" in China 

demonstrates that most emigrants were poor peasants from Southeastern 

China. Poverty tends to make people "accept" a low standard of 

living. 
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Another, less obvious factor, was that status in the rural 

Chinese culture was measured only in the context of one's home 

village. The Chinese could do very poorly by california standards and 

return home as wealthy sojourners. The expectation that hardships 

will be temporary often leads sojourners to accept conditions other 

workers would not tolerate (see Bonacich, 1973, on sojourners). 

Letters and other Chinese documents examined by Zo, (1978:129, 152-

153) indicate that most Chinese immigrants apparantly intended to 

return to their home villages (see also, appendix a). 

According to the theory of split-labor markets, these 

initial differences in national incomes lead to the identification of 

job competition with racial competition, and to the generation of 

racial antagonisms and racist ideologies. However, Chinese and white 

placer miners were competing producers, not competing wage workers. 

Chinese miners who worked their own mine were under no constraints as 

independent miners to take less gold from the land than white miners. 

Unlike a labor market, where discriminatory wages are set by an 

employer (under the conditions of supply and demand), petty-commodity 

property owners can keep what they produce. 

Proletarianization. The White miners based their racist 

ideology against the Chinese on a defense of their status as 

independent petty-commodity producers. The independent status of the 

miners was threatened by the beginings of capitalist production and 

initial proletarianization. For example, in the 1850's and 1860's, 

water companies built irrigation systems to bring water to the 
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placer mines (once those near natural water bodies were exhausted). 

By controlling the water, the companies could control the mining 

process and charge high prices for water use. Water companies were 

the prime targets of "strikes" by the white placer miners. Included 

in these "strikes" were riots and other actions against Chinese 

miners who were seen as diluting the position of the white miners in 

relation to the water company. 

The "strikes" against the water companies were usually over 

the price of water (Mining and Scientific Press, 1860, 2:38). As 

SUCh, the "strikes" were actually boycotts. Such strike-boycotts are 

particular to petty-commodity production. The participants were 

reacting as independent producers to the increasing control of the 

water companies. The white miners resented both the loss of income 

and the loss of independence which the water companies could inflict 

upon them. They treated the Chinese as scapegoats on both accounts. 

In particular, the Chinese were accused of "accepting" a low living 

standard which did not challenge the water companies' high prices 

(Chiu,1967:14-16i Saxton,1971:54-55). 

In the discourse of the white miners, Chinese immigrants 

were identified with the negative influence that both capitalism and 

slavery was having on independent petty-commodity production 

(Coolidge, 1909:33; Zo, 1978:123). According to the ideology of the 

white miners, competition with the Chinese was unfair because Chinese 

were neither independent producers nor wage workers. Instead, the 

white miners considered Chinese labor to be a type of slavery. The 
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development and intensification of this racist ideology among the 

white miners can be attributed to the acute property competition 

during the early 1850·s. 

However, the specific claim that the Chinese were slaves did 

not originate with the white miners. It was adopted from South 

America, where Chinese labor actually was a peculiar type of slavery. 

By adopting this discourse, the white miners created a self

fulfilling prophecy with material effects on race relations long 

after miners had become wage-earning rrineworkers. It is to this 

discourse that we now turn. This will be followed by analysis of the 

advent of wage labor in the mines and the development of a split

labor market. 

Anti-chinese Ideology: The "Coolie" Myth 

The discourse concerning Chinese irranigration contained an 

initially confusing mixture of abolitionist rhetoric and racist ideas 

(see Starr, 1873:105-108). The importation and exploitation of 

Chinese labor was specifically referred to as a "system of Coolie 

slave labor"... "a more abominable slave traffic than that of the 

African slave trade in its most odious features" (rJ'd.ning and 

Scientific Press, 12, 1860:4). In the same article, the Chinese are 

referred to as "half-civilized beings" who spread "filth, depravity, 

and epidemic" (1860:4). The opposition to exploiting the Chinese as 

"slaves," and at the same time, extreme prejudice against the Chinese 

was not a contradiction for the white miners. Instead, the belief 
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that Chinese immigrants were slaves and the extreme prejudice against 

them were the economic and cultural components of the racist ideology 

developed by the white miners and white craftworkers. 

The white miners refered to Chinese as slaves to the gang 

boss, to the capitalist, and even to the Emperor of China (Wyrran, 

1979:39; Seward, 1881: 128-129). Called "slaves of another color" 

(IDcklear, 1978:240), Chinese in the West suffered a stereotyping 

similar in many respects to Blacks in the South. The Chinese were 

labeled a "vicious people" by nature (Seward, 1881:195-222). A 1876 

California Senate report claimed "that their moral ideas were 

different from Americans, and they resorted to bribery, perjury and 

intimidation; that the criminal class outnumbered the others in 

proportion of seven to one; that in their quarters they lived in the 

most unsanitary conditions,-- opium smoking, gambling, leprosy and 

smallpox being common; and that they refused to become Christian in 

spite of the work of missionaries" (Coolidge, 1909:86). 

The notion that Chinese labor was a type of slavery came 

into use in the West during the period of intense property 

competition in the early 1850's. "Coolie" replaced "Celestial" as a 

common moniker for the Chinese in the california newspapers only 

after 1852. The term, "Coolie", specifically refered to a type of 

indentured contract-labor. The so called "system of Coolie slave 

labor" was not an explicit slave system (with possible illegal 

exceptions in the case of Chinese women who were forced into 
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prostitution) (Seward, 1881: 136-158; Zo, 1978:35-49; Coolidge, 1909: 

44-45). 

From 1845 to at least 1866, Chinese Coolies were imported 

into Latin America (especially Peru, CUba, and British Guiana) to 

undercut the wages of the former black slaves working on plantations. 

In exchange for a passage loan and minimal wages, Coolies signed a 

contract to perform seven years of labor for their creditor. The 

contracts, and thus the Chinese Coolies, could be bought and sold. As 

"voluntary slaves" , Coolies suffered the worst of wage labor 

(employers were under no patrimonial obligations) and the worst of 

slave labor (workers could not escape brutish conditions through a 

labor market). 

Chinese iITD'Tligrants to the United States were not indentured 

workers. Contracts for passage loans to North America required a 

monetary instead of a servile repayment. The Chinese debtors were not 

obligated to work for any particular employer, only to pay back their 

loans. They had access to both the property and the labor market. 

Nevertheless, 

often applied 

the term "Coolie", with its slave connotations, was 

to all Chinese iITD'Tligrants. Prejudice and ignorance 

about the differences between the monetary and servile contracts 

explains in part the confusion over the term "Coolie" (Coolidge, 

1909:45-54; Zo, 1978:49-51; Seward, 1881:136-158). However, the labor 

market situation of the free Chinese was superficially analogous to 

the Coolie Chinese in two important respects Which contributed to the 

spread of the "Coolie" myth in North America. 
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Passage loans made by Chinese associations in San Francisco 

(known as the "six companies") or by large employers, (such as the 

railroads) required repayments as high as $100 for the $40-$50 

ticket. This financial burden depressed the bargaining power of the 

Chinese relative to white workers who migrated from the East. In 

northern california (where the Chinese were concentrated) the state 

allowed the "six companies" to enforce these contracts, even 

to the extent of supplying the Chinese rrerchants who controled the 

associations with police (Saxton, 1971: 8-9). The "six companies" 

served as a conduit of "cheap labor" for any capitalist employer. The 

interests of the capitalist class were served by the "six companies" 

acting as an arm of the state, without elected government officials 

being held responsible by the white miners. 

While under no legal or contractual obligation to do so, the 

immigrant Chinese were likely to seek employment through their 

creditors, who were a reliable contact in a strange country. The 

railroads would not have advertised jobs and financed passage to the 

U.S. had it been otherwise (Coolidge, 1909:51-53; Zo, 1978:95-96, 

161-164). On the surface, a "Coolie" type exchange seemed to be 

taking place. But it was the ability of the Chinese to compete freely 

wi th white producers in the property market and white workers in the 

labor market which the whites opposed. By considering the Chinese 

"Coolie slave labor" , the white miners mystified the actual labor 

relations and exacerbated racial tensions. 
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A second factor which was analogous to Coolie labor, was the 

widespread use of gang bosses in the employment of Chinese workers 

(Seward, IBB1:141-146~ Coolidge, 1909:51-53,391; Gibson, 1877:99). 

Large employers-such as company mines, railroads, water companies, 

and rnanufacturers--contracted with Chinese gang bosses who could 

speak English for the labor of a specified number of Chinese workers. 

Pay for each gang went only to the boss who was trusted to distribute 

the earnings fairly. The gang boss was essentially a sub-contractor 

who he had an economic interest in exploiting his subordinates. The 

boss kept the difference between the wages he paid to the gang 

workers and payments made by the company for their work. 

White wage workers, on the other hand, were individually 

hired. They considered the gang hirings to be in contradiction to the 

principles of a free market for labor (Wyman, 1979:39). As wage work 

became increasingly prevelant in the West, the belief that the 

Chinese were slaves legitimated discrimination against them without 

upsetting the equally widespread belief in free markets and 

individual competition. 

Company Mining and Wage Workers 

During the late 1850's, companies began to replace 

individuals as the owners and operators of the mines in the West. As 

the initial surface digs of a rich field were played out, only more 

extensive operations would be profitable. A drop in bank interest 

rates in 1858 accelerated the accumulation of claims from miners by 
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companies (since companies had easy access to or were owned b¥ banks 

Chiu, 1967:25). At the same time, the spread of costly and dangerous 

explosives in mining further shrunk the prospects of individual 

miners. The use of explosives additionally reduced water use in the 

mines, driving many water companies out of business, except for 

those owned py the mining companies themselves. 

Where miners could not independently contract for water, 

their dependency on the mining companies made it possible for the 

company to set piece rates rather than pay prices for the gold or 

silver ore. The independent miner was quickly becoming a wage worker 

(see Chiu, 1967:25-27; Saxton, 1971:55). Finally, the capital 

requirements of lode mining would eventually make mining an 

industrial occupation rather than the independent petty-commodity 

production associated wiL~ placer mining. As early as 1859 with the 

discovery of the Comstock Lode, the need to distinguish between the 

two types of mining is essential. 

wage Work Versus Self-Employment 

In the early 1850s, the average income from self-employment 

in placer mining tended to be about the same as the average income 

from nonmining wagework (excluding the occasional bonanza). When a 

mining field was played out, the unlucky miners flooded the labor 

market, depressing wages as well. When a rich field was discovered, 

all types of workers left their wage work, creating a scarcity of 

labor. Thus wages rose at precisely the same time the placer mines 

were most profitable. 
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By the late 1850s, the market situation had changed. Wages 

tended to be higher than incomes from independent mining as the high

grade placer mines diminished, and mining claoms were bought up by 

mining companies. For example, a rough estimate of the ratio of 

income from placer mining to wage work is presented in table 3.2 (on 

the following page). Notice that in 1853, the ratio of income from 

placer mining to income from skilled labor was 0.83:1.0, and for 

unskilled work the ratio was 1.11 to 1.0. Five years later, the ratio 

to skilled labor had fallen to 0.66:1. In 1858, placer miners were 

earning about the same as unskilled laborers. As a result, there was 

a exodus of white miners out of the placer mines and into wage work, 

commencing in 1859 and continuing throughout the 1860s. 

The longer any miner waited to switch from independent 

placer miming to wage labor in the lode mines, the worse the pay and 

job in the lode mine would likely be (Shen, 1942:11-14). There ~~s a 

heavy demand for wage workers when the lode mines first opened. 

Experienced Mexican miners were the first to work in the lode mines. 

Skilled Cornish and Irish immigrants later supplanted the Mexican 

miners (the supplantation of the Mexican miners will be discussed in 

the following chapters, see also, Todd, 1967; wyman, 1979: 

Lingenfelter, 1974). 
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Table 3.2: Comparison of Daily Income from Placer Mining with 
Non-mining Wages for ~bites in California, 1849-1858. 

a b 
Year Mining Skilled Unskilled Ratio: to Ratio: to 

Income Wages Wages skilled unskilled 

1849 $16.00 $12.00 1.33 1 

1850 $10.00 $5.00-$8.00 1.25-2.00 1 

1852 $6.00 $6.00 1.00 1 

1853 $5.00 $6.00-$8.00 $4.50 .63-.83 1 loll 1 

1858 $3.00 $4.50-$5.00 $3.00 .60-.66 1 1.0 1 

1862 $2.00 $4.00 $3.50 .50 1 .57 1 

Source: Chiu (1967: 20) 

a 
Income from mining does not differentiate between wages and 

property income from selling ore. 

b No diferentiation between skilled and unskilled wages is available 
prior to 1853. 
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The Pattern of Discrimination 

As migration to the west increased, especially after the 

transconteniental railroad was completed in 1869, the labor supply 

grew and wages fell. Bear in mind that wages in the West were about 

twice eastern wages, even for unskilled labor. Migrants from the East 

were still attracted to the western mines, but by the late 1860's, 

they increasing migrated to the mines because of high wages rather 

than possible bonanza finds. As the industry was proletarianized, 

wages became the primary economic incentive on individual behavior. 

When a second wave of anti-Chinese riots and strikes broke 

out in the late 1860's, the relationship between the white miners and 

the Chinese had been substantially transformed. The Chinese placer 

miners did not become lode miners, due both to a lack of skill and to 

discrimination. Instead, the Chinese bought the placer mines which 

the white miners were abandoning for the higher paid wage labor in 

the lode mines. Chinese ·placer miners were comparatively welcome 

(Saxton, 1971:54; Chiu, 1967:27-28; Zo, 1978:152-154; wyman, 

1979:38). Because they had been forced into low-paid wage labor by 

discrimination throughout the 1850s, the ratio of income from 

independent mining to income from wage labor was much more favorable 

for the Chinese than for the whites. 

Chinese wages were usually about half of white wages in the 

West, but ranged as low as a third of white wages (Coolidge, 

1909:360-373; Shen, 1942:12-14; Lingenfelter, 1974:107). A very rough 
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approximation of the ratio of income from placer mining to income 

from unskilled wage work for the Chinese was 3 to 1 in 1857. This 

difference may be exaggerated: the income from placer mining was 

considerably lower in 1859 than 1857 and would continue to drop 

precipitously thereafter. A more reasonable guess would be 1.5:1 

(Saxton, 1971:63). 

But even if the ratio was 1: 1 or possibly even lower, plf'.cer 

mining would still be attractive to the Chinese. As independent 

producers, the Chinese could avoid competing with the white 

wageworkers and therefore avoid the sometimes violent discrimination. 

This is exactly the opposite of what was true in the early 1850's 

when placer mining was more profitable and the Chinese were forced 

into low-paying wagelabor by the independent white miners. The 

reversed pattern of discrimination illustrates the importance of 

industry-specific historical analysis in the study of split-labor 

markets. 

Wage COmpetition and the Segregated Market: 1867-1869 

As a result of the limited competition between the white 

wage-earning mineworkers and the Chinese independent petty-commodity 

miners, the early 1860's were largely free of anti-Chinese riots in 

the mines (Zo, 1978:151; Chiu, 1967: 28; wyman, 1979: 39). The next 

period of discriminatory actions did not take place until the late 

1860's. By this time, the white mineworkers were rioting and striking 

in response to the potential of wage competition with the Chinese. 
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Placer mining was unprofitable by the late 1860's even at 

the reduced incomes of the Chinese. Also, the Civil War had recently 

ended and released soldiers were returning (or venturing) to the 

western mining fields. Both of these factors increased wage 

competi tion, but the major precipitating factor in these strikes was 

the release of Chinese wage workers from the completed Central 

Pacific Railroad in 1869 (Coolidge, 1909:350-351). 

In early 1865, the Central Pacific Railroad widely 

advertised at high wages for several thousand white laborers. Only 

800 applied (Seward, 1881:21-23; Shen, 1942:11). Most were failed 

prospectors who would quit wage-work as soon as they had enough money 

for a new grubstake. The Railroad turned to recruiting Chinese 

irmd.grants--at first as strikebreakers (Zo, 1978:160-164). By the 

time the railroad was completed in 1869, 83% of the 12,500 Central 

Pacific employees were Chinese. (Seward, 1881:23-24). 

Many of the Chinese railroad workers had acquired skills in 

drilling and using explosives, making them real competitors for 

skilled lode mining positions (Seward, 1881:22-23; Saxton, 1971:58). 

Most, however, were basically laborers. They were hired by the mining 

and water companies as construction workers and ditch-diggers. They 

also might be hired to work the mine tailings or do other unskilled 

labor (Chiu,1967:36-38; Todd, 1967:55). For the Cornish skilled lode 

mineworkers, much of the feared competition was only potential. 
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Class Conflict and Discrimination 

A primary factor in the anti-Chinese actions of the late 1860's 

was the conflict between the mineworkers and the mineowners. The 

scarcity of labor and alternative of independent placer mining had 

kept wages high in the 1850' s and early 1860' s, and unions were 

essentially non-existent. But between 1853 and 1870, mining wages 

declined 43% for the skilled mineworkers and 50% for unskilled 

mineworkers (see table 3.3 below). The white miners revived dOI'llEIlt 

"protective" associations and turned them into trade unions in order 

to conduct strikes. 

Table 3.3: Mining Wages Per-Day for White Labor: 1853-1870 

Year Skilled Unskilled 

1853 $7 $5 

1856 $4 $3 

1863-J.865 $3.50-$4 $3.50-$4 

1866-1868 $3.25 $2.50 

1868-1870 $3.0 $2.25-$2.50 

Source: Chiu (1967:20-21); Lingenfelter (1974:66-107) 
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Strikes were widespread as the white miners were forced to 

act as a class instead of individuals (this will be discussed in more 

detail in chapter 5). Strike demands included: $4 a day, union 

recognition, ban on the use of dynamite, ban on single jacking 

(drilling which required only single mineworker instead of the 

customary two), often the firing of a foreman, sometimes payments for 

a hospital fund, and always the exclusion of the Chinese from the 

mines. The white mineworkers were generally successful in banning 

Chinese from underground work and sometimes from mining altogether. 

They often achieved most of their other demands, at least in the 

short run. The strikes were most successful in the more settled 

communities, except where Cornish-Irish conflict divided the 

mineworkers (Lingenfelter, 1974:31-128; Jensen, 1950:10-15; wyman, 

1979:151-158; Zo,1978:184). 

The Chinese were seen by the white mineworkers as a threat 

to both their wages and their control over work-in short, to their 

status as craft-skilled workers. Exclusion of the Chinese from lode 

mining segregated the labor market along racial lines. Although 

diffe~ent in content from the racist barriers in the property market 

in the early 1850's, the barriers in the labor market in the late 

1860's had the same effect of crowding the Chinese into unskilled 

labor and depressing their wages even there. Thus, segregation in the 

mining industry had the effect of maintaining the split-labor market. 

In next section, we will examine the effects of the segregated labor 

market in mining on class and race relations in other industries. 
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"Cheap Labor"and the Development of Manufacturing 

Competi tion with Chinese labor was considered "unfair" by 

the white workers. Chinese workers were not just another competing 

racial or ethnic group but "cheap labor", that is, labor which is 

paid below its market value. Due to the connivance of the employers 

and the discrimination of the white workers, Chinese labor was forced 

below a competitive wage, thus reinforcing the connotation of "Coolie 

slave" labor. The "false" ideology that Chinese were "Coolie slaves" 

had the real effect of reducing Chinese wages. To this extent, the 

racism of the white workers had a self-perpetuating economic motor. 

It was in this context that demanding equal pay for both 

Chinese and white labor at the white wage-rate was intended for the 

racist purpose of excluding the Chinese from employment. A strike in 

1876 against reduced wages at a company-owned hydraulic mine in 

northern California contained just such a demand. The racist white 

mineworkers expected the equally racist bosses to agree. Had the 

bosses done so, an unintended consequence might have been a decrease 

in racism among the workers. However, the employers refused to pay 

equal wages. knowing that had they done so, they would not have been 

able to benefit from either "cheap labor" or reduced white wages. 

Instead the bosses offered to exclude the Chinese but still pay the 

white miners the reduced wages. One boss did offer to hire white 

children instead of Chinese workers (Lingenfelter, 1974:119-121). 
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That an employer would offer to substitute children for 

Chinese labor illustrates the position of Chinese in the labor 

market. Chinese immigrants had first substituted for women in 

domestic service jobs. With the development of manufacturing in the 

late 1860 I s, Chinese were employed in those positions which in the 

East were filled by women and childern (Coolidge, 1909:341, 371-374~ 

Seward, 1881:83-89, 113-129~ Senate Committee, 1876:51-52, 130-132, 

156). For example, the CMI1er of a jute factory which manufactured 

grain bags reported in 1876 that the labor force was "almost entirely 

Chinese, except the foreman. We tried to get Scotch help, white 

girls. We imported them for that very purpose, but could not keep 

them a fortnight. They ran away ••• "(Seward, 1881:84). 

It is important to note that the labor market was regionally 

bounded. Chinese wages were about half of the white wage in the west. 

But compared to Eastern wages, the Chinese were paid about the same 

or only slightly le·ss. A rough comparison of wages in the three 

areas of manufacture with the largest percentage of Chinese workers 

in 1867 is presented in table 3.4 (on the following page). The upper 

range of Chinese wages in all three industries on the table is about 

the same as the lower range of white wages in the East (see tabular 

notes describing data sources for Eastern and Western wages). Chinese 

wages were lower than wages paid to women in boot and shoe 

manufacture but about the same in cigar manufacturing. In the woolen 

mills, Chinese wages were about 7 to 30% higher than that paid to 

children in the East. 
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Table 3.4: Comparison of Wages for Industries with Significant Chinese Labor Competition 

White Wages 
~ of Work Year Chinese Wages West East Source 

Boot and Shoe 1870 $4.00-$5.00 $1.50-$2.50 Coolidge (1909:360-1) 
Manufacture 1870 $2.00-$2.50 (women) Coolidge (1909:360-1) 
(19% Chinese 1870's $2.88 Chiu (1967:111) 
in 1867; 52% 1876 $.50-$1.00 $2.00-$2.50 $1.00 Shay (1876:50-51) 
in 1880) 1880 $.75-$1.25 $2.00-$4.00 Chiu (1967:114:5) 

1880 $1.50-$2.50 Coolidge (1909:360-1) 

Cigar 1876 $6-.00 /week $11.00 /week Seward (1881:108,343) 
Manufacture 1878 $6.00-$6.50 $4.00 /1000 Coolidge (1909:367) 
(91% Chinese 1880 $.65-$1. 75 $1.25-$2.00 Chiu (1967:124) 
in 1867; 1880 $.50-$1.25 (children) Chiu (1967:124) 
84.4% in 1880) 1885 $1. 00-$1. 50 $2.00 $1. 50-$2. 25 Coolidge (1909:367) 

Woolen Mills 1873 $1.08 $3.00 $1.75 Coolidge (1909:374) 
(64% Chinese 1873 $.83 (boys) Coolidge (1909:374) 
in 1867; 1870's $.95-$1.50 $2.50 Chiu (1967:124) 
32.7% in 1870's $1.25-$1.50 (women) Chiu (1967:124) 
1880) 1870's $1.00-$1.25 $1.17-$4.00 $.83-$2.90 Coolidge (1909:373) 

1870's $1.00 $.69-$1.16 Coolidge (1909:373) 
(boys) (children) 

a 
All wages are for adult males per day unless otherwise noted. Data on Chinese and white wages 

in the West is from San Francisco where most mills and shop were located. Eastern wages are from 
the East Coast, primarily New York and Massachusetts. Percent Chinese in 1867 is for San 
Francisco only (Coolidge, 1909:359). For 1880 it refers to the state of california (Chiu, 
1967:65). 00 

00 



89 

After the completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1869, 

Western manufacturers would increasingly have to compete with 

Eastern-made consumable goods. Accustomed to high wages, white 

craftworkers blamed wage-cuts on competition with the Chinese rather 

than Eastern competition (Seward, 1881:101-111; Coolidge, 1909: 344, 

363, 371-377; Shen, 1942:14-16; Saxton, 1971:76-78). The spread of 

factory production during the 1870's placed the artisans and craft 

workers in the West under severe economic pressure. The development 

of factory production was at the same time hastened by the 

availability of lo.v-paid Chinese labor. For example, introduction of 

the self-acting spinner into woolen mills between 1873 and 1875 

allo.ved the owners to replaced skilled white craftworkers earning 

$3.00 a day with with unskilled Chinese labor at $1.08 per day 

(Coolidge, 1909:374, see also p.360 on boot and shoe nanufacturing). 

Apprenticeship and Assimilation 

The white workers considered it impossible to have "fair" 

market competition with the Chinese. Skilled labor in the mines and 

in the craft workshops was apprenticed (Seward, 1881:340; Coolidge, 

1909:390, 397-398). Along with developing the necessary technical 

proficiency of the craft, apprenticeship included·a studious 

imitation of the habits of the master. Since the Chinese had 

maintained their cultural identity over years of subjugation, it was 

not unreasonable for the skilled white workers to believe, at 

minimum, that apprenticeship of Chinese could not be done in the 

usual manner. 
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Skilled mineworkers and craft workers claimed that employers 

were obtaining "slaves to manufactures ata nominal price, thereby 

depriving regularly apprenticed mechanics, who have spent years to 

acquire their trade, and white laborers, of their own legitimate 

field of labor at a fair price" (Mining and Scientific Press, 

1860:4, emphasis mine). In addition, the Chinese workers were deemed 

impossible to assimilate since "time and experience have shown that 

we can gain nothing from these people ••• Al though an industrious 

class of beings, they will not partake of our habits: even their 

breadstuffs and habiliments they bring with them from the 'flowery 

kingdom'" (Mining and Scientific Press, 1860:4: see also, Zo, 

1978:185). 

Unions in the 1870s attempted to protect the income of their 

members by limiting the number of apprentices to the number of 

employed craftworkers (Coolidge, 1909:397) or by imposing long 

apprenticeship terms (Chiu, 1967:122). Chinese workers were accused 

of undermining the traditional apprenticeship system by only serving 

the short period necessary to acquire the skill and capital needed in 

order to open their own shop (which implies that apprenticeship 

regularly lasted longer than the time necessary to impart 

skills) (Chiu, 1967:94-95). 

For instance, Chiu notes that newspaper reports during the 

mid-1870's claimed that in order to avoid their apprenticeship 

obligations, Chinese supposedly fell sick and recommended another 

Chinese worker to replace them who would then repeat the process 
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(1967:94-95). The veracity of such claims would be nearly impossible 

to verify. The important point is that the relation betvJeen white 

skilled workers and potential Chinese apprentices was marred b¥ this 

ideology. The ideology furthermore would have the material effects of 

becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy as white racism would keep the 

two groups culturally separate (see also, Saxton, 1971:59; Wyman, 

1979:39). 

The skilled white craft workers and artisans saw the Chinese 

immigrants as an economic and cultural threat to both their wages and 

their apprenticeship system. The craft workers were important in 

fomenting anti-Chinese discrimination starting in the 1870's. The 

recession of the mid-1870's heightened wage competition between 

Chinese and white workers, and was the precipitating factor in the 

formation of an anti-Chinese alliance in the Democratic Party between 

white mineworkers and skilled craft workers (see Saxton, 1971, on the 

organizational history of the anti-Chinese ITOvement). It was not 

until the formation of this alliance that significant national 

political action became feasible. White merchants formed the third 

and ITOst important part of the alliance. White merchants began to see 

the Chinese as an economic and cultural threat as a result of the 

split-labor market formed earlier in the mines and workshops. 
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The Anti-chinese Triad: 
Mineworkers, Merchants, and Craft Workers, 1876-1881 

Forced out of the underground mines and into l~ge 

agricultural or sweatshop work, Chinese immigrants often tried to 

escape the wage system entirely. They were noted in the press of the 

time for having a strong "desire" for self-employment (Chiu, 

1967:94). Chinese acquisition of placer mines which had been given up 

by white miners as worthless (that is, relative to wages for white 

labor) must be seen in this light. Another alternative to wage labor 

was becoming a merchant. This often meant having to provide services 

such as firewood, laundry, or cooking at prices belo.v what white wage 

workers would consider the cost of doing it themselves. Racial 

discrimination in the labor market had the effect of pushing Chinese 

into forms of petty-commodity production which otherwise might not 

have existed. Chinese merchants and servants were a common sight in 

many of the mining camps where Chinese mineworkers were banned 

(Saxton,1971:57). 

Attempts by white unions to exclude Chinese workers from the 

white-CMned manufacturing plants and mills increased the availability 

and lo.vered the wages of Chinese workers employed by Chinese-CMned 

firms. The lo.v cost. Chinese wage labor made it possible for some 

Chinese merchants to compete in markets where otherwise they would 

not have had suffic:ent capital. After mass discharges of Chinese 

workers from white-owned shops in 1876, the number of Chinese CMned-
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shops in California in 1877 increased 36.4% in the cigar industry, 

142.9% in the clothing industry, and 41. 9% in the shoe industry 

(Chiu, 1967:135). 

The Chinese merchants and sweatshop owners became a major 

focus of discrimination by the white owners in the 1870's. With 

Chinese apprentices setting up their own shops, white workers and 

white employers had a cormon interest in excluding the Chinese. As 

was the case with the white craftworkers the development of factory 

production and the recession of the mid-1870's intensified racial 

conflict between t..'1e Vvtlite merchants and the Chinese merchants. 

Where segregation produced sizable Chinese community 

enclaves, Chinese merchants were at an advantage over outsiders due 

to location, etlU1ic loyalty, and access to traditional Chinese 

products. The Chinese merchants subsidized traditional Chinese 

cultural and clan activities. This was done to a limited extent in 

order to maintain their trade monopoly (Zo, 1978: 190-191; Saxton, 

1971:8-9; Senate Committee, 1876:126, 132). Since Chinese workers 

tended to patronize Chinese merchants, the white merchants foresaw no 

major drop in sales from losing Chinese customers as a result of 

banning immigration (Saxton, 1971:212). 

Once the merchants joined the anti-Chinese alliance, its 

political potency was secured. The economic interests of white 

workers and merchants was identified with their race, independent of 

class. Even the opposition to the Exclusion Act emphasized the 

benefits to society of low wage Chines labor in reducing prices and 
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filling jobs that white workers would not do at a profitable wage 

(Seward, 1881; Coolidge, 1909). Thus, the arguments of the opposition 

reinforced the perception of the Chinese as "cheap labor" • Large 

scale employers who opposed the Exclusion Act were politically 

isolated. Completion of the railroads also tended to mitigate 

opposition from the large employers by providing easier migration of 

low-wage labor from the East. 

That it took six years for the alliance to bear fruit is 

explained in part by the necessity of the anti -Chinese movement to 

become national rather than vlestern. Further dispersion of Chinese 

immigrants sped the nationalization of the movement. At the same 

time, the discourse of racism was altered to include a greater stress 

on opposition to the Chinese as a threat to American culture in 

general, with less emphasis on the evils of "cheap labor" (McKenzie, 

1928:9-15; FeldITan, 1931:81-87; Saxton, 107-109). 

One reason for this change was that with the development of 

the inter-class alliance in the Democratic Party, articulation of the 

interests of each fraction of the alliance could not be made in a 

strictly economic manner without simultaneously exposing the 

differences in class interests. The ideology of racism functioned to 

maintain the unity of the political alliance by obscuring 

contradictory class relations (see Poulantzas, ~.1973:207; also, 

Boswell, Kiser, and Baker, 1984) • As a result, the anti -Chinese 

discourse in the Democratic Party after 1876 was increasingly 
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directed at citizens of the American state, and relatively less at 

workers. 

Enactment of the Exclusion Act should not be seen as a clear 

cut "victory" for labor, despi te widespread union support for the 

act. On the contrary, one reason the state acted to restrict Chinese 

labor was to stem unionization. Chinese exclusion had been the most 

popular demand of the radical Western Federation of Miners after the 

eight hour day and recognition of the union (Wynne, 1978:173-174; see 

also, Locklear, 1978:247; Zo, 1978:184). With the Exclusion Act, the 

unions lost a principal organizing tool. Rapidly increasing 

immigration from South and Eastern Europe meant that capital had 

little to lose from Chinese exclusion (although some Western 

capitalists would suffer). The Exclusion Act required renewal every 

ten years for the specific purpose of reopening Chinese immigration 

if European immigration proved insufficent for the large employers 

(Saxton, 1971:178). 

Saxton (1971) documents the organization of the anti-Chinese 

political alliance in the Democratic Party along with the legislative 

activities which secured the Exclusion Acts. His description is 

extensive and does not need repeating. One point is, however, worth 

noting. The precipitating factor in the enactment of the 1882 law 

banning Chinese immigration was the completion of the Northern 

Pacific and Canadian Pacific Railroads in the same year 

(Feldman,1931:81). This was quite similar to the situation of 1869 

when the Central Pacific Railroad was completed, but this time the 
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mineworkers had powerful poli tical allies who joined them in 

scapegoating the Chinese. The potency of this alliance against the 

Chinese was reflected again in 1892 and 1902 when the Act was 

renewed. In 1904 the ten year renewal clause was removed. 

Epilogue: Mining After 1880 

After 1882, when the Chinese Exclusion Act barred further 

immigration, the ability to hire Chinese workers would proportionally 

shrink each year as the remaining Chinese became a smaller percentage 

of the population. For instance, in california where about 75% of the 

Chinese lived, they fell from 10% to 6.5% of the total population 

from 1880 to 1890, (Saxton, 1971:210). Chinese emigration, which was 

substantial even before 1882 (see appendix 3.b) was officially 

encouraged as part of the Exclusion Act. At the same time, 

naturalized citizenship, necessary for many types of employment, was 

forbidden. 

By the late 1830' s, the impact of Chinese workers on the 

mining labor market in the west was negligible. When the large-scale 

corporate mining operations were set up in the 1880s (mainly copper 

mines), discrimination against the Chinese was not especially costly 

to the ~ineowners after the 1880s. As a result of the split-labor 

market, few Chinese were skilled or experienced in lode mining. It 

was possible for a mining company to ban the hiring of Chinese with 

little fear of being placed at a competitive disadvantage. It may 

have even been more profitable to do so in order to avoid a 

disruption of production from protesting white mineworkers. 
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Company bans on the employment of Chinese workers prevented 

white trade union organizers from using racism as an organizing tool 

as they had done in previous successful drives. New immigrants from 

the South and Eastern Europe were to have the next major impact in 

the Western mining fields. Chinese workers would have a steadily 

decreasing impact on mining and on the labor market in general. 

However, the economic conflicts would intensify, resulting in new 

ethnic tensions and more open class struggle in the years after 1880. 

Conclusions 

In the introduction, I emphasized the importance for the 

theory of split-labor markets of distinguishing between class 

interests and individual interests. Bonacich (1972, 1976) clearly 

demonstrated the material interests of dominant workers in 

discrimination if forced by employers into competition with minority 

"cheap labor" • That the working class economically suffers from 

discrimination remains a pardox in her analysis until the distinction 

between class and individual interests is systematically carried out. 

Furthermore, understanding the rationality of discrimination does not 

condone the action. On the contrary, it provides the theoretical 

tools for explaining when racial antagonism is likely to take place 

and how parties or unions can avoid it. This is a structural analysis 

of class, market, and race relations which incorporates individuals 

as rational actors, as opposed to economic or cultural "dupes" (see 

Giddens, 1982). 
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My analysis of Chinese immigrants in the mining industry 

was aimed at explaining the formation of a split-labor market. The 

individual economic incentives of markets was my central concern, not 

the political activities to secure class interests in the state. My 

one-sided emphasis should not be interpeted as an indicator relative 

valuation, only as a difference in goals. Research on the 

consequences of split-labor markets for class-based political 

activities is definitely called for. In particular, analysis of when 

unions function in the group interests of their members rather than 

in the interests of the working class should be worthwhile. 

In examining the formation a split-labor market for the 

Chinese in the mining industry, two factors not present in Bonacich's 

theory were important in my analysis for explaining the perpetuation 

of racial wage differences and the spread of racial antagonism to 

other areas. These two factors were: 1) the role of white workers in 

in crowding minorities into low-wage jobs~ and 2) the effects of a 

racist discourse on race relations, particularly relations which 

ordinarilly involve filality. Property relations (petty-commodity 

versus capitalist) and technology (placer mirJng versus lode mining) 

were also shown to have a significant bearing on the effects of 

discrimination in the labor market. 

Even though racial prejudice was treated as a constant, 

discrimination had opposite effects depending on which type of mining 

predominated. With placer mining, Chinese immigrants were 

discriminated against in the property market but relatively welcomed 
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as wage workers. On the other hand, Chinese property owners were 

ignored by the white lode mine-workers who vehemently protested the 

Chinese wage workers. The reason for this reversal lies in the 

difference between the economic incentives of miners who were self

employed and of those who worked for a wage. This is a difference in 

the economic incentives on independent petty-commodity producers and 

wage workers which is missing in Bonacich's analysis of split-labor 

markets. 

A General Model of Split-Labor Market Dynamics 

Taking this difference into account, I have constructed a 

general model for analysis of the interaction between discrimination 

in the property market and discrimination in the labor market during 

a period of transition from petty-commodity to capitalist wage labor 

relations of production. The model I am proposing combines analysis 

of split-labor markets with the develoment of "middlemen minorities. II 

This model is diagramed in figure 3.1 (on tr follCMing page). 

The diagram is divided in' .. ) three phases corresponding to 

the level of capitalist development. Starting at the top of the 

figure with II phase 111, independent petty-commodity production 

predominates over nascent capitalist production. An intial difference 

in the cost of labor leads to racial discrimination in the property 

market by the independent producers whose independence is threatened 

by encroaching capitalism. Minority wages in the labor market are 

depressed and an ideology of racism is invoked. As capitalist wage 

labor relations become predominant in "phase 2", the depressed 
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Figure 3.1: Formation of ~ Split-Labor Market During the Transition 
From Petty-Commodity to capitalist Relations of Production 
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minority wages reproduce the initial racial difference in the cost of 

labor. This secondary racial difference is in the labor market rather 

than the property market. Discrimination in the labor market creates 

the split-labor market as employers attempt to replace dominant 

workers with "cheap" minority labor. 

Continuing down the path outlined in figure 3.1, 

discrimination by dominant wage workers provides an incentive for the 

minority workers to return to self-employment in "phase 3". 

"Crowding" expands the racial wage difference and spreads it to other 

industries. Competition against minorities in both the labor market 

and the property market under the economic pressure of nascent 

factory production contributes to a racially based political alliance 

between dominant workers and property owners. As a result, class 

conflict between dominant workers and employers is obscured by a 

corranon (interclass) racial discourse, abstracted from any particular 

class interest. 

Understanding how the petty-commodity property market 

interacts with the wage labor market should be important for 

historical research on discrimination and split-labor markets during 

the "initial proletarianization period" of 1820 to 1870 in the U.S. 

(Gordon, Edwards, and Reich, 1982). Contemporary research on 

industries or regions with a high level of petty-commodity production 

should also take these factors into account. The gold fields of 

central Brazil where massive open pit mining is taking place with 

individually-owned diggings is a fascinating example. 
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Finally, I am struck with the similarities of the situation 

of Chinese immigrants between 1852 and 1880, to the current situation 

of undocumented Latin American immigrants in the u.s. (see Howell, 

1982). The litany of grounds for exclusion of immigrants has a 

familiar ring to it: they displace American labor, they send money 

out of the country, they cause crime, they are not assimilating, and 

so on. Labor unions are, unfortunately, still found among the 

proponents of exclusion. The irranigrants are denied legal rights and 

usually cannot become citizens. 

Even the opposition to exclusion is similar: the irrmigrants 

have jobs that American citizens will not take and their low wages 

keep prices down. In essence, the logic of the opposition to 

exclusion is based on presumed benefits resulting from the split

labor market. This is a discourse that I have not explored. But it 

seems as if the proponents of and the opposition to exclusion have an 

odd convergence in their thinking. Research on this discourse should 

be fruitful in discovering general dynamics of discrimination against 

immigrants. 



CHAPl'ER 4 

MEXICAN MINERS AND THE ORIGINS OF 
WAGE LABOR IN THE METAL-MINING INDUSTRY 

The labor market in the west developed later than in the 

rest of the country. For the mining industry, 1859 is a key turning 

point. Prior to 1859, placer mining predominated and the individual 

miners were not workers in the strict sense of the word. They were 

self-employed petty-commodity producers who owned a mining claim, 

individually or in partnerships. The independent miners were 

essentially fortune-seekers who migrated to the gold mining fields of 

northern california with limited capital and little knowledge of 

mining. 

While relations of egalitarian solidarity existed among the 

independent miners of European extraction, they violently 

discriminated against native Mexicans and Mexican-Americans as well 

as the large number of Chinese sojourners who had immigrated to the 

West in the early 1850's (Saxton, 1971; Coolidge, 1909; Seward, 1881; 

Coronel, 1877). The role of the Chinese in Lhe mining industry 

during this period was analyzed in chapter three, and will not be 

re-examined here. The Chinese had a limited impact on the labor 

market in the company-owned mines after 1859 because: 1) white mine 

workers rioted against the hiring of Chinese workers, resulting in 

frequent company bans on their employment; and, 2) Chinese miners 
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remained petty-commodity producers 

counterparts. 
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longer than their white 

Technology and Ecology in the Mining Process 

The petty-commodity relations of production of during the 

period of 1849 to 1859 required that the technology of mining (placer 

mining) be simple and labor inte..T1sive • Miners panned or dug for gold 

ore with hand tools. For this reason, only relatively pure deposits 

of gold at or near the surface could be mined. As the high-grade 

surface ore deposits were exhausted, more extensive operations would 

eventually have to replace the individual diggings. A decrease in the 

quality of the mineral content is a constant ecological constraint on 

the economics of mining. 

As the grade of the ore diminishes, the scale of operation 

and/or the productivity of the technology employed must be increased 

accordingly. Of course, discoveries of new rich deposits will 

forestall the decline in ore quality at a mine and drive low-grade 

mines out of business (at least temporarily, until the ore grade in 

the new deposit declines to an equally low level, Lord, 1883:361-

362). But the quality of the ore at all mines eventually declines to 

the point where it is no longer profitable to operate, given the 

existing technical and social relations. Either the mine is closed or 

the relations change. \>Jhat is considered a "high" or a "low" gY"ade 

ore is therefore relative to a steadily decreasing average and no 

constant figure is appropriate. The effect of a decreasing average 
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ore grade on the development of the mining industry will be evidenced 

throughout al1 three periods discussed in this paper. 

Larger placer mines owned by companies began to compete with 

the individual miners in the late 1850's, but even large-scale placer 

mining was limited by the availability of surface deposits. Starting 

with the discovery of silver in the Comstock Stock Lode in 1859 (near 

Reno Nevada), metal mining in the west was increasingly lode mining: 

the mining of veins of ore found deep underground in hard-rock 

deposi ts. Lode minins required a rrore capi tal intensive technology 

than placer mining. The mines were company-owned and the miners were 

wage workers. 

The Labor Process in the Hard-Rock Mines 

Between 1859 and 1880 the labor process in the hard-rock 

lode mines underwent fundamental technical changes, including 

eventual mechanization. However, the essential features of the mining 

process can be described in four basic steps: mining, mucking, 

milling, and smelting (following from Collins, 1874:106-111; Jensen 

1950:7; Richter, 1927:239-241; Copper Queen ~tine, 1980). Mining and 

mucking are done underground; milling and smelting are done on the 

surface. Actual mining is the breaking up of hard-rock underground. 

Miners hammer drills into the surface of the rock to create a matrix 

of long holes into which is (carefully) placed an explosive charge. 

The explosive breaks up the ore which must be shoveled into carts for 

transportation to the surface. This is done by muckers. Muckers also 

break up the larger pieces of rock with hammers so as to transport as 



106 

little waste rock to the surface as possible. If the miners are 

tracing a high-grade vein of ore, they may create a cavity in the 

rock where they can chip away at the ore with picks and drills, also 

to minimize waste rock before transportation to the surface. 

At the surface, mineral in the ore is concentrated in a mill 

by crushing and grinding the ore to further separate mineral from 

waste rock (milling is unnecessary on high-grade ores). The ore may 

also be chemically processed (called amalgamation) for the same 

purpose. Finally, the "concentrates" are reduced in a smelter by 

roasting off impurities (mostly iron slag) in the mineral. The metal 

is typically melted into bars for shipment to fabricating plants. 

Unlike iron-ore mining where the profitable steel mills dominate the 

industry, in nOI1.£errous metal mining industry, the mills and smelters 

are subsidiary to the highly profitable mines (Navin, 1978:1). Labor 

relations in the mines will consequently receive most of my 

attention. 

Initial Proletarianization 

In the metal mining industry, initial proletarianization did 

not begin until the 1850's, and had a sputtering development until 

1870. Despite beginning in the middle of Gordon, Edwards, and Reich's 

(1982) seventy year national period of proletarianization (1820-1890, 

which was described in the introduction), the functions of initial 

proletarianization were the same for mining industry as for the rest 

of the country. Creation of a labor market was necessary for 
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capitalist development in order to supply capital with labor. The 

labor market eventually became the central mechanism structuring the 

economic opportunities or "life chances" of miners. 

The rTEking of a working class in the mining industry was 

twofold: 1) petty-commodity placer mines were declining as a result 

of diminishing yields, and 2) mining companies were recruiting wage 

workers. The need for mine workers skilled in underground hard-rock 

mining was the major influence on the labor market behavior of 

employers, and having those skills was the major asset of workers 

(Lord, 1883:97; wyman, 1979:37). 

Mexican Miners in the Metal Mining Industry, 1850-1860 

Early underground lode mining centered on gold and silver 

ores. Copper mining was limited by the ICM per-unit value of copper 

ore, and was not generally profitable urltil after 1881 when the 

railroad was extended to ~~e copper regions (Richter, 1927:247). 

Prior to 1848, gold, silver and a few copper mines had been operated 

in the West by Indians, Spaniards, and Mexicans in succession. When 

the northern provinces of Mexico were conquered by the United States 

during the War of 1848, the only rniners e.xpedenced in underground 

lode mining were Mexicans, or those who had been Mexican citizens 

until the war. 

While the claims of Mexican placer miners were often 

violently seized by Anglo independent miners, experienced Mexican 

lode miners were in high demand by Anglo-~vned mining companies 
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(Coronel, 1877:169; Acuna, 1981:82, 99-100; Ligenfelter,1974:5). 

(The term "Anglo" will be used to refer to whites of European 

descent. "Anglo" is used in the Southwest to contrast with Mexican

Americans or Mexicans. "Cornish" or "English" will be used for 

specific references to people from Cornwall or other parts of 

England) • 

During the late 1850's and early 1860's, American companies 

operated small mines using Mexican methods of shallCM mining and dry 

milling, if they could acquire Mexican miners. KnCMledge of the 

mining process lay with the apprenticed miner, so it was necessary to 

recrui t Me-"dcan miners from mining districts in Sonora and Chihuahua 

where mining was "almost a hereditary occupation (Clark, 1908:485; 

see also, Harper's, 1867:212i Park, 1961:49-52, 73, 80i Gomez

Quinonez, 1973:32). 

Mexican Mining Hethods. The technology used by the Mexican 

miners required li ttle capital investment and was designed for a 

desert environment. Mexican miners (called barrateros) used picks and 

long bars to drill into the rock. Discerning the highest quality of 

ore to be mined was basically done underground by the experienced 

miner. Skilled miners who could extract ore with a minimum of waste 

rock were highly valued, since ore was hauled to the surface by 

muckers (tanateros) climbing single pole ladders with leather bags 

strapped to their heads. 

The ore was deposited in a burro-driven mill, called an 

"arrastra." The arrastra was comprised of a burro walking in a circle 
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pulling a large boulder which crushed ore placed beneath it. The 

crushed ore was amalgamated in another donkey powered process in 

which the burro mixed a sludge of ore and mercury by walking in it. 

The sludge was poured upon a stone patio in order for the sun to 

evaporate the mercury, leaving behind a refined mineral. This was 

appropriately called the "patio process". Silver ore would be smelted 

afterwards in small adobe furnaces. Copper ore was hauled by bull 

teams to a port city (usually Yuma or San Diego) for shipment around 

the horn to the smelters in Wales (Greenway, 1920: 17: Richter, 

1927:247). The quality of the final product depended upon the quality 

of the ore, such that Mexican methods were somewhat restricted to 

high-grade silver mirles. (for more details on nineteenth century 

Mexican mining technology, see Mining and Scientific Press, 

1903b:145, 193; Heintzelman, 1857:12-20; Brunckow, 1859:9-14; 

Harper's 1863:212-214; Grabill, 1920:926-927; Arizona Historical 

Society, 1982). 

Attracting Labor to the ~ines: Debt-Peonage 

On both sides of the border during the late 1850's, 

experienced mine workers were scarce. According to one prominent 

mine-manager, the two major impediments to development of the mining 

industry were Apache Indian raids and the "scarcity of laborers and 

mechanics" (Heintzelman, 1859:4, see also pps. 5-7). The mines were 

usually owned by poorly-financed speculators (such as local 

merchants, eastern businessmen, or lucky placer miners) who bought 
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claims from prospectors with the expectation of quick riches. In 

order to attract and keep Mexican miners prior to the existence of a 

labor market, the mineowners developed elaborate pay systems which 

included petty-colT'GTlOC1ity relations and debt peonage, as w"ell as wage 

labor relations. 

If an mineowner had little or no capital, and wanted to 

quickly exploit a rich mine, the skilled Mexican miners could demand 

a share of the ore under the "partido plan" (Park, 1961:64). The 

potential of a "bonanza" attracted a labor force without creating a 

wage-labor market. From the point of view of the Mexican miner, under 

the partido plan he would share in any rich finds mined by his crew, 

and at the same time, not be dependent on a short-lived wage. Skill 

and experience was extremely important for the miner since he only 

received an income for the mineral produced, not for the amount of 

time worked. Miners who found themselves working in a low-grade mine 

or those without sufficient skill to extract mainly high-grade ore, 

would quit the partido plan for wage work. But in the rich mines, the 

partido plan temporarily solved the same problem that sharecropping 

did in the post-bellum South: how can property owners with limited 

captial resources attract and keep a labor force, without resort to 

coercion? 

In the better capitalized mines, the owners did resort to an 

indirectly coercive system to retain a labor force. Wages at least 

comparable to those available to mine workers in fo.texico were paid to 

attract them to the mines. But once the miners arrived at the mining 
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site, they were isolated from the outside labor market. In Apache 

territory, some of the mining camps were fortified, functioning like 

walled cities (Park, 1961:61, 70, 86). The mineowners used this 

isolation to undermine the wage-labor market by creating conditions 

of debt peonage through the company store. Often the only source of 

merchandise, company stores might receive a worker's entire pay plUS 

credit. Payment in scrip accentuated the privileged position of the 

company store as an added matter of convenience and reliability. 

Scrip was accepted by some private merchants, but only if the mine 

was considered successful. Profit rates of 50 to 300% at the company 

store reduced the cost of labor to the subsistence level or below for 

all but the skilled workers (Park, 1961:59-61). 

Unlike monetary debts under capitalist wage-labor 

conditions, peong debts had to be paid to the creditor in the form of 

labor service. A peonage system had been coercively maintained for 

centuries on haciendas and ranches in Mexico (including the northern 

provinces). Semi-feudal patriarchal relations existed between 

hacienda-owners and the peon labor force in Mexico. The debts, and 

thus the peons, could be bought and sold between creditors and were 

passed down from father to son (Clark, 1908:468-469; Cardoso, 1980:3-

5) • The tradi tional peonage system in Mexico served the function of 

securing a labor force at precisely the cost of subsistence in a 

manner analogous to the slave system used in the antebellum American 

South (without actually having slavery). 
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During the 1850's and early 1860's, mineowners claimed that 

the peonage system was necessary to guarantee them a stable, low-cost 

labor force in isolated areas along the border. It is important to 

note that the incidents of peonage occurred in the border region 

(primarily in the silver mines in southeastern Arizona). Peonage was 

even more widespread in New Mexico, but mining was of less 

importance. Peonage was probably less prevalent away from the border, 

or in California which had a larger population and more developed 

labor market. Nationalism was likewise less obvious the farther one 

got from the border. In 1850, peon placer miners had been brought 

from Mexico by their "patron" to mine what was to become the Comstock 

Lode region (near Reno, Nevada, lord, 1883:13). But this was probably 

a rare occurrence. Peon labor in the lode mines was apparently 

restricted to the border area. 

The mineowners were interested in profits, not in 

establishing a patriarchal regime, but economic conditions justified 

a limited use of the traditional peonage system in the eyes of the 

employers. They even considered peonage to be "natural" for 

unskilled Mexican workers, culturally identifying a particular type 

of labor exploitation with a particular status and ethnic group. 

Peonage was legitimate to the mineowners who considered themselves 

"patrons" to a dependent labor force, despite frequent admissions by 

the owners that they were "hated" by the Mexican workers (park, 

1961:52-55, 60-63,70-78, 82-93: Clark, 1908:472). 
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Debt-peonage was particularly aimed at unskilled laborers, 

most of whom owned farming plots and would not work for subsistence 

wages as long as they had food (Clark, 1908:469). Unskilled laborers 

were hired at the mines for a wide variety of manual tasks such as 

chopping wood for the smelter furnace, 

hauling ore and construction materials. 

sorting ore after milling, or 

With a money wage of 30-40 

cents per day, the laborers often found themselves in a situation of 

debt-peonage similar to what they may have been trying to avoid by 

corning to the mines. 

Peons who attempted to escape their debts were whipped, and 

in one case, partially scalped (Park, 1961:65, 66; Acuna, 1981:79). 

Such coercive tactics were not directly employed on the laborforce in 

the mines, but were reserved to enforce the debt-peonage system. 

Coercive enforcement of peonage in the mining communities would 

disappear in the mid-1860's as the labor market was developed 

(although the company store remains a factor in reducing labor costs 

even today). Peonage was always limited in the mines by the ability 

of peons to escape to Mexico (and not be extradited). The dubious 

legality of peonage in the Uni ted States, even prior to the 

Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution, also restricted its use 

(Acuna, 1981:79-80). Debt-peonage was explicitly declared illegal by 

Congress in 1867, (Park, 1961:69). 
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Class Struggle and Segregated Markets 

Attracting Anglo workers to the isolated mines required 

substantially higher wages than attracting Mexican workers. Skilled 

Mexican miners received about $2.00 per day, plus flour and other 

provisions. Wages for Anglo hard-rock miners averaged around $6-$7.00 

per day, plus full board in the early 1860's (falling to $3.50-4.00 

in the mid-1860's, which remained the standard wage until the 

1880's). Western wages for white workers were about twice comparable 

eastern wages (~)men, 1979:35; see also, tables 3.3 and 3.4 in 

chapter three). 

In the late 1860's and 1870's, Anglos were increasingly 

being employed in the metal-mines, displacing the Mexican miners even 

though the latter received lower wages. From the point of view of the 

Anglo workers, it is easy to see why high wages would be necessary 

to attract them to the isolated mining camps in the West •. Migrants 

from the eastern states who were experienced in underground mining 

would not make the trek west unless the pay was substantially greater 

than wages at home. Also, those who did travel west in the 1850's and 

early 1860's were seeking fortunes, not wage work. Substantial wages 

would be necessary to convince them to leave placer mining and the 

possibility of a "bonanza". The question is, why would mineowners pay 

wages twice as high or more than what was paid to the Mexican 

workers to acquire Anglo workers? 
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There were two ways in which Anglos received higher wages 

than Mexicans: 1) being placed in the highest-paying positions; and 

2) being paid more for the same position. I will refer to the first 

situation as a segregated market and the latter as a dual-wage 

system. The dynamics of each situation are intertwined and both fall 

under the general concept of a split-labor market developed Py 

Bonacich, (1972, 1976, 1980, 1981) and described in the introduction 

to chapter three. I will deal with each type of ethnic wage 

differential separately, first explaining why supervisors were 

primarily Anglo, and then examining how the dual-wage system 

operated. 

The mineowners repeatedly stated a preference for Anglo 

workers and a prejudice against their Mexican employees (Park, 1961; 

Clark, 1908; Acuna, 1981). However, a prejudicial "taste" by 

employers for Anglo workers in all positions would be impossible to 

sustain given the skill differences in the use of Mexican methods, 

the extreme wage differences, and the supposed "necessity" of peon 

labor. As long as Mexican methods were used, employers could not 

restrict the higher-paid mining jobs to Anglos who were unskilled in 

the Mexican methods. But, while Anglos could not directly control the 

labor process, they could be placed in control of the labor force, 

that is, in supervisory positions. The segregated labor market in the 

early mines was premised on a separation of expertise from control. 
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Merging Class Struggle and Ethnic Antagonism 

The rnineowners wanted mining superintendents and possibly 

engineers who spoke their language. While important, language alone 

is nevertheless an insufficient explanation. Spanish was also a 

necessity in order for supervisory personnel to communicate with the 

Mexican workers (Heintzelman, 1859:23). The Mexican miners were in 

control of the mining process. Anglo engineers had to adapt to the 

skills of the Mexican miners and the technology the employed. In 

order to explain why the higher-paid supervisory positions were 

reserved for Anglos, it is necessary to examine class relations in 

the mines from the point of view of the Mexican mine workers. 

In addition to wage labor relations, the Mexican miners were 

exploited by the company store and scrip payments. Debt-peonage was 

coercively maintained for unskilled laborers by patronizing 

mineowners vmo literally designated themselves as judge, jury, and 

executioner of the laws they designed. While Army forts were 

scattered throughout the southwest, no state authority to speak of 

existed in the isolated mining camps. The employers assumed state 

pc:r.ver and exercised coercive control, such as the whippings given to 

run-a-way peons. The Army and the state authorities in populated 

areas (such as Tucson) rarely prosecuted Anglos for attacks upon or 

even murders of Mexicans (Park, 1961:84, 91fn). CUlture and class 

were identified: the mineowners were Anglos and the mine \oJOrkers were 

Mexicans. Traditional class struggle over wage relations was 
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reinforced by struggle against semi-feudal peonage relations and neo

colonial domination. Class and race hostility was intense. 

The merging of class struggle and cultural differences was 

also found in less overt circumstances, such as resentment among the 

miners over attempts by employers to get them to work on traditional 

Mexican holidays (Heintzelman, 1859:5). International incidents 

precipitated conflict as well: for example, the expulsion of Anglos 

from Sonora in 1859 was met by a failed attempt by a group of Anglos 

to drive Mexicans out of southern Arizona (in Which they killed five 

Mexicans, Brunckow, 1859:7~ Park: 1961:74-76~ Acuna, 1981:77). The 

Mexican workers usually reacted to the Anglo depredations by fleeing 

back to Mexico (Park, 1961: 76-77). However, they occasionally 

reacted violently (especially during periods when the Army was 

occupied elsewhere, such during Apache raids and during the Civil 

War). It is not enough to say that the Mexican mine workers hated 

their employers. The miners occasionally killed their bosses in 

secretive assassinations, and at least twice they revolted--occupying 

and looting the mine (Park, 1961:84-92). 

Supervisors. Control of the labor force was always in 

question since control depended upon more than economic necessity. 

Guaranteeing the allegiance of supervisory personnel presented a 

special problem to the mineowners since the supervisors were trusted 

with controlling the mine workers. Supervisors face contradictory 

economic incentives between controlling workers and being employees 

themselves (Wright, 1979). The mineowners considered it imperative to 
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hire Anglo superintendents and other supervisory personnel. The 

merger of intense class and nationalist struggles suggested to the 

owners that the added effect of nationalist solidarity would induce 

Mexican supervisors to align themselves with the Mexican workers. 

The mineowners feared their employees as much or more than 

the Apaches. As one owner put it, " ••• we have in our midst an 

overwhelming and naturally inimical Mexican element, who wait only 

until we become so weakened by Apache raids ••• when they will, in 

all human probability, wipe us out to a man" (quoted in Park, 

1961:92, see also ~5-96, 86). During an Apache raid in 1861, an Anglo 

mineowner reluctantly distributed rifles to the Mexican work force. 

For three days thereafter, the owner and "three other Americans, 

revolver in hand, kept an unceasing guard over the Mexicans" (quoted 

in Park, 1961:89). 

Mines abandoned by the Anglo supervisors during the Apache 

raids or during periods of violent class struggle were sometimes 

taken over by the Mexican workers who used a "total" partido plan, 

keeping whatever ore they mined (Park, 1961:93-94). The silver mines 

along the international border were abandoned between 1861 and 1872, 

because Apache raids (along with the Civil War drawing away the Army) 

made the mines impossibe to keep open without arming the Mexican 

workers. 

The effects of the class and nationalist struggle explains 

why the mineowners would be willing to pay extraordinary wages to 

employ Anglos in supervisory and other key positions. Language and 
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other cultural similarities overdetermined this desire, especially 

for the absentee owners. Segregating the labor market between 

positions of control and positions of expertise was a strategy 

designed to substitute ethnic allegiance for economic incentives 

under conditions of low capital investment and low labor-costs. 

Low-cost Mexican mining methods could be used and skilled Mexican 

miners and unskilled Mexican peons could be intensively exploited, 

yet the ethnic allegiance of the Anglo supervisory personnel would 

(supposedly) guarantee control over the workers. 

Facing an extremely hostile and transient labor force, 

superintendents tried to get the mineowners to hire Anglo-American 

labor or import Anglo immigrant workers from Europe (Heintzelman, 

1859:5, 26; Park, 1961:78-80). If the mineowners had paid wages 

sufficient to attract a mainly Anglo labor force, they could have 

employed Mexican workers without the intense class struggles. But 

this would have required a much larger capital outlay and probably 

would not have been profitable, given the productivity level of the 

mining technology. 

Anglo miners were unfamiliar with the Mexican mining 

methods. To hire Anglo miners would mean changing the mining process, 

since knowledge of the Mexican methods was the possession of the 

skilled Mexican miners, amalgamators, and smelterworkers. As long as 

mining was a craft learned through apprenticeship and experience, 

changing the e~licity of the miners would require a simultaneous 

transformation of the labor process. This is precisely what happened 
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between 1860 and 1880, as miners from the copper and tin mining areas 

of Cornwall, England, brought new skills and technology to the metal 

mines in the West, displacing the Mexican miners. In the next 

chapter, I examine the displacement of Mexican miners by Cornish 

immigrants and explain how this displacement was economically and 

socially feasible. 



CHAPl'ER 5 

EQUATING SKILL AND RACE 

The labor market in the late 1850's and early 1860's was as 

close as the mines ever came to a classically defined unsegmented 

market. Aside from the segregated market for supervisory personnel, 

workers available for employment formed a queue based on human 

capital. The basic distinction was between skilled and unskilled 

workers. Skill increased productivity, thus providing a resource 

which workers used to be placed high on the queue. As long as Mexican 

methods were being used, the skilled positions were held by Mexicans. 

But it was possible for any worker to be hired, depending on how far 

down the queue the employer had to go to fill the demand for labor. 

Prejudiced employers put Mexican workers further down on the queue, 

paying the higher wages necessary to attract Anglo workers. But 

discrimination put these employers at a competitive disadvantage. 

Restrictions not based on productivity raise labor costs and some 

employers would eventually rationally prefer profit to prejudice and 

utilize the low-wage minority workers. 

Labor market relations were altered during the 1860's and 

1870's, when skilled miners from the centuries-old copper and tin 

mines of Cornwa 11 , Eng I and, sought out, or were recruited to, the 

metal-mines in the West (See Todd, 1967:19-27, on the working 

conditions in Cornwall which induced migration). Cornish mining 
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technology was rrore productive t."1a.."1 t.i:e !-~ca:: ::e~.cx:s, e5?=-:'a.:':y 

for hard-rock mining deep undergrour.c (· ... :-.ich t."1e ec011Cr..i.C e_ .... lo::=.:· c: 

mining increasing required). Cornish li'.in~s WF--=e ~-i..-:l2ted by t:-e 

U.S. Corranissioner of Mines and r-lining .i.:: 1636 to be five b-:es r:x:rE 

productive than t-'!€Xican miners (Lord, 1883:227). T.,-.is is prcba""'ly a:: 

overestimate (despite Lord's claim to the contrary). Ne" .. -er-..beless, it 

points to the importance of differences in productivity based on 

differences in skill. 

The introduction of British tech."1olog-.i to the J.l'rerica."1 -v;est. 

resemtles a pattern founc in rrost colonial or neo-colocial a=eas 0: 

the world economy: native technology adapted to lor-...al conditions is 

replaced by the rrore productive and more capital intensive technology 

of the imperial countr),; mechanically skilled foreigners replace the 

now deskilled native workers Who become unskilled laborers. 

The displacement was gradual in r:ost places, with Mexican 

miners continuing to work, but at wages lower than the Anglo miners. 

However in at least one case, an entire laborforce of skilled Anglos 

miners, engineers and shop workers was brought in, replacing the 

Mexican methods and Mexican miners wi thin thirty days (Park, 

1961:151). Newly discovered mines would often use Mexican methods 

until the prospector could secure investors or the mine was bought by 

a well-capitalized company (Clark, 1908:486; Lord, 1883:80-85; Young, 

1977:117-120) • 
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Cornish Miners 

The fundamental differences between the Cornish and Mexican 

methods were in the skill of the miner and the level of mechanization 

in the mines. I will deal with skill first for analytical, and to a 

lesser extent, historical reasons. The skill differences between 

Cornish and Mexican methods are technical and complex, but three 

areas can be pointed out as the most significant: drilling, 

exploring, and timbering. I hasten to add that familiarity with 

operating British-designed machinery was also a crucial skill, but 

this will be dealt with in the next section. 

Cornish miners drilled in dyads, using a procedure called 

"double jacking". As described in 1860, "the 'borer' [is] armed with 

a chisel end of steel, which is kept constantly turning in the hole 

whilst it is struck on the head by a heavy harraner" (Smyth, 1860:1). 

The "borer's" helper was responsible for twisting the drill and 

switching to a longer one as needed. Compared to the Mexican 

crowbarmen, the Cornish drill teams could bore deeper holes in a 

shorter amount of time. 

The Cornish miners were also more experienced in handling 

explosives. They had developed a twelve-hole pattern of bore holes 

which induced an inward collapsing of rock when the explosives were 

ignited properly. Explosives were less available in the Mexican 

mines, and the Mexican miners often had to resort to starting fires 

underground in order to crack the hard-rock. The central factor in 
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determining the drilling productivity of miners was experience, 

especially when productivity losses due to accidents are included 

(Collins, 1874:57-58; Lock, 1895:425; Young, 1976:10). 

The Art of Mining 

One factor both Mexican and Cornish miners with a good deal 

of experience had in corrmon was the "art of mining II , that is, the 

ability to discern the location of high grade ore. This skill only 

becomes "well known to a class of rr.iners who have watched with care 

and thoughtfulness the effect of the constantly varying appearances 

which are presented to t.'1em in the working of mineral veins" (Smyth, 

1860:1; see also, Collins, 1874:13). Cornish miners were also known 

for experience in recognising where natural water bulkheads which 

could flood the mine were located (Todd, 1967:189). Since Mexican 

miners were accustomed to shallow mines and desert conditions, it is 

unlikely that they would be as adept in locating water troubles. 

But in addition to lithe art of mining" known to all 

experienced lode miners, a systematic process of exploration had been 

developed in the Cornish mines. This technique consisted of boring 

test holes to explore the vein pattern, then assessing the grade by 

vanning the ore sample in a specially designed shovel (vanning is 

similar to panning for ore in a stream, but significantly more 

precise, Young, 1976:91-92; Collins, 1874:11-14). This exploration 

technique became particularly important when the easily accessible 

ore had been exhausted (as will be demonstrated below in the case of 

the New Almaden Mine). 
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The final major difference in mining technique was Cornish 

experience in the method of square-set timbering. The safety of a 

mine and the depths it can reach largely depend upon how well the 

mine is "timbered" (the securing of the mine walls with wooden 

beams). Square set timbering, used in tandem with waste rock filler, 

created a box of wood beams underground which equalized wall 

pressures. Along with the steam powered Cornish pump, square-set 

timbering is what made deep mining possible. Unlike the drilling and 

exploration nethods, square set timbering was not developed in 

Cornwall. It was designed for the silver mines of the Comstock IDde 

in Nevada. Since these mines hired mainly Cornish and Irish miners, 

spread of the square-set method of timbering to other mines was 

associated with their employment (Lord, 1883:89-90). 

Mechanization 

The beginnings of mechanization of the netal mines and 

introduction of the skilled Cornish miners generally went together in 

the 1860 I S and 1870 I s. The machines first introduced into the mines 

were often of English make, and required experienced operators. Far 

from homogenizing the labor force, the initial effect of 

nechanization was to increase the distinction between skilled labor 

and unskilled labor, and thus, between Anglo and Mexican workers. The 

effects of nechanization interacted with the effects of skill, 

intensifying the demand for the new skills, while at the same time 

making old skills obsolete (Park, 1961: 149-151). 
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The skilling effect of mechanization on the Cornish miners 

and deskilling effect on the Mexican miners was episodical. In the 

1870's and especially after 1880 (when the mines were acquired by 

large corporations), mechanization of the mines would be designed to 

deskill the Cornish and other Anglo miners. However, deskilling did 

not eliminate the skill-based segregation of the labor market until 

the late 1910's (Boswell and Bush, 1984). 

The first innovations adopted from the mines in Cornwall 

supplemented manual labor, for example the Cornish wheelbarrow, ore 

cars, and the horse-powered whim and bucket replaced the leather 

sacks strapped to the heads of the Mexican muckers for hoisting ore 

to the surface. Hand-haulage became increasingly impractical below a 

depth of 50-100 feet. Also, the increased use of explosives meant 

larger quanti ties of ore to mucked and hoisted to the surface (Young, 

1976: 84-98: Todd, 1967:90). Mechanization did not have a najor 

effect on work relations 

replaced by inaninate power, 

in the mines until aninate power was 

first in the mills and smelters on the 

surface, and later, underground in the tunnels and shafts of the 

mines. 

Steam-powered stamp mills replaced the donkey-powered 

arrastas, and Welsh furnaces replaced the adobe ovens during the 

1860' s in the larger mines of the Comstock lode region (but 

considerably later in other areas). Mill and furnace workers became 

known as "feeders", since their job nainly consisted of feeding ore 

into chutes of the stamp mill or the bowels of the furnace. 
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In the deeper mines, water and haulage were the main 

ecological constraints on expanding production helCM a hundred feet 

(Lord, 1883:216, 232-233; YOurlg, 1976:101-104, 135-157). The water 

problem was solved by the steam-powered "Cornish pump" and the horse

J;XMered whims were also replaced by steam-powered ones. Miners began 

to ride on the rim of the hauling bucket, which was extremely 

dangerous as the top heavy bucket was given to spinning, svaying, and 

turning over. Cornish miners were known for refusing to "ride the 

bucket" (Smyth, 1860:38; Young, 1976:11, 95-101). But climbing 

ladders became increasingly exhausting and time-consuming as the 

mines were deepened. The Cornish skip (basically an iron box with a 

door which was pulled up an inclined shaft) soon replaced the 

dangerous swinging bucket wherever Cornish miners were employed 

(Todd, 1967:91). 

The skip eventually became a cage into which an ore car 

could fit in (Lord, 1883:224). Installation of the hoisting equipment 

provides a good example of hCM mechanization required workers with 

new skills. Riding in a cage was still dangerous, especially since 

the cages were run at literally dizzying speeds after the 

introduction of wire cables in 1870 (Young, 1976: 98). The hoisting 

machinery was manually operated by a skilled hoisting engineer who 

gaged the depth of the cage by watching an indicator dial and 

checking it against colored swatches painted on the hoisting rope. 

Misjudgements meant treacherous entry or exit, but the most cOllTlOn 

source of fatalities came from overshooting the surface. The top of 
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the cage would slam into its stops, then jerk back snapping the 

cable, and the cage would then fall down the shaft (Young, 1976:99-

101, wyman, 1979:97-102). 

Mechanization of drilling was developed at a much slower 

pace because of the resistance of the skilled (and perennially 

organized) miners. The wheelbarrows and tram system of ore cars 

(pulled by burros) facilitated expansion of production underground, 

but mechanization of the haulage system was rare until the turn of 

the century and lin~ted even then. Pneumatically powered machine 

drills were introduced for tunneling in the larger mines of the 

Comstock Lode region during mid-1860's. The pace of adoption 

accelerated and spread to other regions during the 1870's when the 

price of silver fell but wages did not (Park, 1967:153-154~ Lord, 

1883:181-189~ 336). 

The economic ecology of mining made adoption of the steam

powered pumps and hoisting equipment a necessity in mines deeper than 

one hundred feet. Struggle over wages and safety was a secondary 

consideration. The opposite was true of the machine drills. 

Mineowners and managers consistently refered to high wages (and union 

bans on hiring cheap labor) as the primary reason for mechanization 

underground (Lord, 1883:365-368; Mining and Scientific Press, 

1903a:1; Jensen, 1950:15-16). 

The first drills were large and cumbersome, and it was not 

uncorranon for twice as many machines to be in the repair shop as were 

in use (Lord, 1883:335; Collins, 1874:57-58). The drills also filled 
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the air with dust which gave miners phthisis (a type of 

tuberculosis). This problem was not solved until 1900 when a water 

spray was added to the drill bit (Wyman, 1979:91-92). An experienced 

mining team could usually out-pace the early machine drill in close 

quarters (which are common underground). It was not until~ the turn of 

the century that the machine drills systematically replaced hand 

drills (Lock, 1895:33-34). 

The primary advantage employers sought in the early machine 

drills, and the primary opposition of miners to those drills, was the 

possibility that one miner instead of the customary two could be 

hired for drilling (Channing, 1917: 221) • As a result, from 1872 to 

1917, strike demands typically included a ban on "single jackingll, 

that is drilling done by a single miner. The miners tended to win on 

this demand, even when the strikes were otherwise disasters. 

The reasons for their success are both technical and social. 

First, the early drill machines were so cumbersome that it usually 

took two men to operate them, especially if drill bits had to be 

changed frequently. It took one miner to hold onto the machine and 

push it into the rock while his mate changed bits and made sure the 

drilling was done right. Also, any drilling was dangerous and machine 

drilling increased that danger. The mineowners responded with 

continual attempts to purchase smaller and lighter machines. Despite 

frequent claims by manufactures and mineowners to the contrary, a 

machine drill which could easily be operated by a single miner on a 

reliable basis was probably not introduced into the mines until the 
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1890' s (and perhaps not until the turn-of-the century, Crampton, 

1956:10, wyman, 1979:84-85). 

Secondly, the miners had control over both the drilling 

process and the training of new miners. The driller and his helper 

were part of the tradition of mining which stretched back for 

centuries. "Double jacking" also served as a functional division of 

labor between an experienced miner and his apprentice. Switching an 

experienced miner from team work to "single jacking" would greatly 

reduce his productivity (but not his pay). It would be difficult to 

discern the difference between losses due to a drop in productivity 

and losses due to intentional slow-downs whenever "single jacking" 

was attempted. Class struggle at the point of production was 

apparently sufficient to win this demand even when organized class 

struggle failed. 

The miners were unable to prevent the introduction of 

dynamite into the mines in the early 1870's, despite a series of 

strikes against its use. Dynamite was introduced under the name of 

"Giant Powder" to replace black powder in blasting. For the miner, 

dynamite meant shorter hole lengths, more single jacking, and less 

emphasis on quality of mining as compared to quantity. In short, 

dynamite had a deskilling effect on the drill teams. However,. since 

Mexican miners would rarely come into contact with dynamite, its 

introduction, like the rest of the changes in production, resulted in 

a increase in the distinction between Anglo and Mexican workers 
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despite the deskilling intent of the managers (Saxton, 1971:58; Lord, 

1883:366; Park, 1961:153-154; Todd, 1967:72). 

Displacement of Mexican Miners: the New Almaden Mine 

An illustrative example of the displacement of Mexican by 

Cornish miners is provided by the development of the New Almaden 

Quicksilver (mercury) Mines in northern california. From 1846 until 

1863, the mines were owned by a Mexican company with British 

financing (Todd, 1967:83-84). Mexican miners used mining, milling, 

and smelting methods essentially identical to those described above 

(Harpers, 1863:212-214) Besides the superintendent, the only Anglo 

employees were skilled craftworkers-- carpenters, bricklayers, 

weighers, and sifters --who worked in shops on the surface (Harpers, 

1863:214). Labor relations at the Quicksilver mines were apparently 

lacking in the violence found in the silver and copper mines along 

the Arizona-Sonora border. Nor was debt-peonage in evidence .. Low-paid 

mine vJOrkers tended to be in debt to the company store (which used 

scrip for debts only), but the debts required monetary, not servile, 

repayments. Enforcement of debt payments was a state, not a company 

function. 

Securing a stable laborforce remained the central problem of 

the mine managers. A labor contracting system of renumeration was 

used, under which an individual Mexican gang bosses contracted for a 

certain tonage of mined ore (Harpers, 1863:213). The gang bosses 

formed a net of labor agents who brought in mine workers to serve on 
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their crews. The gang bosses were also responsible for maintaining 

low wage-rates as their income was equal to the difference between 

the price paid for the ore mined and the wages paid to the mining 

crew. Thus the contractors spared the Anglo managers from direct 

responsibility for exploitation. Nevertheless, conflict over Mexican 

holidays led one Anglo engineer to claim as early as 1857 that the 

company would soon replace Mexican with Cornish miners (Todd, 

1967:84-85). The claim was premature, as Cornish miners were not 

extensively hired until after 1870. 

Labor conflict intensified in 1863 when, after a long period 

of complex litigation, an American company based in New York was able 

to gain control of the mines at an extremely low price (Todd, 

1967:84). At least one superintendent was known for going armed into 

the mines (Todd, 1967:84). When the ore-grade began to diminish 

precipitously in 1870, a new superintendent hired Cornish miners to 

explore for ore veins using the test boring and vanning system (which 

was unknown to the Mexican miners) (Todd, 1967:85, 87). The success 

of their exploration tests, as well as their experience in square-set 

timbering, 

While the 

crews, by 

resulted in the wholesale replacement of Mexican miners. 

mine was originally worked by entirely Mexican mining 

1884, 33% of the total labor force of 300 at the New 

Almaden mines was Cornish as compared to 20% Mexican (the remaining 

45% included other European immigrants and native Americans, 

including Mexican-Americans). More importantly, all of the Cornish 
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workers were miners, enginemen, or crew captains, while only 23% of 

the Mexican workers were underground miners (Todd, 1967:88). 

Cornish Work Relations: Contract-Biddinq 

The New Almaden and other companies which employed Cornish 

miners adopted the traditional pay system of "tributing" used in 

Cornwall (Todd, 1967:89-94, 23; Lingenfelter, 1974:20-21). Contracts 

for so many yards of mine turmel, shaft, drift, or timbering, were 

advertised outside the company office, or if necessary, in 

newspapers. Miners or mining crews (depending on the work) would 

inspect the work and offer bids for its completion. The miners 

supplied their own individual capital in the form of tools and 

supplies (al though timber was supplied by the company). Like the 

"partido plan", the skilled miners could demand a percentage of the 

ore's value. Skill in discerning the ore's grade and location of a 

vein was crucial to a miner's income. Bidding competition also meant 

that the self-exploitation of "rate busters" was a primary 

determinant of income. 

Contract-bidding competition was credited for preventing 

lasting unions and disabling strikes. It also resulted in 

unemployment for all but the most experienced miners during slack 

periods (Todd, 1967:70, "94). The miners could not be expected to act 

like wage workers when their relations to production maintained an 

essentially individual petty-coITUTOdity character. "Tributing" always 

offered the potential of a bonanza find, and the possibility of 
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striking it rich is what lured many of the miners to the West in the 

first place. 

Contract-bidding was eliminated in the larger, more 

mechanized mines during the 1860's, (it remained in some of the small 

mines with high-grade ore at least until the 1880's, wyman, 1979:69-

71). Several factors contributed to the replacement of contracts with 

wages. For the employers, sharing a percentage of the ore value was 

less important for attracting miners as immigration increased. The 

more capital intensive mines only needed a miner's laborpower and 

could not expect the miners to supply their individual capital once 

mechanized processes were introduced. Most importantly, operating 

most machinery (except the machine dri lIs) could not be measured in 

terms of yards mined or tons hauled, only in hours worked-- and, of 

course, a contract for hours worked is a wage. Contract-bidding had 

been designed to solve problems (attracting workers and lack of 

capital) which were no longer crucial to the development of the 

mines. 

For the Cornish miners, "tributing" was to their advantage 

if they received a percentage of the ore value of a rich mine, and 

then, only if they were highly skilled or very lucky. Inexperienced 

miners essentially paid for their training. The income from contract

mining was usually worse than a wage for the average miner. Also, 

tributing always included the risk of a total loss for the miner if 

the mine was worthless (Lingenfelter, 1974:20-21; wyman, 1979:71). 
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As the mines were expanded and mechanized, and the ore 

grade diminished, nonproductive work massively increased. 

Nonproductive work does not directly produce ore, for example: 

tunneling, timbering, shaft work, and so on, serve only to get miners 

to the ore vien. Contracts for nonproductive work, What the Cornish 

miners called "tutwork" could not include an ore percentage and were 

avoided when possible by the miners (Collins, 1874:40-41). 

Contracts in general were hated by those who had to compete 

with the skilled Cornish miners. By treating the miner as an 

individual producer, the contract-bidding system made all safety 

precautions (including timbering) the legal and financial 

responsibility of each individual miner. Also, time spent climbing 

ladders or riding in cages was not paid. While employers had less 

need of the contract system as the mines were developed, its 

elimination was a victory for the miners, achieved as a result of 

labor agitation (Lingenfelter, 1974:71, 170-177). In this case, 

proletarianization benefited the working class (although it did not 

benefit the few individual skilled miners who were lucky enough to 

work on a bonanza find). Elimination of the contract system completed 

the transition from petty-commodity to wage-labor relations, marking 

an end to the period of "initial proletarianization." 
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The Craft-Internal Labor Market 

Contract-bidding under the "tributing" system was the 

forerunner to an explicit dual-wage system. Mexican miners were paid 

the same as their Cornish counterparts for the same amount of product 

(yardage mined), but substantially less for the same hours of work. 

Higher productivity allowed the Cornish miners to underbid the 

Mexican miners, but still make more money. The bidding system made it 

extremely difficult for the Hexican miners to develop the skills 

necessary to compete on an equal basis vli th the Cornish miners. 

Unless a skilled Cornish mdner would take on a Mexican worker as an 

apprentice, 

by imitative 

the Mexican miner would have to learn the new techniques 

trial and error--a costly practice given the bidding 

system and the dangers of underground mining. 

Ethnocentric prejudice was probably the major reason Cornish 

miners were reluctant to take on Mexican apprentices. However, two 

additional factors were important: 1) Mexican miners who had already 

served one apprenticeship were unlikely to serve another~ and 2) 

language differences made apprenticeship (or any other directly 

interdependent work) a costly as well as dangerous handicap in 

fulfilling one's bid. 

The importance of the second factor is evidenced by the 

widespread use of Irish miners as apprentices and in other 

subordinate positions, despite the ethnic antipathy between the Irish 

and the English. Irish mine workers could become skilled miners and 
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timbermen, although English prejudice made ascension in the craft

internal labor market difficult for them (Lingenfelter, 1974:7: Todd, 

1967:70). The Irish mine workers most commonly served as muckers for 

Cornish miners, such that the wheelbarrows came to be knCMI'l as "Irish 

buggies" (Young, 1976:9). 

The Cornish and other Anglo miners were using race and skill 

barriers in the labor market in an attempt to create the desired 

conditions of primary sector employment. From the point of view of 

the Anglo miner, the need for skilled workers created a barrier to 

labor competition which they controlled. Skill provided the only 

avenue to a relatively high status for the miners, especially after 

work had been proletarianized. Limitations on competition, including 

racial limitations, reduced the ability of the company to utilize 

what managers called "reserve workers" (Clark, 1908:488). Limiting 

access to the craft-internal labor market aided employed workers in 

raising wages, improving conditions, and controlling work, in short , 

raising their status (Lord, 1883:357~ Todd, 1967:70). 

The Anglo miners were only able to form a rudimentary craft

internal labor market for work where skill mattered most. No formal 

training was done prior to the 1880's. Skill was acquired on-the-job 

through experience and apprenticeship to the skilled miners and 

craftworkers (Collins, 1874:10). Access to the Cornish skills was 

limited to miners from Cornwall and their apprentices (which included 

other Anglos, especially Irish workers). Those miners who learned the 

craft were in high demand, and "ten day miners" who traveled a 
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circuit of mining camps were corrrnon (Young, 1976:22-23). These 

latter-day journeymen were welcomed (in limited numbers) by employers 

because of their wide ranging experience. Unlike a firm-internal 

labor market which is specifically designed to reduce turnover, 

turnover in a craft-internal labor market can, under certain 

circumstances, work to the advantage of the craft skilled worker. 

The Craft-Hierarchy in the I~nes 

The craft organization of production created a hierarchy of 

positions which a highly skilled miner could aspire to Yo~~g, 

1976:11-17; Toad, 1967:188-189). The mineowners generally required 

that superintendents and managers have mining experience and commonly 

hired only Cornish superviSOr}- personnel. Below the superintendent 

were foremen who invariably were drawn from the ranks of skilled 

miners. The timber foreman was the most important. He was responsible 

for directing the mining process, including exploration of the ore 

body. Shift bosses were responsible to the foremen. The shift boss, 

in tandem with a senior miner (or a crew leader in the larger mines) 

directed work at the rock face. The miners only took direction from 

~xperienced supervisors, and the Cornish in particular were known for 

refusing to "touch a tool as long as a surface-based executive was 

present" (Young, 1976:11). 

Control over the labor process also enabled the skilled 

miners to demand high wages as well as to exclude the use of l~wage 

workers underground. For instance, after a drop in the grade of ore 
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caused a depression in the Comstock lode district in 1864, the 

mineowners attempted to reduce the pay of the miners from the 

custorrary $4.00 to $3.50 per day. The miners reacted with a anti

company parade and strident requests that the normal pay rate be 

restored. As a result of employer resistance, the miners transformed 

their dormant Protective Association into the first class conscious 

union in the district, which enforced the $4.00 a day standard 

through individual pledges not to work for less. While secret 

arrangements existed between individual miners and the bosses, most 

miners generally stuck to the agreed-upon standard (at least 

temporarily), forcing the companies to comply. On the other hand, an 

attempt to enforce a closed shop failed a~ the owners slowly replp...ced 

union members, and miners who saw no indiv.idUdl gain from membership 

quit the union (Lord, 1883:181-190; Crampton, 1956:10). 

Skill, Face, and Status 

The craft-based hierarchy, along with the apprenticeship 

system maintained the ethnic differences in skill, since access to 

training was culturally limited. As a result, Mexican mine workers 

were not only pushed into laboring positions, but they usually had no 

way to compete again for the skilled mining positions. The labor 

market became ethnically segregated between those with access to the 

craft-internal labor market and those without access. 

Even after the contract-bidding system was eliminated and 

apprenticeship waned in importance, the Anglo miners used riots, 
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demonstrations, and temporary organizations to maintained high wage

levels. They excluded from participation in the craft-internal labor 

market, any worker who would work for less than the accepted standard 

or had been used as strikebreakers. This generally meant an exclusion 

of Chinese workers from the mines entirely, and exclusion of 

irranigrant Mexican workers from underground work. 

Ironically, the most exploited and lowest paid miners were 

excluded from joining the unions because of ethnocentric 

discrimination and the effects of the split-labor market on the wage 

of minority workers (Park, 1961:253: Lord, 1883:381). Union policy 

officially stated that exclusion was aimed only' at Mexican workers 

who were not citizens, but they frequently failed to protect the 

small number of Mexican-American mineworkers from discrimination from 

workers or employers (Park, 1961:244-246: Jimenez, 1981). 

S8gregation had the effect of "crowding" the secondary 

sector of the labor market with Mexican workers, reducing their wages 

relative to Anglos even in nonunion jobs and in positions which did 

not require skill or experience. This "crowding" effect is an 

essential element in the continued existence of a dual-wage system, 

as was demonstrated earlier for the Chinese. Even in unskilled jobs, 

Mexican mine w:)rkers were often paid less than Anglos for the same 

hours of work bt.~ause of the "crowding" effect on their labor market 

status. 

While segregation reinforced the dual-wage system, the low 

wages paid to Mexican workers had the effect of increasing 
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segregation of the market. Unskilled laboring jobs on the surface 

would increasingly become the domain of Mexican labor. If they could 

attract sufficient numbers of Mexican workers, employers would have 

no economic incentive for hiring Anglos at a higher wage (although 

supervisors of surface labor were Anglos;. At the same time, Anglo 

workers would abandon jobs which paid belOW' their market wage. The 

unions were primarily composed of underground workers (and 

millworkers) and had little interest (and less ability) in excluding 

Mexican workers from unskilled surface jobs. 

Taking the interaction of segregation and dual-wages into 

account, the general pattern of displacement of the Mexican miners 

can be described as follOW's: 1) skill differences resulted in the 

Mexican miners receiving lower pay for the same hours worked; 2) 

discrimination and cultural differences prevented Mexican miners from 

acquiring Cornish skills and entering the craft-internal labor 

market; 3) demonstrations and strikes indirectly banrled Mexican 

workers underground through enforcement of a uniform wage and 

directly banned Mexican through discrimination; 4) segregated from 

underground jobs, crowding depressed Mexican wages for surface labor; 

and as a result, 5) the dual-wage system remained in place for 

secondary-sector jobs. This is a only a schematic outline, as race 

and skill relations varied in each mine, but the central dynamics 

were essentially the same. 

Skill differences and the dual-wage system created a status 

barrier between Anglo and Mexican workers, effectively preventing 
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direct competition over jobs and wages (except in cases where 

employers used Mexican workers as strikebreakers). For Anglos, this 

had the effect of reducing ethnic antagonism towards Mexicans 

(Feldman, 1931:115; Park, 1961:229; Clark, 1908:486). However, for 

the Mexican workers, it inflamed long felt resentments. Strikes and 

organized demonstrations were nevertheless rare among the ~~can 

workers. By the 1870's, Mexican irranigrants to the U.S. were mainly 

unskilled peasants. Unskilled jobs were the only ones widely 

available to Mexican immigrants by this time. Unlike'the 1850's, 

Mexican workers could be fairly easily replaced. Also, the immigrants 

were mainly sojourners, in the States for the shortest time necessary 

to earn enough money to meet expenses at horne (Feldman, 1931:121; 

Park: 1961:243-244, 262). 

Equating Skill and Race: The Ideology of Racism 

It is important to note that discrimination against Mexican 

miners should not be seen as solely the effect of ethnocentrism by 

Anglo miners. The ethnic difference in skill made discrimination 

profitable for employers. Discrimination by employers against Mexican 

miners was extensive and existed in most of the mines. This 

prejudicial "taste" did not result in a competitive disadvantage for 

employers who discriminated because they were using "statistical 

discrimination" (Arrow, 1973:3-23). 

"Statistical discrimination" is the practice of using 

ethnicity as an indicator of average skill and productivity. For the 
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ethnicity provided a more efficient screening device than 

the individual productivity of workers, given that the 

of skilled Anglos was greater than the wage differences 

between them and Mexican workers. Losses from restricting the size of 

the labor market were compensated by the overriding benefits of 

employing the more productive Cornish techniques and the competitive 

risks and costs of not using them. 

Exceptions to the displacement of Mexican miners existed 

where firms could compensate for the labor productivity differences 

by lowering costs elsewhere. For example, the depression of Mexican 

wages caused by the dual-wage system allowed a few mines in the 

silver mining district of Nevada and in the copper mining regions of 

Arizona to continue to use Mexican methods and Mexican miners for 

years after the surrounding mines had adopted Cornish techniques and 

had substantially mechanized (Lord, 1883:90-92~ Lock, 1895:425~ 

Scotland, 1910:118-121~ Park, 1961:189-203~ Clark, 1908:486). These 

examples were rare exceptions to the general pattern of development, 

since mul tiple cases would have driven up the wages of the Mexican 

miners and eliminated the compensation for productivity losses 

provided by "cheap labor." 

The economic rationality of "statistical discrimination" 

created the basis for an irrational ideology of racism. During this 

period, the concept of skill was completely tied to the concept of 

race and nationality in the discourse of both the employers and the 

employees. This is a crucial point for historical analysis of race 
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and ethnic stratification in the American econ0m¥. For employers, 

"irresponsibili ty, incapaci ty to use explosives and machinery, lack 

of judgement and initiative, and need for constant supervision are 

marked traits of most of the races furnishing large bodies of cheap 

labor" (Hoover, 1933:143, emphasis added; see also Reisler, 1976:35-

36; Lord, 1883:382; Seward, 1881:337). 

The conclusion that skill was an ethnic trait was based on 

evidence from the employer's own lived experience: Cornish miners 

knew things about mining that no ot.~er people knew or could know 

unless they were Cornish. The terms, "Cornish" and "skilled," were 

used interchangeably in the discourse of the mine managers and 

engineers (Seward, 1881:22). By the 1870's, Mexican workers were 

beginning to be thought of as inherently unskilled--a racist 

conception which would become more widespread after the large-scale 

immigration of Mexican workers in the 1910' s with the Mexican 

Revolution (Feldman, 1931:114-117; Acuna, 1981:86-87; Park, 1961:231-

232). For example, one report made by a mineowner, claimed that the 

"Mexicans of our day being descendents of a race in whose veins flow 

in dominating measure Indian blood, evince the same migratory 

characteristics which have always been a feature of the Indian race" 

(Reisler, 1975:36). 

At the level of their lived experience, "statistical 

discrimination" based on the equation of skill and ethnicity was not 

just a handy device for the employers. Nor was it simply a result of 

ethnocentric prejudice, although prejudice was a crucial factor. 
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Instead, to an employer, the equation of skill and ethnicity was a 

"fact" which anyone could observe-even though knowledge based upon 

that "fact" was false. 

The concept of ideology is based on this distinction between 

lived experience and theoretical knowledge (for an elaboration of the 

theory of ideology has it is used here, see Althusser, 1971; 

Poulantzas, 1973; and, Boswell, Kiser, and Baker, 1984). This 

distinction between experience and ideology explains why employers 

had a racist belief-system, and wny acting upon this ideology was not 

to their economic detriment. Employers and managers were not simply 

being duplicitous when they employed a racist discourse about 

minority workers, yet claimed that they held no prejudice against 

them. Instead, for an employer these contradictory beliefs were 

logically based upon different, yet real experiences. 

The distinction between experience and knowledge in analysis 

of the racist ideologies used in the mines, suggests that changes in 

the level of skill and/or the national source of skilled workers, 

would change the specific features involved in the racist belief of 

equating race and skill. This happened during the 1880s and 1890s 

when large scale immigration from southern and eastern Europe brought 

new ethnic groups to the mines, and employers experimented wi th 

different ethnic compositions of the laborforce (Clark, 1908:486-

488). 

The ideology of "Coolie slave labor" was a particular case 

applied to the Chinese of the general practice of equating skill and 
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race. Since skill generally determines the status of members of the 

working class, the relationship between skill, race, and status 

becomes a closed circle once skill and race are equated. As long as 

the craft-internal labor market was the primary form of economic 

organization, this circle tended to remain unbroken. 



CHAPTER 6 

THE LABOR MARKET IN 1880 

By 1880, labor relations in the mines had crystallized. The 

contract systems of remuneration had been eliminated, but the dual

wage system and segregation of Mexicans into the secondary segment of 

the labor market remained. In some cases, such as among the 2000 

miners employed in digging the Sutro tunnel near the Comstock Lode in 

1880, Mexican mineworkers were not to be found (Lord, 1883:382-386). 

Likewise, Chinese imrr~grants were generally barred from working in 

the lode mines. 

Farther south, nearer to the border, Mexican mineworkers 

were frequently employed, but rarely underground. The ethnic 

distribution of jobs in the mines which lasted from 1880 until the 

1920's can generally be described according to the following 

pattern: 1) the t·1exican miners were exclusively concentrated in low

skill, low-paying surface jobs (with a few exceptions where the dual

wage made employment of Mexican labor profitable or where Mexican 

methods were still being used; 2) English miners were 

disproportionately in both skilled positions and supervisory 

positions (foremen and bosses); and 3). other European miners-

such as the "new" irranigrants from southern and eastern Europe-- are 

concentrated betwl=en surface and foremen positions, higher than the 

147 
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Mexican miners but lower than the English miners (Wyman, 1979:32-60; 

Boswell and Bush, 1984; Jimenez, 1981). 

During the 1880 IS, the metal mining industry went through 

tremendous changes as the mines were acquired by big corporations 

from the core areas of the world economy (principally New York and 

Britain). New capital investments greatly increased the scale of 

production and level of mechanization. Management designed a strategy 

of investment which would break the craft-internal labor market by 

deskilling the Anglo miners and allow increased use of low-wage 

Hexican and "new" European immigrant workers from southern and 

eastern Europe. Chinese workers were not included in this strategy, 

since enactment of the 1882 Exclusion Act meant they would no longer 

be a significant pool of reserve labor (see the "epilogue" at the end 

of chapter three). 

Deskilling of the labor process after 1880 had the 

~~intended effect of reducing racism among the working class and 

facilitating the formation of radical equalitarian industrial unions, 

such as the Industrial Workers of the World (which required massive 

state action to dissolve, Boswell, 1981). The material effects of the 

ideology of equating race and skill were significantly diminished 

once the skill distinctions among ethnic groups were lessened 

(although the general ideologies of racism and white superiority 

which stem from the long history of race relations were largely 

unaffected) • 
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CONCLUSIONS 

I stated in the introduction that Gordon, Edwards, and Reich 

(1982) have pointed segmentation theory in the right direction

towards historical analysis of labor markets. They have also 

developed a theory of the "social structures of aCcurrRllation" which 

is structured around the most important dynamics of capital 

aCcurrRllation: proletarianization, homogenization, and segmentation. 

However, their theory, and t..l1eories of labor market segment"ltio!1 jn 

general, have tended to view changes in the labor market from only a 

"top-down" perspective, that is, assuming that the structure of 

production is determined solely by the permutations of capital 

accumulation. 

In this study, I have attempted to develop a conceptual 

framework for incorporating both capital aCcurrRllation ,and class 

struggle dynamics L'1to the theory of labor market segmentation. This 

was the substance of chapter two. The perspective from the "bottom

up", as developed in the "new social history," was found to offer the 

type of analysis so far missing from the study of labor markets in 

economic sociology. In particular, I argued that the concept of skill 

should be modified to incorporate a status dimension because of the 

importance of status considerations in historical analysis of 

skilling and deskilling found in the "nevi social history." 
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I applied the dual perspective on labor markets developed in 

chapter two, in my historical analysis of the metal mining industry. 

The capital accumulation dynamics of proletarianization, 

homogenization, and segmentation were found to be important, yet 

insufficient for explaining the historical development of the labor 

market in the metal mining industry. In particular, race and ethnic 

relations were crucial in structuring the labor process and the labor 

market. It would be impossible to explain the origins of labor market 

segmentation in the mining industry without analysis of the effects 

of race relations on the contours of class struggle. Yet, Gordon, 

Edwards, and Reich treat race relations as a dependent variable which 

only enters their analysis in a haphazard manner. 

In order to analyze the labor market behavior of various 

ethnic groups (Chinese, Mexicans, Cornish, Irish, and other Anglos) 

in the mines from the perspective of the ethnic workers, I utilized 

split-labor market theory (Bonacich, 1972, 1976, 1980). Split-labor 

market analysis has the advantage of starting with the intra-class 

interactions of competing ethnic groups. In my analysis, I attempted 

to further develop the theory (in the introduction to chapter three) 

by: 1) specifying the distinction between class and market incentives 

on economic behavior: 2) demonstrating the self-perpetuating nature 

of split-labor markets and ethnic discrimination: and 3) stressing 

the importance of ideological discourse in structuring ethnic 

relations. Furthermore, I consistently distinguished between dual-
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wage systems and segregated labor markets in ~ analysis of split

labor market dynamics. 

Split-labor markets existed between Anglo miners and both 

Chinese and Mexican immigrant workers because of the national 

differences in the cost of labor and the motivational differences 

between temporary and permanent (or at least long term) workers. The 

latter factor was particularly important for the Chinese who were 

primarily sojourners. 

In chapter three, I explained how race and production 

dynarr!ics combined to segregate the labor market for Chinese 

irranigrants in the mining industry and traced the effects of a 

segregated labor market in the mining industry on the labor market in 

other industries with a significant number of Chinese workers. 

Drawing from the Chinese experience, I also developed a general model 

of the formation of split-labor markets during periods of transition 

from petty-conmDdity to vmge labor relation which will hopefully 

prove useful for similar studies. 

Craft-Internal Labor Markets 

The development of the social structures of accumulation in 

the mining industry followed a divergent historical pattern from the 

one suggested for the national market by Gordon, Edwards, and Reich 

(1982). As a result of regional variance from their northeastern 

biased model initial proletarianization started 30 years later than 

they would have predicted, Nee-colonial conditions of debt peonage 

and petty-commodity relations of contract-bidding structured class 
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relations, race relations, and the development of a wage-labor 

market. As a result, the initial effect of mechanization was the 

reverse of hornogenization-- skill and ethnic differences widened 

rather than diminished. 

Labor market segmentation between a craft-internal labor 

market for skilled hard rock miners and a secondary market for 

unskilled laborers was facilitated in the short-run by mechanization, 

(although, a union controlled craft-internal labor market was never 

fully developed). The craft-internal labor market and the 

apprenticeship system of training workers were central factors in 

segregating the labor market along ethnic lines. Analysis of craft

internal labor markets is absent from Edwards, Gordon, and Reich's 

(1982) historical analysis precisely because they fail to include 

worker sponsored structuring of the labor market in their theoretical 

model. 

Events in the mining industry after 1880 support Gordon, 

Edwards, and Reich's (1982) theory of deskilling mechanization and 

radical unionization, but deskilling mechanization between 1880 and 

1920 included segmentation (rather than preceded it). Deskilling was 

designed for the purpose of disorganizing the craft-internal labor 

markets in order to replace them with firm-internal labor markets 

which management controlled. 
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Discrimination and Segmentation 

Doeringer and Piore point out that segmentation is 

"designed intentionally to discriminate (1971:133). Discrimination 

in this sense has a clear economic and social rationale for both 

employers and workers and need not have racial implications." That 

segmentation does correspond with racial and national distinctions 

also has a clear economic and social rational. This is particularly 

true when the development of segmentation was predicated on an 

~~isting etJhnic split-labor market condition of dual-wage relations 

and segregated jobs. As a result of skill differences among 

nationalities, immigration interacts with the segmentation of the 

labor market. 

The historical development of race relations in the mines 

demonstrates heM racial conflicts are structured by class conflicts. 

The actions of dominant labor to limit job and wage competition, and 

of capital to hire "cheap labor" and use nationality as a screening 

device discriminated against Chinese and Mexican miners. The economic 

incentives of discrimination created the basis for racist ideologies 

which equated working for a lCM wage with slavery, and having 

currently desired skills with ethnic characteristics. The discourse 

of racism treated racial and ethnic variation in economic 

characteristics as traits of minority groups. 

Nee-economic theory claims that extensive discrimination by 

employers is prevented by competitive markets; Marxist economic 
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theory claims that discrimination by employers is fundamental to 

controlling the labor force. Race and class relations in the rretal 

mining industry demonstrate that: 1) employers can separate expertise 

from control, thus reap some of the benefits of discrimination in 

controlling workers yet not suffer the losses of extensive market 

dislocation; and 2) employers can benefit from extensive 

discrimination under certain labor market conditions which commonly 

and recurringly appear (i.e. ethnic skill differences outweighing 

wage differences). 

For the working class, the relationship between class 

struggle and race relations in the mining industry was more complex 

than one would guess from the generally applicable assumption that 

discrimination weakens the ability of the working class to struggle. 

However v this assumption rests on the pre-existence of a homogenized 

laborforce and a deskilled labor process. Segregation of the labor 

market along a control axis aided unification of the Mexican miners 

in their struggle against Anglo mineowners and supervisory personnel 

in the 1850's and early 1860's. 

Segregation of the labor market on a skill axis was 

fundamental for Anglo miners during the late 1860's and 1870's in 

their struggle to maintain control over the labor process (including 

the status as skilled labor) and to develop a lasting union 

organization. Intra-class relations in the mining industry suggest 

that racial and ethnic discrimination was an inherent tendency of 

attempts to fornl craft-internal labor markets when the labor market 
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consisted of diverse immigrant groups. Analysis of ethnic conflict 

and of the discourse of racist ideologies should be central to 

studies of labor market segmentation, particularly historical studies 

of the labor market in the United States. 

Historical Analysis of Labor Markets 

The causal connections between changes in the labor process, 

skill levels, and labor market segmentation in the mining industry 

points to the utility of historical research on specific industries 

which pays close attention to intra-class conflicts as well as inter

class conflicts. Extensive historical research on specific firms and 

industries is necessary in order to complete the "historical 

project." Such research should include analysis of class conflict 

and the status of skilled workers, along with the analysis of 

structural changes in capital accumulation, technology, and the labor 

process. Analysis of class relations at the national and world level 

is absolutely necessary, but such studies are not a substitute for 

detailed examinations of work relations at the point of production. 

This approach requires that researchers use the "bottom up" 

perspective of the "new social history" outlined in chapters one and 

two. 

In particular, analysis of the labor process during specific 

historical periods is necessary to connect the abstract concepts of 

economic sociology, such as proletarianization, homogenization, 

segrrentation and even class struggle, with the actual economic 
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Understanding the 

interaction between structure and agency is a central quest of 

sociology. Theories of economic sociology with the greatest 

explanatory power are those theories which can connect analysis of 

structure social structure with analysis of what people really do in 

a firm or industry. 
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APPENDIX: A 

CHINESE IMMIGRATION TO THE UNITED STATES 

Year Arrivals Departures Net 

1849 325 
1850 450 
1851 2,716 
1852 20,026 1,768 16,258 
1853 4,270 4,421 151 
1854 16,084 2,339 13,745 
1855 3,329 3,473 144 
1856 4,807 3,028 1,779 
1857 5,924 1,932 3,992 
1858 5,427 2,542 2,885 
1859 3,175 2,450 725 
1860 7,343 2,088 5,255 
1861 8,433 3,594 4,840 
1862 8,188 2,795 5,393 
1863 6,435 2,947 3,488 
1864 2,696 3,911 - 1,215 
1865 3,097 2,298 799 
1866 2,242 3,113 871 
1867 4,794 4,999 205 
1868 11,085 4,209 6,876 
1869 14,994 4,896 10,098 
1870 10,869 4,232 6,637 
1871 5,542 3,264 2,278 
1872 9,773 4,887 4,886 
1873 17,075 6,805 10,270 
1874 16,085 7,710 8,375 
1875 18,021 6,305 11,716 
1876 22,781 8,525 14,256 
1877 10,594 8,161 2,433 
1878 8,992 8,168 806 
1879 9,604 9,220 384 
1880 5,802 7,496 - 1,694 

Source: Coolidge (1909: 498). 
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Year 

1854 
1855 
1856 
1857 
1858 
1859 
1860 
1861 
1862 
1863 
1864 
1865 
1866 
1867 
1868 
1869 
1870 
1871 
1872 
1873 
1874 
1875 
1876 
1877 
1878 
1879 
1880 

APPENDIX B 

a 
IMMIGRATION OF CHINESE vDMEN TO THE UNITED STATES 

Arrivals 

673 
2 

16 
450 
320 
467 

29 
515 
650 

1 
164 
10 

5 
4 

46 
974 

1116 
349 
183 
892 
243 
385 
260 
77 

354 
358 

70 

total arrivals: 8629 

number in u.S. 
census, 1880: 4779 

Source: Coolidge (1909: 502). 
a 
Arrivals in San Francisco only. 
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