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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation explores the connections between the institutions of woric, 

family, and school as revealed through a team ethnography study of two southern 

Louisiana communities. The study focused on the gathering of first-hand accounts of the 

cultural, social, and economic continuum of changes that local households and 

individuals are experiencing in relation to the vicissitudes of employment in the oil and 

gas industry an J the various ways in which household members negotiated, 

r.ccommodated, and resisted the impacts. 

This dissertation also reports on a collaborative research methodology that 

employed a "funds of knowledge" approach that situated public school teacher-

researchers as crucial local members of the project team. Their position as insiders within 

he local schools and households grounded the research process and provided the team 

w ith multiple member checks that helped to validate and authenticate the research. 

As a background to the analyses undertaken here, this study reviews the relevant 

literature on structure and agency as well as critical educational studies of social 

reproduction aiid cultural production. 

Finally, suggestions are made as to possible directions public schools might take 

lo critically coiuiect schools to work and communities. 
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1 

DEFINING THE ISSUES 

Introduction and Background 

Men (sic) make their own history, but they do not make it just as they 
please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but 
under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the 
past (Marx, 1963, p. 15). 

This ethnographic inquiry is about two southern Louisiana communities and the 

cultural, social, and economic continuum of changes that local families and individuals 

are experiencing in relation to the vicissitudes of the pervasive oil and gas industry. My 

dissertation tells a story of how a number of oil workers and their families negotiate, 

accommodate, and resist the social and economic impacts of the total institution of oil 

and the ways in which historical circumstances play a significant role in the articulation 

of their particular sociocultural responses. Specific attention was given to the multiple 

social and ideational factors that fi'ame the community members' possibilities and actions 

and the certain ways in which these individuals and families make sense of their world. 

In some ways, this account is a representation of local cultural worlds embedded in 

the larger impersonal systems of political economy. Thus local cultural units such as the 

family, school, and community are not portrayed as intact, isolated, and outside the forces 

of market and state; rather the perception is that outside structural forces or the big levers 

of society are an integral part of what constitutes the inside cultural sphere and are 

registered, among other sites, in the language, actions, emotions, imaginations, and 
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educational and employment choices of the community members who are the subjects of 

the study. Thus, as inspired by Raymond Williams in his discussion of the complex 

requirements for an ethnographic inquiry and interpretation in the modem world (in 

Marcus & Fisher, 1986), the task of my dissertation inquiry is an attempt to understand 

the subjects' points of view in circumscribed social settings while also representing 

accurately the penetrations of larger forces and the active responses to those forces. 

This study is also about school - one of the circumscribed social settings that most of 

us experience - and the role that formal education plays in shaping the consciousness, 

attitudes, values, and life trajectories of individuals and family members. In a dialectical 

sense, this inquiry also examines how schools are shaped by teachers and administrators 

as well as by the policies of the state and of corporate America. 

How local is this ethnograhic account of two communities? In some ways, this story 

about the sociocultural impacts experienced by the inhabitants of two southern Louisiana 

"oil saturated" towns is quite particular to the location, economics, and the specific 

cultural history of the locale and its residents. The geographic placement of the 

communities' proximity to the Gulf of Mexico and to the numerous waterways that flow 

into the Gulf have influenced settlement, work, educational, and recrea^'ond choices for 

hundreds of years. At the same time, this story, though particular, goes beyond the 

particularities of the Louisiana community members who were interviewed. Many of the 

issues and struggles that are salient in the lives of the study subjects are also of issue in 

the social relationships of many of us living in other US towns or cities as well as for 

those who reside in other parts of the world far away from the bayous and oil patch of 
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southern Louisiana. Given the current prevailing economic conditions such as the globed 

restructuring of cq)ital, the mobility of corporations and industry, the transnational 

movement of labor, the downsizing of labor and industry to maximize profit, and the 

widespread corporate influence and move toward standardization in school curriculum, 

the scale of change in the US echoes changes around the world. Thus by attending to the 

everyday personal, social, and cultural lives of some subjects in a small comer of the US, 

it is possible to locate the global and national in the local, and locate "us" in "them." 

As an ethnographer I have attempted to search for ways of being dialogic in order to 

circumvent the us/them dichotomy in my research and analysis. Being dialogic with the 

subject and subjects of the study has many meanings, but as Douglas Foley (1990) 

remarks, it entails that "ethnographers drop their scientific pretensions, toss their pith 

helmets and imperial advantages, and close the distance between themselves and the 

imaginary other being studied" (p. xvii). Since the social science research I am involved 

in is the ethnography of everyday life in the US rather than a study of exoticized cultures 

in faraway places, I include myself in the conversation on transformations in the changing 

meanings of work, family, and education. Though southern Louisiana is not exactly my 

own backyard since it is relatively distant from the mountains of northern New Mexico 

where I reside, I speak a dialect of the same language as the subjects of the study, I have 

been socialized in similar school systems, and I share the experience of many of the 

respondents in the study of having a father who worked in the oilfield for most of his life. 

So the problems and issues raised in this inquiry around the shake-up and reconfigiuation 

of cultural understandings of the various ways one acts as a family member, a community 
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member, an employee, or an educator resonate far beyond the bayous and marshlands of 

the Gulf Coast area. 

Therefore my research in southern Louisiana has been a way of conducting home 

work, as Thomas Fricke (1998) calls Americanist research - home work that has engaged 

many of my interests in the sociocultural intersections between family, work, and school. 

In order to explore these issues, I joined a team of anthropologists from the Bureau of 

Applied Research in Anthropology from the University of Arizona charged with 

examining the relationships between the institutions of work and family and between 

educational processes and the lifeways of individuals. This government-sponsored 

project, entitled "The Social and Economic Impacts of Outer Continental Shelf Activity 

on Families and Individuals" was funded by the Minerals Management Service (MMS), a 

branch of the Department of Interior. The MMS is responsible for overseeing the 

activities related to the exploration, development, and production of oil and gas on the 

Outer Continental Shelf (OCS). The intent of the contracted three-year regional study was 

to increase understanding of the impacts of OCS development on communities along the 

coast of the Gulf of Mexico and look at multi-generational involvement in OCS-related 

work. 

I brought to my fieldwork in Louisiana an interest in interdisciplinary, collaborative 

research and a history of participation in several research projects based on the "funds of 

knowledge" approach (Gonzalez, 1995; Gonzalez, 1995a: Gonzalez et al., 1995; Moll & 

Diaz, 1996; Velez-Ib^ez & Greenberg, 1992). As one of several university researchers 

working in a team with public school teacher/researchers, I became familiar with the 
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three main components of the funds of knowledge methodology: household analysis 

based on in-depth ethnographic interviews conducted in the homes of their students; 

collaborative study group meetings of the university and pubUc school researchers to 

discuss the interview data and process, and theoretical articles; and curriculum 

development and application related to the flmds of knowledge uncovered in the 

households. My concurrent course woiic in anthropology, ethnography, and education 

deepened and broadened my understandings of qualitative ethnographic fieldwork 

techniques, cultiu^l theory and interpretation, and of the invaluable perspective that an 

anthropological lens offers to educational researchers. 

As a participant in education and anthropology classes and applied projects, I gained 

first-hand experience working collaboratively in a group of qualitative researchers 

employing ethnographic methods of inquiry in order to more clearly understand and 

mediate the complex relationships between teachers and students, and schools and 

communities. For me, involvement in the Louisiana project with its attention to the 

interconnections among the institutions of family, work and school and the employment 

of the flmds of knowledge approach as an important part of its methodology and 

philosophy, coalesced many of my research interests and goals. 

My dissertation research grew out of my participation as a senior research 

assistant with the BARA ethnographic team. The issues I selected to investigate and 

analyze in my dissertation are therefore an extension of my involvement with the MMS 

social impacts study though more precisely focused on "native" understandings of the 

interconnections among work, family, and schooling from the point of view of the men 
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who work in the oil industry and their wives, community leaders, and the teachers and 

administrators of the public schools. More specifically, the problems and issues that I 

contextualized link the local situation of cultural learning and resistance at the level of 

family and individuals to the situation of labor and education in capitalist production. 

Through ethnography, my goal was to register and link to the larger political and 

economic order what is happening to the real social actors caught up in complex 

macroprocesses. To do this I took into account the complexities and scale of post-

industrial capitalism in the US and connect this economic structure to the intimate 

ethnographic detail of experiences of everyday life. 

I have thus critically engaged what Marcus and Fischer (1986) refer to as the 

conventions of ethnographic descriptions that tend to "measure change against some self-

contained, homogenous and largely ahistoric framing of a cultural unit" and moved 

toward a view of culture as never fixed but always in flux, "in a perpetual historically 

sensitive state of resistance and accommodation to broader processes of infiuence that are 

as much inside as outside the local context" (p. 78). Through inquiry based on 

ethnography and a research methodology that includes and depends on the incisiveness of 

different insider understandings, I have located these broader processes of infiuence that 

mediate the actions and agency of study respondents. 

These broader processes, in particular oil industry economics, have also 

personally influenced my own life and given me an emic view of life in an oil family. 

When I was growing up, my father worked in the oilfields of West Texas as a production 

superintendent. Though he was not offshore, he was "in the field" all week and spent 
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some nights away from home when the oil wells he was working on were in distant 

locations. I would sometimes accompany him on Saturdays into the mesquite covered flat 

lands of West Texas to check on a well and talk to the roughnecks, so I became somewhat 

familiar with oilfield jargon and the drilling process. Consequently as I began to talk with 

men and women in Louisiana about their experiences in the oilfields and at home, I 

reflected on my own and my parents' experiences. My father did not work a rotational 

schedule that kept him away from home for long periods of time as did many men in the 

study. My father was able to be home most nights and could attend many of the important 

events in my life. He also had job security, working for the same independent company 

for most of his career. However, his job was dangerous and the tradeoffs my parents 

justified in order to provide us with a comfortable family income were similar in nature to 

the ones the Gulf Coast family members speak of in the interviews. So my research 

compelled me to revisit my own history and, through inquiry and analysis, understand my 

history in a new light. 

Thus, understanding and documenting the many and complex ways in which 

outside macro-level processes become inside processes and impact the everyday lives of 

individuals and communities emerged as the central problem as I engaged the offshore oil 

workers and their spouses in conversations about the ways they make sense of their lives. 

For me, the investigation and analysis of this problem became the prominent concern 

because it challenges what Pierre Bourdieu (1998) calls one of the presimiptions of all 

economies - the radical separation between the economic and the social. The constituent 

dimensions and reciprocal shaping of the two structures became evident in the language. 
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humor, emotions, choices, and justifications that ran throughout the interviews. Many 

interviewees spoke of the disjunctures in their employment history as a result of the 

seemingly inevitable fluctuations in an economy rooted in the oil industry. The effects of 

the valleys and peaks normalized in the oil industry were broadly and differentially 

registered in the socio-economics of local families - in family dynamics, in school 

finances and curriculum, and in the everyday interactions within the communities. A drop 

in the price of a barrel of crude can alter the work lives and family lives of many southern 

Louisiana inhabitants. In short then, the economics of work alters the quality of 

relationships at home, at work, in schools, and in communities and the very meaning of 

work affects the choices, decisions, rewards, and leisure activities of individuals and 

family members. As one boat captain remarked, "(T)he oilfield is like a chess game. And 

that's the way it goes. People are the pawns." Therefore, understanding the rules of the 

game and the differing ways individuals, families, and social institutions are affected and 

in turn affect the game became the "problem problem" (Wolcott, 1990) of my dissertation 

research. Through a multileveled and multidirectional analysis, the structural or 

systematized relations that shape the chess game are theorized as dialectically mediating 

the construction of identity and human action with the possibility of enabling and/or 

constraining the process. 

Importance of the Problem 

The issues studied in my dissertation are significant on multiple levels for the 

various people who are involved in the doing of the research, for those who are the 

subjects of the research, and for educational and occupational policy makers and 
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practitioners. First of all, the involvement of teachers as researchers in their own 

communities assisted them in gaining a deeper sense of understanding of and relation 

with their students and the families of their students - understandings and relationships 

which have the potential to impact their practice and curriculum. Through structured 

discussions with community members, the teachers were situated to comprehend more 

fully than they had before the economic, social, and cultural diversity and differential 

situations of a variety of people. Moreover, the leaming of ethnographic techniques and 

the prolonged engagement with other researchers in the monthly study groups developed 

valuable research expertise and abilities in theory building that will serve them far 

beyond the usual returns of professional development workshops and in-service sessions. 

Second, the issues examined in my research provoke the normalized fiaming of the 

problems of school leavers, in-school and in-work tracking, the function of schools in 

relation to politics and the economy, and the accommodation to and negotiation of the 

routinized social and economic demands of work. I brought to my fieldwork in Louisiana 

an understanding that the social division of labor within corporations and industries as 

well as within schools, families, and communities is not a structure that naturally occurs. 

Rather these fundamental divisions are normalized accomplishments or achievements of 

local and extra-local processes that are outcomes of and rationales for various social 

arrangements. Consequently, I have not surveyed and analyzed these situations 

unproblematically or ahistorically as has been done in some previous studies that look at 

"the ways things are" in schools and communities. Instead, these issues call for 
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multivocal and multileveled accounts and analyses of local conditions and understandings 

supported by a macrosocial, historical perspective. 

A third reason why my chosen research problems are significant is that their 

investigation and analysis contribute to the literature of the anthropology of education 

and work and to the noteworthy compilation of critical ethnographies dealing with the 

interrelations between economies and schooling. Through the exploration of the 

discourses and practices within and about school and work in terms of socio-economic 

reproduction and cultiual production, the origin of the problem of student and worker 

readiness, incompetence, and success shifts from primarily being viewed as being located 

within the person or family to also being a built-in part of large structiiral systems. The 

challenge has been to critically examine schooling, work, and family interactions and 

their relation to economics and politics without contributing to the present blaming game 

that holds public schools and teachers responsible for many of society's ills such as an 

"unprepared, noncompetitve workforce" or the "lack of proper work ethic" among 

today's students. 

A further reason for the importance of delving into the issues I find compelling is 

that we are currently iii a iiinc of what Michael Apple (1993) refers to as a conservative 

restoration. This rightist resurgence initiated in the Reagan years has convinced "a 

significant portion of the population that what is private is now good and what is public is 

bad, inside and outside of education" (Apple, p. 9). The panic over falling standards, 

dropouts, illiteracy, violence in the schools and a loss of traditional values has resulted in 

an intensified call for standardized teaching and learning, a national curriculum that 
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prioritizes the perceived needs of business and the corporate state (and can act to 

legitimize inequality), programs for "choice" such as vouchers and tax credits, and 

attacks on the curriculum for its liberal and multicultural bias at the expense of "real 

knowledge" about the Western tradition. Apple summarizes these trends that characterize 

the conservative restoration as privatization, centralization, vocationaUzation, and 

differentiation - an attempt by a "new hegemonic bloc to transform our very ideas of 

what education is for" (1996, p. 38). Therefore a discussion of how the logic and 

practices of late capitalism contribute to the shaping of the social relations and curriculum 

in schools is well-timed to promote dialogue among parents, teachers, administrators, and 

school policy makers. Though my ethnographically informed research is not a study of 

this conservative political and social movement on school curriculum and student-teacher 

relationships, it does add ethnographic specificity to the way that parents, teachers, and 

administrators are talking about the nexus between school and work. 

Further hope of the study's significance lies in the uncovering of complex gender 

perspectives on schooling, family and work. Through interviewing wives and mothers of 

offshore workers as well as the workers themselves, I hope to bring into focus what 

Solheim (1997) calls the three distinct social realities - his life offshore, her life at home, 

and their one joint life together - and the ways in which individuals and couples balance 

these distinctively different worlds. In this and similar studies, the problem has been 

treated in a pathological framework that predominantly focuses on the psychological 

syndrome that wives may develop as a result of their husband*s frequent offshore 

absences. This way of looking at the issue places the onus of accommodation on the wife 
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and family members of the oil industry employee and does not problematize the way that 

work structures time and social relations in the woriqjlace as well as within the family. 

My research brings these issues into relief. 

As an extension of the studies on the anthropology of work, my dissertation connects 

to the studies concerning cultural production and social reproduction in education. This 

branch of anthropological research is developed in the framework of Marxist and neo-

Marxist theory and concentrates on the ways that economies and culture interact as social 

systems. Studies that focus on the anthropology of work are often written in the 

discursive density of Marxist theory concerning the relations and forces of production. 

Though extremely useful in problematizing the relations between labor and capital in 

post-industrial economies and examining them through a cultural lens, these analyses 

rarely engage the practices of schooling in relation to work. 

Finally, the methodology of this team ethnographic approach, encompassing as it 

does the funds of knowledge perspectives and modes of investigation, has the potential to 

enliven, enrich, and democratize social science research in its unique participatory 

approach. As an extension of the previous fimds of knowledge projects, the incorporation 

of this philosophy and methodology as a part of a team ethnography project adds a new 

dimension and direction to this form of research. 

History of the Treatment of the Problem 

Many of the social science studies that engage the nexus between school and work 

and between work and the family fail to take account of the real social costs of some 

economies. The logic of the so-called global capitalist market that requires ever-flexible 
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labor and production and results in the centralization and concentration of capital, 

confronts and reworics local cultural forms. As the economy and corporations are being 

restructured, the division of labor is being further difierentiated into micro layers that can 

result in employment stress and uncertainty. However, the treatment of the problem in 

many cases has been apolitical and fails to engage the normalized economic logic that can 

create "casualized employment" in woric (Bourdieu, 1998) and social fragmentation in 

families, communities, and schools. What has been missing from many accounts that 

delve into issues of family, community, education and work are the localized responses to 

these relational forms. By focusing on the multiple narrative accounts from a variety of 

differentially situated community members in the two communities of study, my research 

adds a much needed specificity to the school and work restructuring movements. 

Furthermore, social science research rarely takes into account the stories and 

perspectives of a broad spectrum of differently situated industry employees, their 

spouses, the teachers of their children, and interrelated community members. Studies such 

as mine that globally explore the various culturally patterned work ideologies of family, 

school and community members as related to socially constructed economic rationalisms 

are usually abandoned to sociologists who often choose a survey method of inquiry. What 

is lost in this type of statistical inquiry are the rich, varied, and contradictory first-hand 

accounts of people's lives. These narratives ground and put a face on and a voice to local 

experiences of cultural change, shift, and displacement in times marked by the global 

restructuring of production and accumulation. Marcus and Fisher (1986) underscore the 
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radical nature of basing understandings about society and the political economy on 

bottom-up understandings: 

What is most impressive.. .is the sense among political economists that it is the 
understanding of political and economic processes themselves, at the level of 
facts, which is in doubt. These processes are more complex than the dominant 
paradigms seem able to represent them, and thus one obvious course is for 
political economy to rebuild understandings of macrolevel systems from the 
bottom up. In its most radical form, the new political economy is pushed toward 
the particularistic, toward the interpretive and cultiual, and finally toward the 
ethnographic (p. 80). 

Thus social science research that documents in a richly reported context the actual 

labor effects among a small sample of the populace and critically assesses the discourse 

and practice in schools of the development of human capital for meeting the needs of 

post-industrial economy may be an antidote to a reductive, statistically dominated, 

apolitical approach to the problem. Additionally, critical ethnographically informed 

studies such as mine that highlight the mediating power of the cultural sphere while 

attending to sociopolitical and economic constraints alter the usual treatment of the 

problem because they place human beings as actively involved in the construction of 

social reality. The cultural production mode of analysis, of which I consider my work a 

part, identifies stmctural inequalities and injustices but does not stop there. By tracing 

and documenting the practices of individuals and groups who resist, accommodate, 

and/or reproduce societal relations, our understanding of human agency increases. 

Research Questions 

1. How have conmiunity traditions of economic diversification been changed in 

the two particular communities under study and within particular households 

by the oil industry in the Gulf Coast Region? 
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2. What are the sociocultural discourses in the two communities of study 

concerning woiic and school and what relation do these discourses have to 

culture and education? 

3. How are the very meanings and practices of schooling defined by, 

restructured by and related to other social formations such as family, 

corporations, market forces, and community? 

4. In what particular ways has the total institution of the oil industry affected 

individuals and families in the two communities and how are these effects 

linked to a particular moment in world history? 

5. How well does the funds of knowledge philosophy and methodology work 

within a larger framework of a team ethnography, commimity-based regional 

study? 

The Context: The Two Communities 

The two communities of study - Morgan City and New Iberia - lie 60 miles apart 

in the Gulf Coast region of Louisiana. I am not employing pseudonyms for the two towns 

because, as a team, we decided that disguising them was not necessary due to the nature 

of the report. Morgan City, located at the confluence of the Achafalaya River and the 

Intracoastal Canal, is Louisiana's fourth largest official port of entry and offers a short 

route to the Gulf for marine commerce. The community's approximately 14,500 

inhabitants are now predominantly involved in oil industry-related employment but may 

also fail back on seasonal work in commercial fishing, shrimping, and crabbing. The 

importance of these two industries both historically and in the present is highlighted at 
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the annual Shrimp and Petroleum Festival held there every Labor Day weekend. 

However, in contrast to their equal billing in the festival moniker, the harvest of oil and 

gas prevails as the dominant industry in the region. Hence, in the local parlance, oil is 

king. 

Historically and presently, the area supports a diverse population. Originally called 

Tiger Island, the Morgan City townsite was once part of Attakapas Indian Territory. 

Other Native Americans residing in the area before the Europeans arrived in the mid-16* 

century included the Chitimachas gathered in the lower Achafalaya Basin and the 

Hoamas to the west of the present townsite. As of 1996, the Louisiana Dept. of Labor 

reported that in the parish (county) in which Morgan City is located, the remnants of the 

Native American population number only 1.4% of the total count. Other ethnic groups 

contributing to the area's past and present history are the African Americans, Vietnamese, 

and European Americans of French, Spanish, Irish, Scottish, Italian, and English heritage. 

The Acadians, French Canadian ancestors of the present day Cajuns, arrived in east end 

of the area in 1840 and settled heavily along the bayous and marshes. Until the 1970s, 

many descendants of the Acadians still lived in small house boats along the bayous, and 

hunted and trapped for a living but for social, educational, and economic reasons, these 

Cajun families have predominantly moved off of the bayous and into neighboring towns 

and cities. Consequently, within the last several generations, they have also moved away 

from a subsistence economy on the waterways of southern Louisiana into employment 

with local companies, especially those connected to the oil and gas industry. 
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The geography of Morgan City has defined its economic and social history. The 

community is surrounded by water - rivers, lakes, marshes, and bayous - all flowing into 

the nearby Gulf of Mexico. Its geographical location on the Achafalaya River - a major 

tributary of the Mississippi — places it at the big bottom of the Achafalaya basin which 

forms a fimnel with Morgan City as the spigot for this outflow opening into the Gulf. 

Thus the town is in a central position to support the ofifshore oil industry. However, in-

river flows of saltwater coupled with sedimentation and flooding create problems that 

effect the same industry they are positioned to serve. 

The entrance into the town offers two parallel bridges and a glimpse of the many 

boats that support offshore oil exploration and production; fewer commercial shrimping 

boats are visible along the docks and waterways since the bulk of the shrimping industry 

transitioned into the oil service industry in the mid 1960s. However, many Cajun 

families, as well as the Vietnamese who have settled in Aucoin about five miles from 

Morgan City, still stake their livelihoods on the use of their boats - a modified use. Since 

the development of offshore oil exploration, drilling, and production in the deeper waters 

of the open sea, their boats and keen navigational skills are now employed to service the 

oil rigs and production platforms that dot the grid of leases off the Gulf coast and stretch 

for miles out to the open sea. 

Yet the community has not always been a one-industry town, or as in the near 

past, a two-industry town. It was founded in the 1850s by the Morgan City family who 

divided their sugar plantation into lots to form the townsite. At that time and in the 

decades that followed, the area attracted homesteaders who grew fields of sugar cane. 



27 

cotton, and com; orchards of orange, pear, and plum tress; and gardens of sweet potatoes, 

beans, garlic, and cabbage. By 1876, business and industry were more diversified with 

the added commerce in oyster shucking and seafood packing, lumber harvesting and 

milling, coal transport by barges, and the harvest of furs from the bayous and swamps. 

The local newspaper editors wrote of the community's historical "chain reaction" of 

harvesting one natural resource after another - cypress, fiir, seafood, oil and natural gas -

in order to build the community. Since the 1950s, with the over-tapping of the cypress, 

the over-harvesting of the seafood, and the loss of a market for furs, the inhabitants of the 

Morgan City area have become more dependent than ever on the oil and gas industry. 

This current dependency on the political economy of oil - an ever present topic at local 

economic development meetings and Chamber of Commerce sessions — has been 

constructed over time and shapes the social, economic, educational, and even emotional 

states-of-being of the community. 

The payoffs are varied and often contradictory. Employment in the many and 

diverse oil-related companies supports the bulk of the Morgan City citizenry and provides 

needed sales tax revenue for the running of the parish schools and the conmiunity's 

infrastructure. When the oil business is booming, the schools also boom with more 

students and increased operating capital from sales tax and School Section 16 lease 

monies. Also during the up-cycle, the major oil companies locate corporate offices in 

Morgan City and contribute to the school's and community's operations above and 

beyond the salaries of employees. For example, the Morgan City High School sports a 
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Marine Operations Lab that was funded by a major oilfield equipment company and 

serves as the centerpoint of the hands-on vocational education program. 

Yet the town and its inhabitants also bear the brunt of environmental and social 

impacts that result fi-om the drilling, production, and transport of oil and gas: polluted 

waterways, the inevitable boom and bust cycles of the industry, the periodic influx and 

outflow of laborers, and the routinized rotational work schedules of the people who are 

employed on the rigs and platforms. These impacts are often discussed in formal 

meetings as well as in informal social gatherings in homes and coffee shops throughout 

town. Many bemoan the lack of the federal government's revenue sharing fi-om the 

offshore oil and gas leases with the community that shoulders the bulk of the impacts. As 

one city leader noted in a meeting with MMS officials, and I quote from my personal 

notes: 

The industry brings in enough money. But without a nickel for leases, the 
only benefit from jobs is the money spent in the area. We argue that we 
need more from the revenue that's being generated. First, we need to deal 
with the direct impacts. Second, we need to support the industry. And 
third, we need to prepare for the day when the minerals are no longer 
there. (MB, personal notes) 

Another city official echoed this familiar lament: 

(I)n terms of getting a fair and equitable share of the revenue, we are an 
industrial center but the cream is taken off the top. We pay for 
employment, healthcare and all with many people living outside the 
parish. We get the impacts without the benefits. What you feel up front 
you should get on the backside. We do not get the backside. (MB, personal 
notes) 

Thus the small community of Morgan City is marked by a complex nexus of economic 

and social forces that are at once local and transnational in nature. The problems the 
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community is facing fit together with economic and social changes being experienced in 

disparate locales across the region and in some ways, across the world. 

The comparative community of New Iberia is located further inland on the banks of 

the Bayou Teche about 60 miles north of Morgan City. The area was first settled by 

Spanish colonists fi-om Florida. Then in the mid-18"* century, several French families 

were given permission by the Spanish government to homestead along the Bayou Teche 

where the present town of New Iberia now rests. It was incorporated in 1836 and, like 

Morgan City, was laid out by a local sugarcane plantation owner. 

The meandering and pictiuresque Bayou Teche that flows languidly through the 

community defines New Iberia. The waterway is the longest bayou in the state running 

125 miles fi-om Port Barre further north to the lower Achafalaya River near Morgan City 

and eventually to the Gulf. It provides local navigation for smaller vessels and serves as a 

flood distributary and drainage outlet for overflow waters. The Bayou Teche also defines 

the socioeconomic boundaries of the town with the antebellum plantation homes and the 

more recently built plantation-like homes situated along its banks and within its 

switchbacks. Many tourists flock to the small community to visit these historic homes 

and the picturesque downtown area that adds to the economic base of the area. 

The geography of flat, fertile farmland in the New Iberia area has created an 

agricultural economic base that plays a larger role in the community's employment 

possibilities and politics than in neighboring Morgan City, which has little arable land. 

Fields of sugar cane dominate the landscape surrounding the community and the sugar-

sweet smell of cane being processed at the local cooperative mill punctuates the air 
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during the fall months. Consequently, the biggest festival in this community is the annual 

Sugarcane Festival celebrated in the month of September. In addition to sugarcane, rice, 

cotton, and peppers are also farmed in the area and salt and other natural resources are 

mined. 

Though New Iberia's economy is more diversified than that of coastal Morgan 

City, many of the inhabitants remain ever-dependent on the oil and gas industry and its 

service company spin-offs. The Port of Iberia, established by the Louisiana legislature in 

1938 and dredged in 1945, is located on the outskirts of the town. This inland port 

connects New Iberia to the Gulf via dredged canals that flow into to the Intracoastal 

Waterway and eventually to Weeks Bay. Employment at the port centers around the 

fabrication of production platforms and drilling rigs, the cleaning and repair of offshore 

oil rigs, and offshore service and support. Many other New Iberia citizens are employed 

by one of the major or minor oil companies that drill and produce oil in the Gulf, often 

working the fixed rotational schedules of 7 and 7 or 14 and 14, as do many of the oil 

industry employees of Morgan City. Since the offshore rig and platform work physically 

takes place miles out in the ocean or at times overseas, employees can live almost 

anywhere if they can get to the departure point on the Gulf when it is time to helicopter 

out to the isolated, island-like structures. Hence commuting takes on a new meaning for 

residents of these two communities. 
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

My dissertation research questions the many ways in which work matters in the lives 

of oil industry employees, their spouses, and their children. This ethnographic inquiry 

investigates the interplay between the structuring properties of the political economy, 

work and school and the agency with which individuals and families creatively construct 

their lives. I am convinced that a theoretical approach based on an oppositional 

framework of structure vs. agency as an analytical tool is less useful than a dialectical 

understanding of the issues that focus on the interplay between "the large levers of 

society" and the ways social actors make sense of their lives. For me, the crucially 

interesting thing about the structure/agency dialectic is how culture mediates the complex 

and often contradictory responses and expressive practices of the subjects of my 

dissertation study. Thus I have employed a thematic approach to this review of the 

literature starting with a critical discussion of binary thinking and some of the more 

recent challenges to this oppositional framework. 

Framing issues in terms of opposites is prevalent in theoretical thinking in many 

different societies and across historical time. Referred to by Macedo (1994) as forming a 

"conceptual minefield," binary thinking can lead to simplistic and reductive analysis of 

an either/or nature. Also problematic is the tendency to privilege the first term or 

principle, as in mind/body, center/periphery, man/woman, educated/uneducated, or 

structure/agency, therefore placing the second term in a subordinate position. Dualisms 
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form the basis for various strands of structuralist thinking such as base/superstructure in 

Marx, langue/parole in Saussure, Levi-Strauss' nature/culture polarity, and Althusser's 

good subject/bad subject. The principle of binary opposition as forming the basis of deep 

internal relations within the structures under study is an overall theme in structuraUst 

thinking. 

In the last several decades, a turn toward what is referred to as poststructuralist 

thought, particularly in linguistics, anthropology, and feminist theory has led to a 

deconstruction of the fixedness of the patterns of polarities in order to apprehend meaning 

in "the play of difference in the process of signification" (Giddens, 1979, p. 30). 

Associated with this tum in linguistics is Derrida who critiques the tight fit between 

Saussure's structuralist polarities of signifier and signified to focus on the processes and 

relations between opposing abstractions which form a chain of meanings. Derrida (in 

Sarup, 1989) suggests that it is important to put all meanings elevated (and ranked) by 

social ideologies "under erasure" in order to deconstruct the one-to-one correspondence 

between the concepts and uncover the embedded historical traces that inhabit the term's 

uses. The deconstruction of binaries is seen as a "critical process of undetennining or 

unraveling oppositions and the boundaries between them, showing how one term of 

antithesis inheres within the other" (p. 56). Derrida undermines the notion of the stability 

of knowledge and of the stable boundaries between a concept and its meaning. In this 

sense, the structure/agency dualism is a text that can be read as a play of relations 

between the two signs. 
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Feminist scholars have initiated articulate critiques of the paradigm of binary 

opposition characterized by relations of power which are based on the dynamics of 

dominance and repression. These relations of power are expressed in familiar hierarchies 

such as object/subject, man/woman, and rational/emotional. At times overlapping with 

poststructuralist philosophy (and at other moments quite critical of "epistemology of free 

play" stance), feminists employ the language of difference, multivocality, and 

multiplicity to challenge the dualistic structure of polarities. Irigaray (in Martin., 1997) 

contends that the patriarchal structure of language is a primary vehicle for the cultural 

representation of women and the construction of males as the norm. Along with other 

scholars she calls for a move beyond binaries to a new language for the subjectivity of 

women. Feminist anthropologists Macia-Lees, Sharpe, and Cohen (1989) pose difBcult 

questions related to the feminist and postmodern call for a language of difference: "Can 

we think of difference without putting it against a norm? Can we recognize difference, 

but not in terms of hierarchy?" (p. 27). These questions bring to light the difficulty of 

constructing dialogue and cultural accounts that subvert the hierarchy of binary discourse. 

Though feminists are not always able to completely surpass oppositional dualisms in their 

analysis (Martin, 1997), the strategic and political challenge to the binaries in the 

dualistic structure of language and the hidden power relations in the paradigm clearly 

contributes to this discussion of the usefulness of binary thinking. 

Also located in a tradition that attempts to refigure sedimented oppositions are 

critical pedagogues Paulo Freire, Henry Giroux, Donaldo Macedo and Peter McLaren 

who advocate dialectically theorizing oppositions as acts of theoretical reconstruction to 
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get at the "inner history" stored in the categories in any theory. Influenced by the critical 

theorists of the Frankfiut School, particularly Adorao and Marcuse, and the concept of 

dialectics as commonly used by Marx and Hegel, the critical pedagogues employ the 

notion of dialectics as it reveals "the insufficiencies and imperfections in finished systems 

of thought.. .(the) incompleteness where completeness is claimed. It embraces that which 

is in terms of that which is not, and that which is real in terms of potentialities not yet 

realized" (Held in Giroux, 1997, p. 43). Adomo (1973) suggested that the limitations of 

fixed binary logic could be revealed through the tracing of the social and political history 

of categories of concepts under consideration. Marcuse (in Giroux, 1997) underscores the 

usefulness of dialectical thought in comprehending the contradictory nature of reaUty and 

in breaking down the "self-assurance and self-contentment of (the) common sense" of 

binary thought (p. 43). Therefore, a theoretical reconstruction based on dialectic thought 

depends on a rigorous historical and social analysis of the terms posed in polarity for the 

analytic structure to retain its explanatory power (Freire, 1985). Freire is mindful that 

what lies between the oppositions is a "dynamic of precarious relations" in which real 

people live and act in the world. This fucus on the power of human activity and 

knowledge as a dynamic force that shapes social relationships and cultural configurations 

animates the structure/agency polarity. 

The Structure and Agency Connection 

The principle issue in my dissertation inquiry is the dialectical connecting of the 

notion of cultiu^l production or agency with structural explanations in the analysis of the 

constraints and transformative possibilities embedded in the social relations of families. 
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schooling and work. To approach explanations of how the terms structure and agency will 

be conceptualized, I turn first to Raymond Williams' (1976) Keywords. Williams 

contends that words have an intellectual and historical shape - a tradition of use and 

meaning formed through everyday usage as well as usage in particular specialized 

contexts. Each of Williams' keywords is one that at some time in his inquiry into 

vocabulary "virtually forced itself on (his) attention because the problems of its meanings 

seemed to be inextricably bound up with the problems it was being used to discuss" (p. 

15). In developing Keywords, Williams theorized that particular uses of each word or 

cluster of interrelated words seemed to bind together certain ways of seeing culture and 

society. Other uses and meanings of words or word clusters seemed to open up issues and 

problems, centering the words as elements of those problems. Each of the keywords then 

is seen as having its own internal development and structure as well as a structure of 

interconnection to other words and contexts that Williams calls "networks of usage." 

Meanings are both particular and relational. 

Williams' analysis of the processes of meanings as particularly social (relational) and 

historical is important to this exploration of the structure/agency dialectic because the 

analysis underscores the constitutive nature of language. One the one hand, the way we 

use language shapes the way we think about and mediate our world. On the other hand, 

our experiences in the world shape the way we use language and the meanings we assign 

to the language we use. Thus, the variations of meanings through time embody different 

human experiences and readings of those experiences as well as different ideologies and 

hierarchies of power. In order to trace the social and political histories of the terms 
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employed in the dialectic of structure/agency, I briefly consider them separately in order 

to build a case for the dialectic relation between the two terms. 

Structure Under Erasure. Structure, as one of Williams' keywords, derives from 

the Latin root word struere, to build. As a noun of process, the earliest uses of the term 

denoted the action of building as well as the manner of construction. Of central 

importance to contemporary use of structure in social theory is this sense of the "mutual 

relation of constituent parts or elements of a whole as defining its particular nature" (p. 

301) which emphasizes the decisive aspect of a complex organization of relations. 

Williams notes that we owe to physics this particular development of the notion of 

structure - the sense of "deep internal relations, discoverable only by special kinds of 

observations and analysis" (p. 303). Correspondingly, in linguistics and anthropology, a 

structuralist interpretation places the primary emphasis on "the deep permanent 

structiu-es of which the observed variations of languages and cultures are forms" (p. 304). 

Though much structuralist thinking penetrates below the level of surface appearances, in 

the most reductive application of the thought, structural relations are hypothesized as 

determining of human life. Giddens (1979), and other theorists to whom I will turn later, 

critiques this sense of structuralist analysis as "riddled with dualisms" that limit the 

possibility of generating a satisfactory account of subject formation and human agency. 

In more multileveled and multidirectional analysis, structural or systematized relations 

are theorized as mediating the construction of identity and human action dialectically 

with the possibility of enabling and/or constraining the process. It is in the latter sense 

that I will approach the investigation of the social, historical, cultural, and political 



37 

factors that recursively interact with the positioned subjectivity and agency of actors in 

families, schools, and work. 

Anthony Giddens (1979) theorizes this complexified understanding of the effects of 

macro-structures on human action by posing the concept of structuration, a notion that 

encompasses the duality of structure. Structuration, for Giddens, refers to the structuring 

properties that recursively bind time and space, rules and resources in social systems (p. 

64). This idea breaks any singular relation between a social rule (structural constraint) 

and resources (capabilities of exercising power). The power that Giddens hypothesizes is 

conceived as neither solely individual nor collective but connects them together as part of 

the duality of structure. Therefore, the dual nature of structure takes into account the 

fundamentally recursive character of social life and stresses the mutual dependence of 

structure and agency. To clarify this important aspect of Giddens' analysis and coimect it 

to the central theoretical foundations of this dissertation, I quote him at some length. 

According to the notion of the duality of structure, rules and resources are 
drawn upon by actors in the production of interaction, but are thereby also 
reconstituted through such interaction. Structure is thus the mode in which 
the relations between moment and totality expresses itself in social 
reproduction....The differences that constitute structures, and are 
constituted structurally...involve a dialectic of presence and absence 
which ties the most minor and trivial forms of social action to structural 
properties of the overall society (1979, p. 71). 

Thus, for instance, in considering schools as structures of routinized interactions 

within larger structures of interaction, it is important to clarify that as institutions they do 

not work "behind the backs" of teachers, students, parents, administrators, and policy 

makers who are involved in the accustomed activities and ideologies of schools. Instead it 

is essential to think of all those involved as actively participating in the production and 
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reproduction of the interactions in schools as well as their efifects. However, the presence 

of the actual modes of participation and interaction and their e£fect carry the traces of the 

seemingly absent social and cultural histories of the actors. Therefore, in addition to the 

consideration of institutionalized structuring properties, structuring properties such as 

race, ethnicity, class, and gender are always a presence. 

In sum, the usefulness of the concept of social structure to this discussion of the 

macro forces that interact with the agency of community and family members at work 

and in schools is that thinking about structured interactions and relations allows us to 

think beyond habit. In this sense, structure is a paradigm or mental hypothesis that 

suggests a framework for thought and debate about fundamental problems. Kuhn (1962) 

argues that paradigmatic thinking is a kind of puzzle-solving that assumes the problems 

under consideration have solutions. At the same time, Kuhn warns that paradigms can 

also "insulate the community from those socially important problems that are not 

reducible to puzzle form, because they cannot be stated in terms of the conceptual and 

instrumental tools that paradigm supplies" (p. 37). Thus, structuralist thinking offers 

certain very useful conceptual tools, but the productivity of the thinking and resultant 

reflexive action depends on placing people, as contradictory and active agents, in the 

structural model. 

Agency Under Erasure. Before fully examining the recursive relations between 

social actors and the structural properties that shape and are shaped by those actors, the 

term agency requires closer consideration. Agency, a buzzword in contemporary social 

theory, is employed in a number of different ways in the literature. Unlike the previously 
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considered term of structure, the word agency is not to be found as a keyword in 

Williams' Keywords. The term does not have the same depth and breadth of historical 

traces as does structure. I have yet to come across a group of theorists called "agentists" 

or an area of thought referred to as "agentism." (Activity theorists may best approximate 

agentists.) However, related words such as "behavior" and "subject" do appear and 

connect to agency in a network of usage. 

There is a general absence of the term in the majority of educational studies in the 

last several decades, except among critical pedagogues, cultural studies theorists and 

some anthropologists. However, Popkewitz (1997) suggests that the concept dates back to 

the IP"* century modernist social science literature in which actors (parent, child, 

male/female, class) became agents who could be identified as effecting progressive social 

change. As part of the registers of fi-eedom and a modem liberal democracy, Popkewitz 

argues that at the turn of the 20*^ century, the idea of individual agency connected to the 

notion of voluntarism and self-discipline as a means of personal development and social 

transformation within a community. The social science discourses (interrogated by 

Foucault (1973) in The Order of Things) created the "duality that made the person into an 

object of scientific scrutiny and a reflective agent" (Popkewitz, p. 20). This notion of 

actor as agent depended on a theoretical fi-amework of a stabilized structure against which 

it was possible to understand change. In the Marxist tradition, this "stabilized space" was 

the class structure. 

How does "agency" differ fi-om "subjectivity"? Is it the same as behavior or action? 

Can agency, like the concept of structure, be considered as potentially constraining and 
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enabling? Levinson (1997) contends that the term agency is too broad and encompasses 

all action and creativity. He prefers the use of the term "subject" or schooled subjectivity 

when discussing the structure/agency coupling in relation to education. In this light, a 

subject, as contrasted to an object, is thought of as a thinking agent with an active mind 

who can consciously shape and respond to life's circumstances. I find the replacement of 

agency with subjectivity compelling but I hesitate to replace one problematic term with 

another. Subject, with its derivation from the Latin root word sub as in "under" and 

jacere meaning "to throw or cast," carries a history of use that connotes a person who is 

dominated by a more powerful other (Williams, p. 308). Althusser's (1971) elaboration 

of the inescapable process of being hailed as a subject, of being interpellated by ideology, 

also carries a theoretical gloominess that largely disallows the possibility of — for lack of 

a better word — agency. Moreover, Foucault's (1984) extensive articulation of the 

discursive process of subject formation also generally ignores a creative response on the 

part of the subject. While it is exceedingly crucial to understand the ways in which the 

mechanisms of power-knowledge construct subjectivities in and out of schools, it seems 

that a multifaceted theory of agency contributes to that understanding. 

Perhaps the word agency is one of those words that Williams suggests opens up 

issues and problems, with the very usage of the word being an element of the problems it 

opens up. Agency opens up the problem of action and activity in response to various 

constraints and/or possibilities. The responsiveness implied in the use of agency differs 

from the general sense of a behavioral response in its level of determination by the 

environment. Freire (1970) makes a salient distinction between behavior and agency in 
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humans by noting that humans transcend mere activity or behavior in their interactions in 

the world by exercising consciousness. Freire states: 

As beings of praxis, humans differ from animals which are beings of pure 
activity.. .[Human] activity consists of action and reflection: it is praxis: it 
is transformation of the world. And as praxis it requires theory to 
illuminate it. [Human] activity is theory and practice" (p. 96). 

Giddens (1979) further reinforces this important point by stressing that: 

(A)ll social actors, no matter how lowly, have some degree of penetration 
of the social forms that oppress them.. .It is not implausible to suppose that 
those in subordinate positions in a society might have a greater penetration 
of the conditions of social reproduction than those who otherwise 
dominate them (p. 72). 

Giddens also reminds us that what an actor knows as a competent but historically and 

spatially located member of society is bounded in certain ways by the situated character 

of the actors' experience and history, but is not reducible to these contingencies. 

Therefore, gender, race, ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, and other situating aspects 

interact with and influence agency but do not, in the last instance, determine its form or 

direction or outcome. 

Further elaborating this response-with-purpose concept of agency, Giroux (1981, 

1983, 1997) extends the explanatory power of the concept by theorizing agency as 

encompassing generative, creative, and transformative aspects of human action. Giroux 

critically responds to Frankfurt School theorists Horkheimer and Adomo who claim that 

human beings exhibit little or no agency in a massified society, especially in relation to 

consumer behavior. McLaren stresses the importance of Giroux's critique of the humans-

as-passive stance: 
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Giroux's understanding of human agency militates against the idea that 
human subjects are reflections of some innate, ahistorical essence or that 
they are passive victims caught in the web of ideological 
formations.. .Giroux has endowed social agents with the ability to 
transcend their historical situatedness.. .and not succumb to the 
inevitability of a tradition which holds them prisoners of fixed ideas and 
actions" (in Giroux, 1988, p.xiv). 

While illuminating the transformative possibilities of human agency, Giroux is also 

careful to avoid a romanticism of the active agent as able to leap all institutionalized 

constraints in a single bound. To take human agency seriously, remarks Giroux (1997): 

(W)e must acknowledge the degree to which historical and objective 
societal forces leave their ideological imprint.. .to set the groundwork for a 
critical encounter between oneself and the dominant society, and to 
acknowledge what this society has made of us and what it is we no longer 
want to be (p. 90). 

The use of the term agency opens up another issue that is dealt with in this 

dissertation research - the problematic of resistance as a form of agency. Abu-Lughod, 

similar to critical pedagogues, warns against romanticizing resistance as simply a positive 

sign of the failure of structural systems of oppression and suggests instead that we trace 

the many resistances of various members of a society "to help us grasp the fact that they 

intersect and to help us to understand the ways in which they do" (1989, p. 83). 

Resistance as agency is seen in a positive light as a diagnostic tool that can be used to 

expose and analyze complex power relations within societal institutions whether the 

effects of resistance are positive or negative, intentional or unintentional. 

And finally, any explication of the concept of agency must necessarily address the 

relation of agency to power. Power is regularly instantiated in action in both a 

constraining and enabling sense, as transformative capacity and as domination. Foucault's 
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(1995) extensive analysis of the effects of the knowledge-power construct as productive 

as well as negative and Giddens (1979) ideas on the relations of power as always two-

way (autonomous and dependent) will run through the following consideration of the 

interplay of structure and agency. Also Eric Wolfs (1999) accounting of how relations of 

power structure cultural and social contexts and implicate ideas is helpful as I analyze the 

nature of the variable relation between ciq>italism and the settings of household, school, 

and work that it penetrates. Thus power is theorized not as a residing in a place such as 

the core or in a dominant person or group of people, but more usefully as an initiator of 

action - a call that initiates a response. Power, then, should be talked about in terms of 

social relations rather than specific to one site. This use of the metaphor of power then 

highlights praxis and conceptualizes the world as made out of the interplay of 

social/cultural/political actors occupying different places in society. 

Structure and Aeencv in Theoretical Interaction 

I agree with Lois Weis (1996) that it is our tendency as theorists and practitioners to 

"put ourselves in little theoretical camps (which) often means that we ignore the insights 

of other camps, and have a difficult time working across intellectual borders" ( p. xi). To 

avoid this pitfall, I first want to consider the theories of social and cultural reproduction 

and cultural production as processually co-constructing one another. Rather than placing 

them on a unidirectional, linear continuum of value with the structure-weighted theories 

holding down the left end and the agency-weighted theories on the right, I find it more 

helpful to recognize that all the theorists being discussed place structure and agency in 

relation, or more radically, in crisis. Just as structure and agency play off of each other 
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within the theories, the theories within the paradigm are in a dynamic process of 

contradiction playing off each other and changing the way we talk about, envision, and 

ultimately participate in bringing about democratic schooling and more socially just work 

situations. The nest of theories is similar to Ely's (1991) "circles within circles" with no 

single point of resolution nor a developmental, evolutionary path of theoretical stages 

progressing from simple to complex. Instead I am conceptualizing the interrelation of 

theories of social and cultural reproduction and production as forming a discourse of 

different "registers and scaffolding that give intelligibility to the debates" (Popkewitz, p. 

27). 

Thomas Kuhn (1962) notes that "the road to a firm research consensus is 

extraordinarily arduous" (p. 15). In the case of this grouping of qualitative and 

ethnographic research, theoretical consensus is less the goal than is a disruption of 

positivist theoretical thinking that does little to get beyond and dig below surface 

explanations of school failure/success and school's relationship to work and the corporate 

world. As I engage the prominent theories that inform my dissertation, I consider all the 

theories as emancipatory in the sense that each theory, whether weighted by stmctural 

determinants or lightened to possibilities of agency, stands as a historical critique of "the 

way things are." Taken as a whole, the theories pose explicitly political questions about 

the contradictory ways in which schools as institutions shape young people and their life 

trajectories while being shaped by them. These theories are emancipatory in that they 

engage the taken-for-granted ways that one group of individuals comes systematically to 
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dominate another as well as the struggle against that domination. Terry Eagleton (1989) 

eloquently reflects on the difficulty of the task: 

The point of emancipatory theory is to regress us to childhood.. .Children 
make the best theorists since they have not yet been educated into 
accepting our routine social practices as 'natural,' and so insist on posing 
to those practices the most embarrassingly general and fundamental 
questions, regarding them with a wonderful estrangement which we adults 
have long forgotten.. .The true difficulty of (emancipatory) theory springs 
from its demand that we return to childhood by rejecting what seems 
natural and refusing to be fobbed off with shifty answers from well-
meaning elders (p. 34-35). 

Moreover, the theorists I will bring into conversation in discussing critical 

educational and work issues are emancipatory in the sense that they transgress discursive 

frontiers in order to engage in ideas that have a vital bearing on the wider political 

culture. In addition, the critical educational theorists critique the logic of positivist 

rationality that suppresses what Giroux refers to as our historical consciousness, a 

consciousness that has the potential to provide conceptual insight into how oppression 

might mask itself in the language and lived experiences of daily life. As opposed to the 

positivist tunnel vision mode of thinking that takes into account only a small and 

seemingly detached areas of social reality, the theories that inform this discussion place 

schools in the nexus of economic, social and political interests. Taken together, this circle 

of theories creates a processual analysis of the re-formation of the dualism between 

agency and structure, a re-formation that makes possible a critical investigation of the 

contradictory process of human beings coming together in schools and in work to make, 

reproduce and resist the conditions of their existence. I agree with Giroux that at the heart 

of this theoretical and practical endeavor is "a flmdamental concern with the question of 
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how we can make school meaningful in order to make it critical, and how we can make it 

critical in order to make it emancipatory" (1997, p.71). The goal of making school 

meaningful, critical and emancipatory is directly related to the post-school work life and 

family life of individuals like those who are the subjects of my research. 

Theories of Social Reproduction and Cultural Production 

In order to consider the relation of school to woric and the patterned woric ideas that 

are produced in schools and on the job, I find it helpful to turn to the critical theories of 

social reproduction and cultural production. The first wave of these critical studies that 

emerged in the 1970s attempted to answer the question of how and why the class 

structure is reproduced generation after generation with working class kids generally 

educated to take working class jobs. Drawing on the work of Max Weber, Emile 

Durkheim, and especially Karl Marx, social reproduction theorists employed varying 

approaches to critique the liberal rhetoric of school as the great equalizer, the level 

playing field on which students from all social milieu compete on an equal basis. To 

begin, Bowles and Gintis (1976) broke critical ground with their detailed scrutiny of 

interaction in classrooms that demonstrated the role of American schooling in preparing 

young people for participation in capitalist society. Though their correspondence model 

of socialization that creates an isomorphic relationship between schools and the economic 

system has become overgeneralized and widely criticized as leaving no room for agency, 

Bowles and Gintis as well as others including Berstein (1973), and Sharp and Green 

(1975) disrupted the American myth of universal upward mobility based on merit and 

talent. These early studies focused on structural forces outside the school, especially the 
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capitalist economic system, that shape differential implicit and explicit educational 

practices for children of varying backgrounds and act to legitimate and reproduce social 

stratification. The class struggle was exposed as occurring in the classrooms of the 

nation's schools, sites previously considered to be ideologically neutral. 

Bowles and Gintis elaborated the structural differences among schools serving 

working class neighboiiioods and those in suburbia. An emphasis on rules and behavioral 

control was found to dominate interactions in working class schools while the school 

interactions in suburbia favored "greater student participation, less direct supervision, 

more student electives, and in general, a value system stressing internalized standards of 

control" (p. 132). According to Bowles and Gintis, variations in the expectations of 

students, their parents, and the teachers and administrators were also structured 

curricularly and interactionally with students tracked into strands of classes that prepared 

them to assume their expected position in the class structure (see Fine, 1991; Mehan, 

1992; and Wheelock, 1992 among others for more contemporary studies of tracking and 

untracking). Schooling in this view creates in students tlie attitudes and dispositions 

necessary for them to passively accept the social and economic imperatives of a capitalist 

economy. 

In Althusser's (1971) terms, the schools as primary ideological state apparatuses, are 

sites where the process of reproduction of labor power occurs in a manner that serves the 

interests of the dominant capitalist class. Althusser further contends that students not only 

leam the techniques and knowledges necessary for their position in the class structure, but 

also leam the rules of good behavior that "should be observed by eveiy agent in the 
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division of labor, according to the job he is destined for" (p. 132). However, Althusser 

ignores any sustained analysis of day-to-day classroom practices by theorizing the 

reproductive function of schools without taking into account school actors, thus 

"sacrificing the possibility of human struggle and resistance" (Giroux, 1981, p. 404). 

What is also lacking in Althusser's accounts is the ethnographic detail of the first-hand 

narratives of schooled subjects after they leave schools and begin to maiicet their labor 

power in sites such as the oil industry. It is only through these specific and various self-

reports and their analyses that we can grasp the variable ways in which the "primary 

ideological state apparatus" of school shapes individuals' dispositions and their place in 

the division of labor. 

Though social reproduction theories delve beneath the surface of the received 

category of schooling in capitalist America to examine the structuring properties of class, 

the dialectical interaction between structure and agency is left untheorized in these 

analyses. The notion of class is reified into a rigid structure and "fi'ozen for analytical 

inspection" (Rosaldo, 1993). According to E. P. Thompson, a more useftil theoretical 

construct of class "entails the notion of historical relationship. Like any other 

relationship, it is a fluency which evades analysis if we attempt to stop it dead at any 

given moment and anatomize its structure" (in Rosaldo, 1993, p. 106). Thus in my 

analyses of the narratives of oil industry employees, their wives, and local school 

personnel, I avoid placing the subjects of the study in the received category of "the 

working class" which leaves little space for the contingent forms of agency demonstrated 

by real people making sense of their lives. Moreover, in my engagement with the 
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community members of two rural communities, no one ever referred to themselves as 

belonging to the working class or the middle class. What is more revealing is tracing in 

their conversations what Thompson calls the notion of historical relationship. How do 

their economic and social relationships differ from that of their parents, grandparents, and 

now children? To what do they attribute these differences in relationship? How do 

schools mediate the changes in these important historical relationships? 

In the overly mechanistic stance of reproduction theory, school functions as a stacked 

deck structured by class which reproduces the stacked deck outside the school walls in 

the working world. A student's educational and employment trajectories are seen as 

subordinated and reproduced by the logic and rules of capitalism playing out in the arena 

of schools. Consequently, this line of thought supposes that the overarching ideology of 

class domination in the schools precludes the existence of contradictions or the possibility 

of productive resistance or social change. Therefore, reproduction theories are necessary 

to demystify the coimections between the economic structure and school and work 

structures but not sufficient to help educators, students, and their families understand the 

many ways in which cultural forms and social processes mediate the school and later the 

work experience. 

Also concerned with the ways in which capitalist societies sustain their rules, logic 

and class structures, Pierre Bourdieu and Claude Passeron (1977) developed a complex 

theory of the mediating role of culture in the reproduction of privilege. In their view, 

schools were not seen simply as mirroring society but as more autonomous symbolic 
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institutions that reproduce existing power relations subtly through the production and 

distribution of what it means to be educated. 

Bourdieu's most important contributions to reproduction theory are the concepts of 

cultural capital and habitus. The first concept, cultural capital, refers to different sets of 

linguistic and cultural competencies that individuals inherit through socialization in their 

families. More specifically, a child inherits "sets of meaning, quahties of style, modes of 

thinking, and types of dispositions that are accorded a certain social value and status as a 

result of what the dominant class(es) label as the most valued" (Giroux, 1981, p. 408). 

Because schools generally tend to legitimate and reproduce the white, middle-class 

culture as the norm, students who enter school with a valued and useful set of skills and 

dispositions are at a decided advantage. Bourdieu underscores the educational double 

bind for students who do not embody the cultural capital that is rewarded in schools when 

he states that "(b)y doing away with giving explicitly to everyone what it implicitly 

demands of everyone, the educational system demands of everyone alike that they have 

what they (the educational systems) do not give" (1977, p. 494). Power and culture are 

linked through the exchange value of middle and upper class cultural capital that can be 

parlayed into superior academic performance and eventually into superior jobs. As 

MacLeod (1995) contends, "Schools reproduce social inequality, (and) by dealing in the 

currency of academic credentials, the educational system legitimates the entire process" 

(p. 14). Thus as one group of students' cultural capital is valorized and built upon in 

everyday school practices and interactions, the cultural capital of linguistically and 
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culturally subordinated students often remains undervalued, neglected, and in Ruiz's 

(1988) terms, viewed as a problem rather than a resource. 

Coupled with the concept of cultural capital is Pierre Bourdieu's ad^tation of 

Marcel Mauss's (1954 [1925] ) notion of habitus, which Bourdieu defines as "a 

subjective but not individual system of internalized structures, schemes of perception, 

conception, and action" common to members inhabiting similar social worlds (Bourdieu 

& Passeron, 1977, p. 86). As mentioned earlier, the concept of habitus is especially 

germane since it is seen as functioning as a kind of mediating link between individuals 

and their social world, between structures (such as language, schools and economics) and 

social practices, between social reproduction and cultural production. As I understand the 

concept of habitus, Bourdieu would contend that if a Mexican American child enters 

school as a Spanish speaker from a woridng class barrio, he enters school with certain 

internalized values and attitudes about schooling. According to Reese et al.(1991), Nieto 

(1992), Valdes (1996) and Diaz Soto (1997) the parents of many such children have 

inculcated them with a belief that school is an important avenue for becoming somebody 

and they should try hard to succeed. However, after years inside the structure of 

schooling with its high regard for the cultural capital of the middle and upper class 

students and a reciprocal devaluing of the heritage language and culture of the student, 

the linguistically and cultiually subordinate child comes to believe that he is unlikely to 

achieve academic success. This child may lower his aspirations, resist the dominant 

ideology, and eventually succeed in failing. In this way, the school experiences and 

relations of power have implicated ideas and inscribed new dispositions in the child's 
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habitus which in turn structure social experiences that act to reproduce the existing 

structures. The seeming naturalness rather than arbitrariness of this process of domination 

and social stratification and resultant academic underachievement and tracking into blue 

collar jobs of a vast number of students is an aspect of what Bourdieu refers to as 

symbolic violence. 

Thus the value of Bourdieu's analysis to the theoretical foundations of this 

dissertation is that it poses culture as a mediating factor. However, unless one is endowed 

with the valued cultural capital that has currency in school, it would seem that one's 

habitus acts as a form of self-sabotage that contributes to the subjugation of the student. I 

agree with Giroux (1981) when he claims that Bourdieu's concept of habitus has 

eloquent, explanatory power but that "in the end, the concept emerges only as a form of 

hegemony for those under the sway of ruling class interests. In the final analysis, the 

notion of habitus smothers the possibility for social change and.. .reduces its author to a 

prophet of gloom" (italics in the original, p. 409). If we adhere to Bourdieu's ultimate 

conclusion, there is scant justification for the possibility of pedagogical interventions 

such as bilingual education or collaborative inquiry or for a critical multicultural 

approach to curriculum and classroom dialogue to counteract the reproduction of the 

social and economic structure. Also, Bourdieu's concepts along with those of Bowles and 

Gintis and Althusser view class domination as the only mode of oppression, leaving 

patriarchy, racism, sexual discrimination and other oppressive structures out of the 

equation. Not only are there multiple ways that individuals and groups experience 



53 

oppression, but there are also multiple ways in which human beings struggle against 

oppression and for social change. 

Bourdieu's work sparked many fruitful studies that sought to examine more 

specifically how the schools devalued the cultural capital of the working class while 

valorizing the cultural capital of the middle and upper class. Lareau (1987, 1989) and 

Anyon (1980) compared the home-school relations in woildng class schools to those in 

upper and middle class neighboilioods and found that cultural capital mattered. The level 

and quality of parental involvement was linked to the social and cultural resources 

available to the parents, with working class parents intervening less in their child's 

education and participating less and in less powerful ways in school activities. The 

resources and participation structures of the middle and upper class parents were found to 

broker an ease of access and influence in schools while the social and cultural resources 

of working class and minoritized families actually limited parental access and 

participation. By this accoimt, the economic and cultural structures of working class 

families are crucial factors that can limit and restrict the effectiveness of parental agency. 

Lareau localizes, specifies and broadens Bourdieu's notion of cultural capital. As Mehan 

(1992) remarks: 

By showing that working-class families and middle-class families each 
have a stock of knowledge, routines, rituals, and practices that are 
meaningful, coherent, and goal directed but that only one is picked up and 
celebrated by the school, Lareau modulates the latent determinism in 
Bourdieu's position (p. 5). 

In short, Lareau's analysis underscores the arbitrary nature of what schools value as 

cultural capital and the effects of that differential valuation. 
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Bourdieu's explication of habitus and cultural capital also initiated studies examining 

class-based linguistic capital and the consequences of home and school mismatches. 

Researchers found that children from low income and certain linguistic minoritized 

backgrounds experienced a discontinuity between ways of speaking and interacting at 

home and the classroom discourse in schools (Cazden, 1986; Delgado-Gaitan, 1987; 

Heath, 1982; Philips, 1982; Trueba, 1986). Llosa (1973), for instance, proposed that 

inquiry-based curricular approaches were compatible with teaching styles in middle class 

families but not in Mexican American families. Heath's (1982) extensive study 

comparing the mode of language use and language socialization in middle-income and 

lower-income families to the language and types of interaction prevalent in the classroom 

further documented a school/home mismatch in families with lower incomes. Therefore, 

the discontinuities and mismatches between home and school participation structures 

experienced by language minoritized and working class students was blamed for the in-

school devaluing of their linguistic capital and ultimately for lower achievement and 

higher dropout rates of the students. In the structure and agency framework, mismatch 

theories seemed to explain how and why the communicative agency of a large number of 

minoritized/working class students is denied by the participation structures in classrooms. 

The conclusions that have been drawn from this analysis are many and diverse and 

can broadly be categorized in the following ways: fix the cultural capital of low income 

and/or minoritized families so parents improve their ability to help their children and their 

children do better in school (make the deficient home structure more like the school 

structure), or, the sociolinguists' suggestion that parents and educators work 
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cooperatively to modify the classroom learning environment in ways that are mutually 

beneficial for all (Au, 1980; Cazden, 1988; Erickson & Mohatt, 1982; Philips, 1982; 

Tharp & Gallimore, 1988, among others). The implications of this line of 

ethnographically informed research is that it shifts the source of school failure from the 

characteristics of the failing children, their families, and their cultures toward institutional 

arrangements that "encourage the disenfi^chisement of the less valued and less 

powerful" (Diaz Soto, 1997, p. 1). Though my dissertation does not deal specifically with 

linguistically minoritized populations, my inquiry does focus on working class oil 

industry employees and their families, some of whom have been stigmatized as "oilfield 

trash" by other community members as well as by people residing outside the Gulf coast 

area. Therefore the discussion of the arbitrary nature of what schools value as cultural 

capital and the effects of that differential valuation is particularized in the work histories 

and life narratives of study subjects. 

Ogbu (1974, 1978), looking at the reproduction of the division of labor fi"om a 

structural perspective that echoes aspects of Bourdieu's idea of habitus, theorized that 

students from subordinate, minoritized groups "who were incorporated into the United 

States more or less against their will" (1974, p. 2) fail to excel in school due to their 

realistic perception that the educational system would not ultimately yield significant 

employment opportunities. Ogbu contends that involuntary minorities such as Afiican 

American, Native Americans and Latino youth, as opposed to voluntary immigrants, 

develop a new sense of social identity in opposition to the social identity of the dominant 

group as a survival strategy for making it and not selling out. The minoritized students' 
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lack of motivation, academic failure and "problems with social adjustment" in schools is 

blamed on their internalized collective inferiority and hopelessness about breaking 

through the employment glass ceiling. The language and culture of the subordinated 

students, in Ogbu's analysis, become oppositional tools of resistance and solidarity that 

mark them as "not white." 

Ogbu's macroscopic explanation of the differential achievement among minoritized 

groups does allow for dialectical contradiction between structure and resistance but fails 

to take into account institutional racism or within-school structuration of inequality. 

Specific contexts in schools are left unexamined and an understanding that the social 

organization of school can create conditions for failure or success of students is ignored. 

Thus, differential achievement among minoritized groups is viewed as a within-student 

pathology or within-group problem solvable only by (unlikely) massive change in the 

stratification of the labor market and a removal of the perceived glass ceiling. At its most 

reductive, Ogbu's explanations for minoritized group academic failure reinforces cultural 

deficit theories and cultural mismatch theories that do little to challenge the politics of 

school structured sorting. My dissertation inquiry into the recursive character of social 

life with its stress on the mutual dependence of structure and agency both corroborates 

and challenges Ogbu's analysis of the reasons why subordinate, minoritized groups fail to 

excel in school and then in the workplace. Though the oil industry employees and their 

family members who are the subjects of my inquiry are not predominantly Latinos, 

African Americans, and Native Americans who have been "incorporated into the US 

against their will," most of them are economic subordinates from poor, white families and 
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they, too, had what Ogbu referred to as a realistic perception that the educational system 

would not ultimately yield significant employment opportunities. In fact, since the mid> 

fifties, the economics of the Gulf Coast area richly rewarded a sixteen year-old male who 

quit school to become a roughneck or a roustabout. Until recently, every man who began 

offshore oil work started in one of these bottom-rung positions; some were able to 

steadily climb the employment ladder to fill well-paid supervisory positions while others 

remained laborers on oil rig floor, moving horizontally through a myriad of positions 

with a number of different companies. Therefore culture and socioeconomic status are 

important variables that shape the educational attitudes of young people and the in-school 

structuration of work aspirations and economic equality. 

Resistance and Transformation 

"Processual analysis concerns itself with a certain "something more" that can neither 

be reduced to nor derived fi-om structure." Following this proposition of Rosaldo's (1989, 

p. 105), I can move onto the "something more" in theory and in school, work, and family 

practices that builds on and attends to the absences in reproduction theories, but does not, 

in the final analysis, replace them. The seminal ethnographic study of Paul Willis' (1977) 

succeeded by the work of Jay MacLeod (1987), Doug Foley (1990), and Penelope Eckert 

(1989) among others, examines specific contexts in which the interplay between structure 

and agency is played out, opening up the "black box" of schooling. Though I do not plan 

to go into each ethnography in detail, I situate them as investigations into the lived 

cultures of high school students which take into account structural constraints as they 

document the how and why of students' various active responses to those constraints. 
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We get glimpses into the in-school and out-of-school lives of lads and ear'oles, jocks and 

burnouts, jocks and vatos, and brothers and hallway hangers as peer groups situated in 

dialectical interaction with each other and with their multiple social worlds. 

The dynamics of the cultural interactions in the studies are specific to each location 

and peer group, as is each group member's understanding of the conditions of their 

existence and the possibilities and/or limitations of change within the broader political-

economic cultural context. The object of analysis in each ethnography is the logic and 

creativity of the peer group, a more narrow focus within the larger foci of the macrosocial 

categories of ethic group or class structures. Willis' and the others' focus on the peer 

group as a relatively discreet cultural form that is connected to and influenced by other 

cultural forms (e.g. gender, patriarchy, conformism, nonconfonnism, and racial and class 

variants of resistance) helps in particularizing the conjuncture of structure and agency at 

the small group level. Student resistances that may have been assumed by educators to be 

individual and idiosyncratic are recast as collective and creative cultural phenomena that 

both enable and constrain the life chances of students. Culture then becomes viewed as 

the source of resistance, strategy, and creativity rather than simply the object of 

domination. Thus in Willis' view, culture and agency are recast as productive and 

reproductive forces. 

The argimient here, then, is that cultural forms cannot be reduced or 
regarded as the mere epiphenomenal expression of the basic structural 
factors. They are not the accidental or open-ended determined variables in 
the couplet structure/culture. They are part of the necessary circle in which 
neither term is thinkable alone. It is in the passage through the cultural 
level that aspects of the real structural relationships of society are 
transformed into conceptual relationships and back again. The cultural is 
part of the necessary dialectic of reproduction (1977, p. 174). 
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Willis moves beyond the dualistic division between structure and agency by framing 

individual and collective resistance as having the cs^ability of both contesting and 

accelerating the reproduction of sociocultural standing. The messages and practices that 

are distributed through social structures and institutions such as schools are believed to be 

mediated by the culture and agency of the school participants. Thus, the school is 

centrally implicated as a location in which a multitude of unequal relations of power are 

reproduced and resisted, relations that go well beyond class. 

When developing theories of resistance and documenting specific and localized 

forms of cultural mediation, it is critically important to recognize, as does Willis, that all 

forms of oppositional behavior in and of themselves are not conscious political critiques 

of the relations of domination. As MacLeod (1987) notes in his assessment of resistance 

theories, 

oppositional behavior is not self explanatory. It must be linked with the 
subjects' own explanations of their behavior and contextualized within the 
nexus of peer, family, and work relations out of which resistance emerges. 
Oppositional behavior must be scrutinized and .. .resistance must be mined 
for its broader significance (MacLeod, p. 19, 21). 

Abu-Lughod (1989) argues that we trace the many resistances of various members of 

a society "to help us grasp the fact that they intersect and to help us to understand the 

ways in which they do" ( p. 83). Tracing the complex interworkings of power, Abu-

Lughod's ethnographic research among the Egyptian Bedouin women exposes the 

contradictory aspects of practices of resistance that both oppose and support the existing 

systems of power. 
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Giroux (1983) proposes a dialectical relationship between a person's constructed 

economic, social, and educational constraints and his or her mediated response to these 

constraining structures — mediated responses that may or may not have radical 

significance. As Giroux (1981) suggests, what is needed is 

a notion of resistance that is capable of recognizing both its strengths and 
weaknesses, particularly as they translate into viable classroom 
practices.. .By identifying the limits of certain forms of resistance, it 
becomes easier to develop (pedagogical) strategies that work toward 
extending their political potential. Central to such a pedagogy is a vision 
that suggests that a qualitatively better society is possible (p. 424). 

Kliger (1996) suggests that the contemporary "fetishism" of resistance is perhaps 

best understood as a reflection of intellectual anxiety at the end of the twentieth century 

and the failure of certain metanairatives. She argues that "the emphasis upon, and 

romanticization of resistance is a direct backlash to the years of social scientific theory in 

which the actor is lost, understood to be blinded by false-consciousness or mechanisms of 

repression" (p. 143). I agree with Kliger that perspectives that bring to light individual 

and group instances of resistance provide counter-narratives to the overly deterministic 

reproduction theories highlighted earlier. But what are the significance of these counter-

narratives? Does the ferreting out the micropolitics of various "bad subjects" in schools 

and in the workplace contribute to the broader pedagogical and political project of 

bringing about a more equitably structured society? How useful are these studies and 

theories for educators, students, and laborers? What do these perspectives tell us about 

school's relationship to work and the corporate relation to schooling in the US capitalist 

economic system? 
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My own sense is that critical ethnograhpy and theories of resistance that highlight the 

mediating power of the cultural sphere while attending to the partially constraining social, 

political, and economic determinants are significant because they place human beings as 

actively involved in the construction of social reality. The cultural production mode of 

analysis identifies structural inequalities and injustices but does not stop there. Studies 

such as Willis' also trace the ordinary acts and practices of students and teachers that 

serve to resist, accommodate, ignore, sqjpropriate, and/or reproduce concrete school and 

societal relations. 

However, what is missing from these early high school ethnographies and 

perspectives on cultural production are analyses of the wide range of oppositional and 

accommodating behaviors that are produced and the differential positioning of the actors 

in relation to gender, race, age, and so on. Silence can be as powerfully resistant as is the 

lads "having a lafT' at the teacher's expense. (See Foley, 1990; McLaughlin & Tiemey, 

1993; Weis & Fine, 1993; and Fordham, 1993 among others for excellent analyses of 

silence as resistance.) Also missing from these accounts are specific ways in which 

teachers in conspiracy with their students can explicitly interrogate problems pertinent to 

their and their families' lives in and out of school. How can teachers assist students in the 

process of abstracting the real structural relationships of society into conceptual 

relationships and theories that help students explain and contextualize their life choices 

within the nexus of peer, family, school, and work relations? And finally, how can 

understandings of these structural relationships be translated into viable classroom 

practices that work toward extending their political and liberatory potential? 
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Mediating Resistances. Structuring Change 

I came to theory because I was hurting - the pain within me was so intense 
that I could not go on living. I came to theory desperate, wanting to 
comprehend - to grasp what was happening around and within me. Most 
importantly, I wanted to make the hurt go away. I saw in theory then a 
location for healing (hooks, 1994, p. 59). 

Theory is a tool of many uses (and misuses), at times intellectual, practical, 

instrumental, hierarchical, functional, emancipatory, revolutionary and always political, 

bell hooks came to theory as a young child when theorizing became a "place of 

sanctuary" where she reflected on and made sense of what was happening in her young 

life, continuing to make use of the liberatory and healing functions of theory as an 

African American activist in feminist and black liberation movements. While fully 

recognizing the many ways in which theory has been misused to divide, exclude, and 

oppress, hooks passionately argues for theory that advances the critique of oppressive 

systems and provides a way to name and make sense of everyday life experiences. 

The idea of theory as having healing potential runs counter to a more prevalent view 

of theory as the productive work of the academic intellectual elite -- mental work which 

is largely unintelligible to all but a small cadre of specialists. However, theory building is 

a social practice that can also take place in high school classrooms when students are 

provided the critical space to engage in reflection, bell hooks argues that the process of 

theory building begins with the personal. 

Personal testimony, personal experience, is such fertile ground for 
liberatory theory because it usually forms the base of our theory making. 
While we work to resolve those issues which are most pressing in our 
daily life, we engage in a critical process of theorizing that enables and 
empowers (p. 70). 
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Students and teachers have the capacity to analyze their personal and institutional 

experiences to uncover the levels of logic that inform any given act of resistance, 

accommodation, or cooperation. Student narratives concerning divisive school practices 

such as academic tracking, negative expectations, differential treatment, bureaucratized 

relationships, and lack of access to information (Davidson, 1996) can be a starting point 

for developing theories about the connections between the social and the economic. 

The teacher is a critical player in the cultural politics of developing mediational 

strategies and spaces at the level of classroom pedagogy that open up possibilities for 

social and self analysis rooted in the experience and cultural capital of the students and 

the teacher. As mentioned above, one important way a teacher can lay the groundwork for 

the social construction of critical analysis is to place the written and oral narrative of 

students' and their families' experiences, ideologies, and histories at the center of the 

dialogue. This does not mean an unqualified celebration of history, meanings, lifestyles 

and experiences nor that all experiences are considered equal in the spirit of 

nonjudgmental relativism. As McLaren (1997) reminds us, "it is not simply about 

describing cultural history but about analyzing social power and transforming discourses, 

institutions, and social practices of privilege" (p. 262). For students who have been 

relatively voiceless within institutions, a chance to speak one's mind and heart is 

essential. For mainstream European American students who may think that only 

minoritized students have "ethnic problems," the process of interrogating whiteness as the 

unmarked marker (Frankenberg, 1993; McLaren, 1997; Winant, 1994) may be the 

difScult but necessary task. Thus for all students, teachers and parents, the narrative 
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telling of one's experience does not inherently guarantee insight into the socially 

constructed cultural inheritance of the speaker. Freire (in McLaren & Tadeau da Silva, 

1993) speaks eloquently to this issue. 

Experience does not speak for itself, but is a way in which individuals 
confront the contingency of the present and the politics of daily living. 
Though one should not deny the importance of non-discursive experience, 
experience is an understanding constructed largely linguistically as an 
interpretation over time of a specific concrete engagement with the world 
of symbols, social practices, and cultural forms. No experience is pristine 
and uiunediated (p. 60). 

While the dialogic exchange of experience may provide a teacher and students with 

knowledge, this knowledge may distort rather than illuminate the nature of social reality. 

Thus, the pedagogical and personal value of the voiced experience of students and their 

families depends on the types and degrees of mediation and scaffolding that assist in the 

interpretation of those experiences. For teachers and students in schools, experience can 

become a valuable resource for theory building and social change only when the 

classroom zone, in a Vygotskian sense, becomes a space where different taken-for-

granted truths can be "collected and reassembled" (Gore, 1993) - discursive work that 

has the potential to help reveal the many social practices of privilege that effect the ways 

lives and "truths" are structured and legitimized. 

Another mediational strategy for teachers in helping students develop their own 

theories about the interplay of structure and agency in their lives is to introduce them to 

the classic studies of social reproduction and cultural production, as well as to feminist 

and culturalist studies that also engage the dialectic. I have found in my own work with 

"alternative" secondary school students that a discussion of Bowles' and Gintis' 
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correspondence theory or the lads' cultural responses to the institutional setting of school 

or the educational anthropology studies on making dropouts (Trueba, Spindler, & 

Spindler, 1989) is revelatory in several ways. First, the students are in disbelief that 

professors in universities are thinking about "Idds who don't make it in the real schools." 

Second, hearing the narratives of other students allows them to reflect on the experiences 

of others before exploring their own cultural and institutional histories. After reading and 

critiquing portions of these studies, the students locate their own theories about structure 

and agency in the wider context of those "well-meaning elders with shifty answers" who 

have gone before them. In so doing, those who have been the object of study may assist 

in deciphering the "inherent explanatory limitations of the resistance concept," a 

theoretical overutilization that Sahlins alleges is the new functionalism (Brown, 1996, 

731). 

As researchers and educators, we may look for (and, at times, imagine) pockets of 

resistance among teachers, students, and parents in order to continue to believe that social 

actors participating in schools and in larger community life are not only able to resist but 

also transform, however slowly, the institutionalized dividing practices in schools and the 

workplace that constrict their life chances. However if we fall prey to idealizing rather 

than collectively theorizing resistances, we may also fall prey to idealizing the role of 

teachers or researchers in empowering students and parents. As Stabile (1998) asserts, "A 

classroom.. .is not a political organization and, given the uneven power relations inherent 

within it, cannot operate like one" (p. 217). What may become problematic with a 

romanticization and imagined proliferation of politically significant resistant acts is 
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theorists positioning teachers or teachers positioning themselves as the intellectual 

vanguard whose urgent mission it is wake up and organize the students whom the system 

has failed, and empower them to act politically in the struggle against institutional 

labeling, sorting, and alienation. 

It is my sense that as teachers we can only empower ourselves to teach as "an act of 

resistance" (hooks, p. 10), a daily practice that interactionally and curricularly resists 

racism, ethnocentrism, classism, linguisism, sexism and all exclusionary "isms." 

Teachers, as agents of change, can create classroom interactions and zones of 

safety/zones of risk (Lipka & McCarty, 1994) that encourage students and teachers to 

engage in theorizing about the co-construction of their institutional identities. Such 

altering of school interactional structures and curricular approaches may lead to student 

self-empowerment when a clearer understanding of the forces shaping a student's life is 

gained. 

However, this analytical engagement with the practices of self and of institutions is 

difficult and may itself meet with resistance. Though Giddens claims that those in 

subordinate positions may have a clearer understanding of the conditions of social 

reproduction than those in dominant positions, students' and workers' general 

indoctrination in the ideology of individualism often hinders them from identifying 

structural causes of problems. Moreover, the prevailing ideology of competition in 

schools and in the workplace makes collective projects an oddity. 



67 

Conclusions 

When Rosaldo (1993) asserts that "social analysis...should look beyond the 

dichotomy of order versus chaos (and here I will add structure versus agency) toward the 

less explored realm of 'nonorder'" (p, 102), he is asking us to study the processes of 

change as well as the limiting aspects of social structuration (see also Gonzalez, 1995). 

Rosaldo then evokes Marx's famous passage from The Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte: 

"Men (sic) make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do 

not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly 

encountered, given and transmitted from the past" (1963, p. 15). Marx's dictum and 

Rosaldo's stress on processual analysis underscore the necessity for teachers and other 

social analysts to attend to the space between structure and agency where human actions 

change received structures and received structures shape human actions. That symbolic 

space of conjuncture can be imagined as the very material location of school and work 

where teachers, administrators, students, parents, employers and employees embody the 

structure and agency dialectic. 

For teachers, the constraints are many including class size, work intensification 

(Apple, 1986), standardized tests, packaged curricula, alienation, scapegoating, societal 

expectations and a lack of training and support to effectively teach an increasing number 

of diverse students. While these constraints are real and manifest genuine consequences 

in the classroom and in the lives of teachers, students, and parents, there are ways that 

teachers can and have changed classroom processes while also tackling the wider 

constraints. There are innumerable ways in which engaged teachers have adapted their 
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own classroom processes, their critical understanding of teaching, and their curriculum in 

culturally relevant ways. As a whole, "(t)he goal of these changes and struggles," 

Osborne (1996) contends, "is to create a society firmly founded not on growing 

inequality, as is the current situation, but on principles of social justice, which is so 

crucial to the long-term survival of participatory democracy" ( p. 287). 

However, teaching does not happen in a vacuum and teachers cannot alone bring 

about transformations in entrenched institutionalized structiu'es and the life chances of 

their students. In a time in which federal and state educational policies and a conservative 

restoration are resulting in the scapegoating of teachers, the underserving of children and 

parents from marginalized groups, and the deflmding of effective bilingual and 

multicultural programs, it is radically important that educational researchers assist the 

struggle by conducting studies that are not only about school change but for school 

change (Moll & Diaz, 1996) giving voice to teachers, students, and parents who have 

been silenced for too long by structural constraints. As educators and researchers we must 

rethink our understandings of the structure and agency dialectic in order to advance 

lasting change in the contested terrain of schools. 



69 

in 

METHODOLOGY 

Why Team Ethnography? 

To begin the explication and justification of the research methods employed to 

gather and interpret the data for the team ethnography project and my own dissertation, I 

take to heart Harry Wolcott's (1990) warning; Less is more. I agree with Wolcott that it is 

no longer necessary (or no longer should be necessary) to defend descriptive approaches 

at length or expound on the advantages of insights gained in qualitative study. However, I 

do feel that because my dissertation research was embedded in a team effort, it is both 

necessary and helpful to write more about team ethnographic research. After a brief 

overview of team ethnography, I will then explain the following: who the team members 

are; how we collected, analyzed, and triangulated the data; the scope and sphere of my 

own involvement and responsibilities in the project; and particularly, what constitutes the 

data for my dissertation. 

Since the late 19"' and early 20th centiuies, anthropological endeavors have been 

designed as team enterprises with the idea that the wider knowledge and versatile talents 

of a group of social scientists could transcend the limitations of any individual 

ethnographer in the field. However, Erickson and Stull (1996) note that the solitary 

investigator soon replaced the team expedition as the dominant paradigm for 

ethnographic research. It was not long before "one man, one village, one year" became 

the order of the day for ethnographic research in distant and isolated places around the 

world. However, in applied research, multidisciplinary teams remained a viable model. 
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Some of the more famous collaborations in the last half of the 20* century were the 

Harvard Chiapas Project, 1957-1975; the Kalahari Research Project, 1963-1976; and the 

Changing Relations Project, 1988-1990. Teams of married couples such as Margaret 

Mead and Gregory Bateson or George and Louise Spindler also constitute team 

ethnography and are perhaps the most common type of ethnographic team. Whether 

married or temporarily teamed up for the life of the research project, team composition 

and dynamics are an integral part of the research experience. 

Team Composition and Dvnamics 

The key university personnel (see Appendix for a full listing of the team) on our 

social impacts study in the Gulf coast area included two BARA principal investigators 

who also acted as co-program managers. One of these team leaders was the primary task 

leader who alternated months in the field with me in order to oversee the two teams of 

teacher-researchers. She also conducted residential ethnography during her concentrated 

site visits. The other BARA investigator was primarily in charge of secondary source 

research as well as interviews with oil industry officials during his fieldwork stints. He 

also acted as a "roving ethnographer" who traveled outside the study area to interview 

family members of offshore oil workers residing outside the two communities of study. 

Likewise originating from BARA were two research specialists who lived in the 

communities for 9 months. These two junior ethnographers were an invaluable link 

between the community members who were subjects of the study and those of us who 

moved in and out of the field context. They became members of the communities for the 

length of their work and were able to participate in ongoing formal and impromptu 
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dialogues with community members as they became part of informal social networks 

within their adopted towns. They also attended teacher-researcher study group meetings 

conducted by myself or the task leader and acted as resident contact persons for the 

teachers. These two team members played a vitally important role by '1)eing there" — 

their daily presence in the two communities of study created an immediate entree and 

sense of belonging for those of us who came and went. 

Two other university anthropologists brought to the team their expertise in 

evaluating community healthcare and public assistance processes. They added a 

multidisciplinary focus to our research with their interviews with health care providers 

and public assistance program directors. The inclusion of these perspectives gave us a 

better idea of the connection between the emotional and physical well-being of offshore 

oil employees and their famiUes and the inevitable economic fluctuations of oil industry 

employment at the level of commimity agencies. 

A third BARA anthropologist who has extensive experience in funds of 

knowledge collaborations assisted us in designing and implementing the inclusion of the 

locally based public school teachers as team members. Her expertise and direction in this 

vital segment of our research design and methodology contributed to our effectiveness in 

recruiting and training the teachers as field assistants and guided us in the implementation 

of this variation on the funds of knowledge application. 

Other team personnel operating form the BARA offices at the University of 

Arizona were graduate assistants who were responsible for assisting with the literature 

and data review, identifying and acquiring electronic data sets, and data management and 
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analysis. These individuals also were responsible for supporting the primary project team 

with the analysis of secondary data and the contextualization of the research findings. 

Several of the database managers also formatted bibliographic information and entry into 

EndNote and formatted fieldnotes and entry into QSR NUDIST, an ethnographic data 

management program. 

I was drafted as a team member due to my experience as an educational 

ethnographer who had worked with teacher-researchers in previous BARA projects based 

on the funds of knowledge approach. I began my fieldwork for the project in the August 

of 1998 and ended it in June of 1999. Beginning in September of 1998,1 traveled to 

southern Louisiana for fieldwork stints of three or four weeks then returned home to New 

Mexico for the same amount of time to transcribe interviews and analyze data. When I 

was in the field, one of my main responsibilities was to coordinate the group of teacher-

researchers from each community. I participated in recruiting the teachers, training them 

in ethnographic methods of inquiry, and leading monthly study group meetings. The day

long ehtnographic training of the teachers introduced them to other research projects that 

employed the funds of knowledge approach. We also provided the teachers with practice 

in honing their powers of observation, conducting interviews, and creating family trees 

and occupational timelines. 

During my concentrated site visits, I also conducted interviews with oilfield 

employees and their spouses, and with school teachers and administrators from each of 

the two parishes. These 45 taped interviews - all of which I arranged and conducted on 

my own - plus my fieldnotes and secondary data concerning conversations, observations. 
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media coverage, and daily occurrences in the two conununities added to the project data 

and also formed the basis of my dissertation data. I also had access to the interview 

transcripts of my fellow team members and occasionally relied on that data in order to tell 

a more complete story. I employed a simple method of citation to distinguish between the 

interviews I conducted from those few interviews I referenced that were conducted by 

fellow team members. When I quoted one of my interviews, the citation is an MB (for 

Marcia Brenden) followed by the number of the interview, such as MB-031. When I used 

a quote from one of my team member's interviews, the citation starts with their initials 

and ends with the interview number, such as JJ-66. 

As a team member, I also greatly benefited from the lengthy study group 

discussions and informal conversations with my colleagues both in the field and in 

meetings at the University of Arizona. Doing team ethnography has been an invaluable 

experience in my growth and development as a researcher, writer, and teacher. Thus, 

because the team ethnography project has been by design a collaborative endeavor, my 

dissertation research which is embedded in a group process, could be viewed as a shared 

endeavor. However, my own particular research interests and questions as well as my 

idiosyncratic educational, political and sociocultural history have led me in a theoretical 

and analytical direction that is my own. I cannot blame any of my excesses or limitations 

on my esteemed team members. I selectively focused my attention on the political 

economy of oil industry employment and the way it intersects and collides with the 

institutions of family and school because this reflects my own analytical turn of mind. 
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Whether it is the right focus or not, it is the focus I brought to the setting of the research 

endeavor and a focus that I feel is timely and deserves scholarly explication. 

At issue then is not so much where the team's collective analysis ended and my 

particular dissertation analysis began. More important is the recognition that all thought 

and action is socially constructed and subjective, and reflects to one degree or another a 

shared context. In a Vygotskian sense, all thinking has social origins (Vygotsky, 1978). In 

the case of my research, the mediation used for the articulation of meaning - the 

elaboration of the research methodology and philosophy, the co-development of the 

interview protocol, and the formal and informal discussions with team members - reflects 

an intentional and explicit collaboration. Thus the general "making sense" of the research 

process and data is dependent on what Roy Pea refers to as distributed intelligence (Pea, 

1993). Each member of the team came to the project endeavor with a particular history, 

identity, and theoretical orientation that guided her/him as we collected and reflected 

upon the everydayness of the communities and community members in our study. Thus, 

my own insights and writing reflect this invaluable mediating role of the diverse group of 

social scientists and public school teachers of which I was apart. 

What also reflects my role as a team member is my frequent use of the pronoun 

"we" and "our" rather than "I" and "my" when referring to the project and the findings. 

My data and field experiences are my own. But the scope and direction of the project, as 

well as the general project findings and conclusions are not my sole intellectual property. 

Therefore my dance between the "we" and the "I" reflects the collaborative process of 

team ethnography. 
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How did we do it? First of all, each of the two resident ethnogr^^>hers maintained 

a residence in one of the communities which they graciously shared (floors, couches, 

even laptops) with those of us who came and went. Having a home to live in while in the 

field contributed greatly to my feelings of "coming home" with each site visit. During my 

concentrated field visits of 3 weeks to a month, I stayed in one "project house" or the 

other, depending on which community commanded my fieldwoik focus for that stint. My 

residency often overlapped for a few days with several of the other itinerant team 

members so meetings were planned for those of us who were in the field at the same time. 

These gatherings, usually in one of the resident ethnogr^her's house or in a local 

restaurant, activated animated discussions concerning our research objectives, the 

approach to and specifics of our field tactics, the emerging analyses, and the division of 

labor involved in inevitable writing up of the project reports. With a large and "rangy" 

team such as ours, these meetings allowed us to organize and coordinate our research 

strategy and maintain continuity despite the "tag-team" nature of the fieldwork process. 

Email communication between those of us in the field and those based at the university 

also helped us stay in touch and allowed us to send bibliographic information and 

interview notes and transcripts to the data managers in a timely fashion. 

What exactly were our project goals and how did we go about finding out what 

was going on in these two Louisiana communities? As Erickson and Stull (1996) note, 

"(Goals) grow in context of competing claims for attention and legitimacy, pushed in 

certain directions by the researchers themselves, pruned a bit by the funders, and shaped 

by the field itself (pg. 12). In our case, our goals were somewhat determined by the 
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research questions set by the Minerals Management Service — the agency who contracted 

and sponsored the project. We were charged to investigate the specifics impacts of 

offshore oil industry employment on the men who do it, on the interrelations among 

members of their households, and on the various social networks and institutions in their 

communities. Of particular interest to MMS and to us were the ways in which offshore 

work with its rotational work shifts that result in long absences fi-om the family 

potentially shape the functioning and social reproduction of families and community 

institutions. 

For this study, our team employed an approach that highlighted three processes 

which concentrated on creating dynamic relationships that are considered the foundations 

of our research process: 1) an understanding that the research necessarily evolves through 

contact with people situated within key institutions in the participating communities such 

as households, schools, social service centers, and government and corporate offices; 2) a 

recognition of the reciprocal relationships that exist among individuals, their families and 

households, and the institutions and communities within which they live and work; and 3) 

a fxmds of knowledge component that mediates the collaborative participation of 

community residents, in this case public school teachers, who work with the other 

researchers to explore issues which are pertinent in their communities. 

In order to investigate these reciprocal relations and hear first-hand accounts of 

the specific and idiosyncratic ways the offshore oil industry affects community members 

and community life, we decided upon a comparative community study. We chose to 

study and compare two communities in the Gulf Coast region, Morgan City and New 
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Iberia, that differed in their dependence on oil-related employment as well as in their 

historical involvement in offshore activities. Our comparative research design included 

interviews with oil industry employees and non-oil industry employees who lived in the 

two communities of study. The bulk of the individuals we interviewed were employed in 

the oil industry but were differently situated in that industry and could be compared 

across companies, positions, and locations. In order to facilitate these comparisons, we 

aggregated the jobs in three broad categories: those positions that related to the 

production of oil, the drilling for oil, or service to and maintenance of the drilling or 

production processes. We also drew comparisons across family generations and family 

domestic cycles by examining occupational, educational, and family histories. The 

families also varied in other significant ways such as in composition, size, and 

organization as well as race/ethnicity. 

Fieldwork 

Our strategies and methods for finding out about the multiple and interacting 

social impacts of offshore oil employment were to 1) get access to families, individuals, 

and institutional representatives through the local teacher-researchers, senior centers, and 

our own contacts; 2) have multiple discussions and conversations with individuals and 

household members in which we collect family and occupational histories, and structured 

and unstructured conversations with other key community members; 3) use participant 

observation throughout the year in the homes, at social and civic events, public hearings, 

and community festivals and celebrations; 4) have discussions with institutional 

representatives from the schools, various levels of the oil industry, social service and 
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health care agencies, and employment and public works offices; and S) collect secondary 

data from archives, newspapers, and local, state, and national databases. Moreover, the 

two resident ethnographers developed several mechanisms for maintaining ongoing 

dialogues with the woiicers and their families and with members of their social networks. 

For example, a focus and support group for offshore woikers and their wives was started 

by one of the resident ethnogr^hers at a local church. Likewise, the other resident 

ethnographer gained positive access in his community by working at the local newspaper 

two mornings a week. 

hi order to facilitate these various dialogues, the team developed and pilot tested a 

discussion protocol that we primarily used as a reference guide when we talked with oil 

industry workers and their families. The protocol was designed in two parts with the first 

set of open-ended questions covering family and work history and the second set focusing 

on the impacts of oil-related employment on family dynamics. Since the discussions 

ideally took place over the space and time of two to three household visits, the first visit 

usually started with the mapping of the family tree and a discussion of family histories. 

Conversations about family history often led into a discussion about the occupational 

history of the interviewees which we formally recorded on occupational timelines. On 

the second and third visits, our discussions centered on the division of labor and 

responsibilities within the household both when the father was present (if he was an oil 

industry employee) and when he was away. This line of inquiry attempted to ascertain 

how the gendered households, kinship, and community activities may have to 

accommodate worker absence and in what ways these modes of accommodation might 
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vary seasonally or in relation to institutional cycles such as the school year. Phenomena 

of interest also included the ways in which intra-familial conflict, family decision-making 

patterns, within- family division of labor, and kincare might shift in response to acute 

events such as worker injury and changing economic conditions. 

In all, over 500 individuals were interviewed by team members during the nine 

months of intensive data gathering. Some of these discussions were impromptu and of 

short duration while many others were arranged and on-going. For all of us involved in 

the kind of social science research which depends on the gathering of first-hand 

information in face-to-face encounters, the delicate process of establishing rapport and 

gaining some level of acceptance in the community is of paramount importance. In our 

team research, each team member adopted a different role and established a different 

level of involvement and rapport with the people who were the subjects of our study. 

Thus the different genders, ages, ethnicities, and backgrounds and well as personal 

characteristics of the team members simultaneously intruded upon and enabled our efforts 

to establish rapport and listen and observe carefully. However, the negotiation of each of 

our "field roles" and the establishment of rapport with community members was greatly 

facilitated by our professional and personal relationships with the local teacher-

researchers. Their assistance in helping us build a field bridge between us and the 

community members was invaluable. 

Also, the teacher-researchers were crucial to the process of triangulation of data. 

Our participatory research design based on insider/outsider collaboration with the 

teachers augmented this important feedback and increased the reliability and authenticity 
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of our written accounts, articles, and reports. Through an ongoing process of 

collaboration with some of the teachers on conference presentations, community focus 

group sessions, and classroom applications, as well as specific feedback on our individual 

and collective written reports and articles, the local researchers and, to a lesser extent, 

other informants shared in the cross-checking and writing up of the project results. 

The Funds of Knowledge and Role of the Teacher-Researchers 

Our research team was designed to include community members - public school 

teachers - who were flmctioning in their personal, social, and work lives within their 

local setting long before we arrived "to do research." Therefore, their observations and 

implicit theories as to what was going on within community institutions such as the 

family, the workplace, and the school were purposefully recruited and incorporated into 

our project design and methodology through the collaborative processes that form the 

basis of the funds of knowledge research approach. We sought the inclusion of these local 

practitioners in order to ground, strengthen and diversify our team. What are the tenets of 

the funds of knowledge philosophy and how did we make it a part of our research 

methodology? 

The term "funds of knowledge" as applied to educational anthropology was first 

coined by Carlos Velez-Ibafiez and James Greenberg from the Bureau of Applied 

Research in Anthropology at the University of Arizona. In essence, these "funds of 

knowledge" are culturally, socially, and historically determined strategies for living, or 

theoretical concepts that are embedded in the labor histories and social relationships of 

household members. The early funds of knowledge research projects (see Velez-Ibaflez, 
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1988; Velez-Ib^ez & Greenberg, 1992) examined the political economy of households 

and in particular, the informal rotating credit associations established among the 

marginalized in Mexico in order to help make ends meet. In later educational 

applications, research was carried out among the Mexican-origin population in the 

southwest and focused on the labor histories, social networks, and exchange systems of 

these resourceful families (see Gonz^ez, 1995; Gonzalez, 1995a: Gonzalez et al., 1995; 

Moll & Diaz, 1996). Because the funds of knowledge approach is essentially 

collaborative in its concentration on forging relationships between schools and homes, 

between teachers and their students' families, and between school-based knowledge and 

locally-based community knowledge, the inclusion of teachers on our team who have 

been trained in this approach accomplished the community participation goal that was 

central to our project design and methodology. 

This segment of the methodology chapter will focus on the multiple ways that the 

funds of knowledge philosophy and methodology operated as a crucial mediating process 

that assisted our team in creating joint research relationships between us - the outside 

researchers - and the local teacher field assistants. In this section, I hope to clarify the 

following questions concerning the inclusion of public school teachers as team members: 

What various roles did the differently situated teacher-researchers play in gathering and 

interpreting data, and in constructing the meanings that became data for later 

investigations? What personal, professional, and social repercussions were experienced 

by the teachers and the other team members as a result of participating in the project 
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study? What variations and extensions of the funds of knowledge methodology and 

philosophy were being implemented during the course of the research? 

Teacher Recruitment: Building a Community of Learners. Having participated as 

a research assistant in several previous funds of knowledge university/public school 

collaborations, I was familiar with the usual methods of teacher recruitment - team 

leaders contact interested teachers or principals in a variety of local schools and arrange a 

presentation of the project. Then interested teachers attend a follow-up meeting and often 

suggest names of colleagues from neighboring schools who also may be interested in 

becoming teacher-researchers in their own classes. As experience taught me, teacher 

recruitment is never effortless. Teachers, as professionals, are regularly under-supported 

and over-committed. In addition, participation in collaborative funds of knowledge 

projects demands a significant amount of a teacher's time in order to conduct household 

interviews, attend study group meetings, and analyze and write up the data. 

Consequently, the modest stipend that is always offered to the teachers who choose to 

become field assistants is a necessary but not always sufficient inducement to participate. 

Our teacher recruitment approach differed in the two southern Louisiana 

communities and varied somewhat from the norm established in previous funds of 

knowledge collaborations. In St. Mary parish (district) where Morgan City is located, we 

informed the superintendent and his office directed us to the personnel director. This 

particular parish is "totally wired" with computers in every class and a vast majority of 

the teachers quite comfortable with email communication of school memoranda and 

scheduled meetings. The personnel director posted an announcement on email that 
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introduced the social impacts study and noted the time and place of the follow-up 

meeting for interested teachers. 

The initial response was overwhelming. Thirty two teachers attended the 

organizational meeting in which we presented the scope and requirements of participation 

in the social impacts project. We had allocated funds to support only 12 teachers from 

each community so we stressed the required time demands and timelines of the study in 

order to dissuade the near-interested. We were obviously quite successful in presenting 

the realistic pressures of being a field assistant because only three teachers came to the 

first team meeting. Through follow-up phone calls and visits to teachers, we ended up 

with a group of eight teacher-researchers from that parish, two of whom later dropped out 

of the study due to time constraints. 

In the comparative community of New Iberia, recruitment followed a more 

traditional approach since the schools within that parish have very few computers and 

have not yet established email as a mode of communication. Our initial administrative 

contact was through the school-to-work personnel. The arbitrary decision to send us to 

these offices was made by the superintendent after a telephone conversation about the 

study, presumably because the project primarily concerns a certain segment of labor (oil 

industry offshore work) and its relation to family and community life. The director of the 

school-to-work initiative offered to send out a flyer to all the parish schools within the 

city limits that explained the project and invited teachers to a meeting. Only three 

teachers - all from one school - attended. I responded by starting a school-by-school 

presentation which produced another five interested teachers from Iberia parish. Finally, 
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with the combined teacher-researcher corps of 13 females from the two communities, we 

scheduled the all-day ethnogr^hic training woricshop. 

The workshop was conducted to introduce and practice the key ethnographic 

methods of research that would be used by the teachers as well as the other members of 

the team during the course of data collection. Though teachers may lack certain 

familiarity with specific interviewing techniques, a primary rationale behind engaging 

them as social science researchers is that they are always already situated as primary 

mediators between parents and school and between family-based knowledge and school-

based knowledge. On a daily basis teachers conduct informal conversations with their 

students' parents and develop strategies to involve parents and community members in 

the workings of their classroom. The workshop we conducted in a local high school 

library built on these already existing teacher talents and further assisted the teachers in 

making the crucial theoretical shift away from teacher-as-authority to teacher-as-leamer 

and teacher-as-researcher of household resources. The anthropological lens that informed 

every process that is presented and practiced in the workshop assisted teachers in moving 

away from viewing families as posing a series of barriers to their child's education to 

viewing families as repositories of accumulated historical and social capital. 

In addition, the workshop introduced the teachers to several specific ethnographic 

techniques aside from interviewing and participant observation that are key methods of 

household data collection in the social impacts study such as the mapping of family or 

kinship trees and the documentation of occupational timelines. Though this kind of 

information is informally collected in the household visits in all ftmds of knowledge 
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project designs, the specific training in how to construct and annotate a family tree and 

labor timeline was new in this rendition of the research methodology. The rationale 

behind the importance of family tree documentation is that it provided us with multiple 

types of information, including 1) the specific family members who have been or are 

presently involved in the oil industry across three generations; 2) a pattern of family 

employment; 3) rootedness within or outside the community; and 4) interview leads to 

additional prospective oilfield workers. Families in southern Louisiana are sometimes 

quite extensive. Therefore, various family trees included as many as 75 family members 

spanning three generations. Clearly, the teachers found that constructing the family tree 

could be painstaking and often took the major part of the first household visit. However, 

this process also created a comfortable place to begin discussions about family history. 

Likewise, the documentation of the interviewee's occupational timeline was an 

essential segment of the data collection in this project. Every job since the interviewee's 

high school years was noted on the top of the timeline with the reason(s) for leaving or 

changing the job noted below the line. Team members found some timelines to be 

exceedingly short and nondiversified. For example, if an employee had worked for Shell 

Oil all of his life and retired from that company, the only information noted across the 

years on his timeline was his change of location and advancement of position within the 

same company. However, a worker was a contract laborer may have changed companies, 

positions, and work schedules numerous times a year. His occupational timeline was as 

much a marker of the current restructuring of the oil industry and the resultant insecurity 

for employees as the previous Company Man's timeline was a marker of long term 
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security and expected occupational progression within the industry. Thus, both the 

occupational timelines and the family trees provided invaluable data concerning family 

decision-making processes in relation to changing economic conditions and periodic 

peaks and valleys in the oil industry. 

In a siunmary note concerning the ethnographic training, the experience also 

functioned to introduce the teachers from the two communities to each other and initiated 

a sense of "teamness" among and between the group members. Many of the team 

members from the university had not yet met all of the participating Louisiana teachers so 

the workshop allowed those of us who had not previously worked together to envision 

ourselves as a multidisciplinary team. "Compatibility often is discovered in the course of 

research," Donald Stull (in Erickson & Stull, 1997, p. 14) reminds us. Compatibility is 

also constructed through the creation of collective experiences and the elaboration of 

mechanisms that encourage the sharing of observations and interpretations. The 

ethnographic workshop began these important relational processes that were later 

continued and deepened in the monthly study group sessions and team meetings. 

Collecting and Sharing Data. The teachers were encouraged to choose three 

families to interview who were related to students in their classrooms as is the customary 

practice in funds of knowledge research. However, in relation to the focus of our study, 

they were also encouraged to choose families who had a parent involved in the offshore 

oil industry. In both of the communities of study, it is not difficult to find adults who are 

in some way involved in "the oil patch." As one teacher remarked, "You have to work 

hard not to find oil workers around here." But not all of the parents who work offshore 
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cared to participate in the study, so the selection of families was, at times, a frustrating 

endeavor. 

The teacher-researchers approached the identification of families in various ways. 

One young teacher wrote a letter and sent it to all her students' families that explained the 

project and invited parents who were interested in being interviewed to get in contact 

with her. In this way the offer was made democratically to all families so her students 

would not feel like their parents had been overlooked. It also introduced the study to her 

students and gave this teacher an opportimity to periodically discuss her involvement in 

the community research with them. Other teachers specifically contacted certain students' 

parents because they already knew a parent was employed in the oil industry and they felt 

that doing a series of home visits with this family would benefit the student. Still other 

teachers chose to interview neighbors, fiiends or family members. The decision to 

interview families other than those of students was a significant deviation from funds of 

knowledge methodology. However, these teachers were still able to benefit from and add 

to the study because they developed new skills using ethnographic tools of inquiry and, 

more important, they extended their knowledge of the occupational lives and work 

patterns experienced by many in the community. 

Teachers who interviewed family members commented that the semi-structured 

interviewing process operated as a mediating device that helped create the distance and 

objective stance needed to approach their relatives in a nonjudgmental manner. One 

teacher who interviewed her brother and sister-in-law spoke of the benefit of this 

distanced stance: 
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The interview I enjoyed the most is my brother-in-law's. It gave me 
insight into them as a family. It made me more objective because I'm very 
opinionated. It's a fault that I have. It was the hardest thing to do to sit and 
listen and have them tell me the reasons why it works and it doesn't. And 
to realize there is nothing I can do to change it and that they aren't looking 
for my opinion. And that's the first thing I started ofif telling them. I'm not 
here to pass judgment. I'm here to interview you. But their stories were so 
different. Different from what they had told me all those years too. (MB-
43) 

This same teacher gained a new understanding of her brother-in-law's 

resourcefulness through her interviews with him: 

And I never realized ... I come from a family of educated people. College 
was expected. C (her brother in law) doesn't come from that type of 
family. And he's somewhat embarrassed about it. He didn't finish high 
school and obtain a degree, which I didn't even realize before. I assumed 
everybody did. I found that out in the interview. He gave me a different 
perspective. That guy is going to make it no matter what. I worry less 
about him than I do my brother - a mechanical engineer who if he got laid 
off from a job it wouldn't be as easy, in my opinion, for him to pick up 
and go on. C worked through the oil crunch and here we go again. He's 
one of the few at his work who is on his 40"' day of going out. C never 
worries. He feels that if he gets laid off by this oil company they'll hire 
him somewhere else. If not he can do carpentry work, he can do plumbing, 
he's never been without a job in all these years. (MB-43) 

Another teacher interviewed her father from whom she had been estranged for 

some time. These exchanges were both difficult and enlightening. She spoke of the 

impact of these conversations: 

(Interviewing my dad) made me feel more comfortable but it also made 
me feel a little more uncomfortable too depending on what the questions 
were. Since I interviewed my dad, I was remembering things as he was 
talking that he doesn't remember. I also interviewed a bunch of my 
relatives in Grand Isle that he doesn't know much about at all, on my 
mother's side. But he told me a bunch about his own family,. That helped 
because I don't know that much about my dad's family to begin with. 
(MB-10) 
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This particular teacher was motivated to pursue more in depth her own family's 

history following the semi-structured conversations with her father. Accompanied by her 

sister from Houston, she spent several weekends searching for and talking with relatives 

in the area in order to complete her own family tree. For this teacher, her choice of 

families to interview led to a re-viewing of her own family's history and resourcefulness. 

Who the teachers chose to interview also depended on many factors including 

their specific student population, their own history, and their relation to the community. 

The personal history of some of the teacher-researchers participating in the social impacts 

study positioned them subjectively close to understanding the life trajectories of the oil 

families they are interviewing. These teachers' families may have lived in the community 

for many generations and they themselves may be the daughters and/or wives of oilfield 

workers, so they were attuned to the effects of the particular stresses and struggles of 

rotational employment now normalized within the oil industry. This form of flexible 

labor - shift work of 7 days on and 7 off, 14 on and 14 off, 21 on and 7 off, or in some 

cases, constant on-call status - results in the intermittent absence of a husband or wife. 

This work situation has important repercussions for the organization of marriage and 

family life. Clearly teachers who have lived a life as a member of an oil family have their 

own understandings of the stresses of the life and are part of an intricate network of 

family and friends who also have a history of work in the industry. Yet these same 

teachers reported that even if they were familiar with the life and chose to interview 

fnends or family members, they learned a considerable amount about such issues as other 
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family's coping strategies, division of labor, acconunodations to woricer absence, and 

decision-making patterns. 

A number of the other teacher-researchers who were fix>m other states and had 

lived and taught in the communities of study for only a number of years were aware of 

their considered "outsider" status. They chose families to interview from their own social 

and school networks which contributed to a more heterogeneous sampling of households 

and provided comparative data on the families. One teacher who had lived in one of the 

communities of study for six years interviewed former students' families with whom she 

already had an established friendship. However, for her optional fourth interview, she 

chose to contact a current student's family member whom she had never met. She speaks 

of the barriers that were crossed and of the relational benefits she experienced: 

I did interview one student's brother. And that was nice because that 
introduced me to a whole other community because they live on 5* street. It's 
considered a bad neighborhood. But just the fact that a teacher was on S"* street 
was consequential. Then students from that area started telling me they saw me 
on S"" street. So even though I only interviewed one person from that area, 
everybody saw my van at that house. (...) So just being in that neighborhood 
gave me this new coolness to these kids. Probably no teacher has ever visited a 
home on 5"^^ 'I was there twice in the same week so these students noticed. 
First of all, it was a white face. Also a nice car. They notice everything. They 
saw my University of Michigan license plate on the front and knew it was me. 
They asked me what I was doing there so I told them about the ofishore industry 
study and I had to interview M. Then they all wanted me to come and interview 
them, the ones whose Daddies had worked offshore. I passed a few names on. 

And I wish I would have interviewed more students' families now. I 
wish I would have. I have an in now with her brother and sister-in-law. I have a 
personal relationship. And if I ever needed to call M. and ask him to sit on my 
student to get her to do something, he'd say all right I will. I'm not just some 
faceless person now. And being in the house has helped rapport. First of all, 
most teachers don't come into your house. Let alone in the bad part of town. So 
the fact that I did that not for school or to sell anything just to hang out with a 
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purpose because I want to know something, I wish I would have done more 
students now. But I was kind of scared. (MB-09) 

Though teachers had the choice in the Louisiana team ethnography project of 

interviewing student's families or other community members, those who did visit the 

households of students benefited doubly fi-om the experience. The simple but profound 

contact that was made outside the school boundaries helped teachers feel more like 

insiders and assisted them in becoming closer to their students and their students' 

families. This creation of more dynamic and authentic social relationships is a constant of 

the funds of knowledge research. 

Conducting the Interviews. The ethnographic interview — an in-depth interview 

conversation based on the building of trust and rapport - usually starts with the labor 

history of the family in the funds of knowledge research. Many of a family's resources 

are embedded in the social history of the work they have done, both formally and 

informally, and occupations, such as offshore oil work, have accumulated knowledge. 

This simple start leads to an uncovering of the family's historically accumulated 

resources, coping strategies, and social networks through a series of in-depth 

conversations or discussions. 

These loosely structured conversations were guided by a discussion protocol 

developed by the university-based team members, as profiled in the first segment of the 

methodology chapter. The types of questions that guided the discussions were similar in 

scope and content to other funds of knowledge collaborations with the exceptions of the 

development of the occupational timeline and the formal rendering of the family tree. 

Also, the social impacts study discussion guide led the interviewers into conversations 
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that more specifically focused on the interviewee's work schedule, work responsibilities, 

and their family's accommodations and/or resistance to the demands of the woik. These 

queries led the family members into discussing the strategies they have employed in 

raising and disciplining children, handling household division of labor, and coping with 

stress in relation to the fi-equent absences and pressures experienced by the parent 

employed in offshore oil woik. One other addition to the discussion guide that is 

particular to this study was the contact information sheet. This page is designed to 

provide a coherent listing of possible contacts of fiiends or relatives involved in the 

offshore oil business who family members feel may be open to being interviewed. The 

teacher-researchers utilized this sheet to provide the other team members with numerous 

contacts gleaned from interviews they 

The household visits and interviews had a significant impact on the teacher-

researchers who participated in the study. Through the process of approaching the 

households as learners and ethnographers, the teachers took on the anthropological gaze 

and looked beyond the surface factors and their assumptions about the families in order to 

focus on the family's resiliency and the funds of knowledge they use to cope and prosper 

in their everyday lives. Relationships were forever altered between teachers and students 

and among teachers and parents once the teacher entered the household with the distinct 

purpose of learning about the family. What took place through the visits was the creation 

of a social relationship. One of the teachers new to her commimity spoke of the profound 

change this altered stance brought about and the barriers it helped her cross: 

The reason (for the household visit) has to be something besides school. 
Because even if I go into the home as a teacher to talk about teacher stuff. 
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it's still a teacher/student, home/school kind of thing. But if we're talking 
about something that gives you common ground that's really what I think 
is important. (...) All the at-risk programs in the world still keep that 
teacher/student and home/school barrier. Those lines are never crossed. 
You can go watch all the football and baseball games in the world and 
make yourself visible but you're still a teacher. But just to been seen in a 
different way is important. It's a fine line you have to walk because you 
can get too close. But I'd rather have the problems of too close than total 
conflict and confrontation all the time. 

I really wish in hindsight that I had interviewed more students' 
families. I think looking back I would target people who looked like a 
potential problem. Most kids who walk in with chips on their shoulders is 
because of some treatment they have gotten from a teacher. So for them to 
see a teacher in a different way changes everything, everything. (MB-09) 

This "seeing the teacher in a different way" is the reciprocal experience of the teacher 

seeing her students and their families in a different way. This re-visioning is crucial 

especially when the teacher does not share the student's socioeconomic status or 

ethnicity. 

Therefore the process of conducting the interviews in the households of their 

students led some of the teacher-researchers to new ways of relating to and 

communicating with her students and their parents. One teacher who worked with special 

education students and their families remarked that the most profound result of 

participation as a team member in the impacts study was that she became better at asking 

questions and listening to answers; 

I've leamed a lot. I don't have this deep understanding of the oilfield. I 
don't know if I ever will but I have a different perspective of things and 
what our community has. The one thing I walked away with is the fact that 
I leamed how to be a better researcher. For me with special ed kids and 
lEP's [Individualized Education Plans], I use my skills all the time.(...) 
It's just not a matter of me talking. It's the listening. And my listening 
skills were okay but it's the type of questions. I've leamed how to ask 
questions which I didn't before. It was kind of like I said what I had to say 



94 

and then asked if there were any questions (of the parents). We were 
finished. I've now learned how to draw things out. I've learned how to ask 
questions on a more professional basis and that has truly helped me. (...) 
A parent admitting to me things about their child and reasons they 
disagreed with me was a step I used to skip. Asking somebody do you 
have any questions versus the specific questions I now ask a parent about 
how they are feeling. 

I think funds of knowledge methodology and philosophy would be 
a great way to research in special ed. We could leam firom parents the 
strategies they use to cope with and teach a special child. As teachers we 
do the talking and we don't listen and these parents have a lot to offer. I 
get John at IS or 16 and these people (his parents) have been dealing with 
him a lot longer than I have. This project has taught me how to interview 
the parents and then really listen to what they have to say. (MB- 43) 

Learning to listen and to see with new eyes and ears assisted teachers in crossing 

barriers that had been normalized within the institutions of schools and operationalized in 

social and economic divisions throughout communities. These experiences, sparked by 

the household visits, were collectively examined and elaborated upon within the study 

groups. The study group sessions and other team meetings formed the crux of team 

building and provided the context in which to collaboratively theorize and analyze the 

research process and data. 

Studv Groups: Debriefing and Building Trust. The study group meetings, held 

every three to four weeks - an essential component of all funds of knowledge projects -

ser\'ed to support and the teachers in their family/community research by providing a 

safe, non-judgmental forum for reflection and discussion. Teachers were given the chance 

to share interviewing successes and difficulties and collectively reflect on the parents' 

responses and perceptions. From time to time the discussions covered studies reported on 

by other researchers looking at similar issues in other communities and parts of the world. 
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The study group sessions also assisted the participating teachers in considering and 

developing pedagogical applications of the findings for their classrooms. Examples of 

ways in which teachers fi-om other parts of the country who were previously involved in 

similar research have applied their new understandings to curriculum development were 

provided to the Louisiana teachers which gave them an historical context for developing 

their own classroom applications. 

The study group sessions began soon after the teachers were recruited as field 

assistants in the social impacts study and had completed the initial phase of their first 

interview. Either I or the university-based team leader was always present to faciUtate the 

study group discussions which usually centered around the content and processes of the 

household interviews. The blending of roles in the study group could be seen as the 

project progressed. Although we continued to lead the meetings, we "instructed" less and 

less and shared more and more as time went on. Also in attendance at these meetings 

were the two resident ethnographers. They occupied an intermediary position between us 

as frequent visitors and the teachers as residents. The setting for the group sessions 

differed in each community. In one community, the group chose to meet in a different 

teacher's home every month with the meeting always taking place after a shared meal; in 

the other community, the group chose to meet in an afternoon session in the classroom of 

one of the participating teachers. The different meeting contexts seemed to fit the needs 

of the individual groups of teachers. 

In addition, two joint study group sessions were scheduled during the course of 

the first year of data collection. During these meetings, the teacher/researchers fi'om both 
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communities gathered to discuss the similarities and differences in their neighboring 

locales and touch on their preliminary findings. Many of the teachers spoke of the 

importance of these shared gatherings as a unique chance to get to know teachers fit>m 

nearby parishes as well as an opportunity to air misconceptions that members of each 

group seemed to have concerning the "other community." A teacher from one of the 

communities disclosed her researcher's bias concerning the neighboring community 

which lies only 50 miles away: 

No it's more like I wouldn't know how to respond if I interviewed 
someone in [the other town] and they said they didn't like living there 
because it wasn't that much fun. I can't imagine saying that about where 
you live. (My community) is the best place in the world to live. (Laughs) 
[The other community] seems so different and maybe it's not. Maybe if 
we'd met more I would have realized how similar it is. But I still have this 
thing about (the other town) and just seeing all that oilfield equipment and 
not the houses. I never think of (that town) except in terms of oil. (MB-25) 

Another teacher who has lived in her community all her life reflected on the 

importance of the joint meetings and of hearing the experiences of teachers from outside 

the state when discussing the readings: 

I enjoyed reading the articles and talking with the other teachers and 
realizing some things from those who were not bom here. For me, 
everyone worked in the oil industry or was a farmer when I was little. 
Those were the two things. All of a sudden, people started doing different 
things but the people who are still making the money are the oil people. 
Except those in agribusiness and insurance salesmen. (MB-27) 

I have referred to the study group meetings as a kind of debriefing because these 

meetings often served to clear up confusions over methodological details, give and 

receive feedback on emerging analytical themes and perspectives, and to ensure that the 

teacher/researchers stayed on schedule as much as possible. New questions and lines of 



97 

inquiry emerged for all of us as we collectively reviewed our interview transcripts and 

fieldnotes and discussed the assigned theoretical readings. As Stall notes, sessions such 

as these help to keep team members in touch with both the theory and data, while they are 

in the field. 

The teacher-researchers, in essence, never leave the field unless they move away 

fi-om their communities. But the field — their community — had become for them an 

unusual/usual place during the course of the research. Through the focused distancing 

they experienced as social science researchers in their own towns, the teachers often felt 

as though they were seeing 'the way(s) things are" for the first time. Just being fi*om the 

community or being part of an "oil family" did not insure that the teachers had a fiill 

understanding of the lives of the families involved in oil. As one teacher remarked in 

relation to the study groups: 

I didn't know anything about the oil industry at all. When we sit in our 
groups, our study sessions, and I hear other teachers talking about it, it's 
very foreign to me although I'm from here. I lived in other places and then 
came back as an adult and have now lived here many years. Now I have a 
different understanding about the families who are involved in the oil 
industry and how they are run and how difficult it can be for them. When I 
grew up both my parents were there most of the time. But now I 
understand how difficult that can be raising your children without one 
parent there very much. And then when that parent comes back, how 
different it can be with the changes that go on. (MB-26) 

Another teacher who is the wife of an oil industry employee came to more clearly 

understand the ways things were in her own family through the interviewing of similarly 

situated families in her community and through the exchanges with other teachers in the 

study group: 
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[The study] helped me concentrate on the oil industry and it's effect on 
the communities, the families and the children. Even though I was 
involved in it personally, I've been out of it and never thought of it 
affecting the children and the families. I realized how much it does affect 
the home life and the children, especially this being gone. Especially 
fathers of children. So I realize now how much it must have bothered my 
children. I didn't really look at this because you're in the middle of it and 
not standing back and looking in on it. Now I'm seeing more things — that 
periodic guest thing that came up I realize that this is the way it was for us. 
I've learned more about my own and others' relationships by doing this 
study. (MB-29) 

This progressive distancing/focusing process, referred to by George Spindler 

(1987) as making the familiar strange, is also accomplished within the study groups 

through the reading and discussing of articles that report on similar studies about offshore 

workers and their families in other locations. Several of the teachers whose experiences 

included being an "oil wife" or part of an "oil family" found that these readings sparked 

vigorous theorizing and questioning concerning their own experiences and the 

potentiality of offshore work to shape the functioning of households and the social 

reproduction of household members and community institutions. One teacher whose 

father worked in the oil industry all of his life and died at an early age of a heart attack 

was very sensitive to the stressful nature of oilfield employment: 

My main reason for (focusing on the stress of the work) is my father 
worked as a toolpusher in the oilfield all his life and he had a heart attack 
at 47 years old. He was a very young man. He started having chest pains 
on the rig and he came in at the end of his hitch and two weeks later he 
had a heart attack. I knew it was associated with the rig because of the 
long hours that he worked. Sometimes he worked 18 hours straight 
because he didn't have any relief My brothers have told me that he 
worked at a time when oilfield was really getting started. They were 
making money but their job was harder because they didn't have all the 
equipment they have now. 
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The toolpushers had a hard job because they were responsible for 
everybody on every shift. It was a lot of stress. He was always worried 
about people and when he came in - he woriced 7 and 7 - it was either 
somebody got run off while he was gone or somebody quit so it was 
constantly stressful. He enjoyed his job. He loved his job. So until the day 
he died he wanted to go back to work. He died 14 years after his heart 
attack. He knew it was stressful, but that's what he wanted to do. He'd 
been doing that since he was 17 years old. His parents were farmers but he 
loved the oilfield. (MB-27) 

This same teacher continued to reflect on her own family's experience and her 

mother's accommodations to her husband's work schedule and frequent absences. 

They (oilfield workers) make good money but can you afford to lose your 
loved ones because you want money? That's what it comes down to. 
They're gone for a lot of holidays. They're gone for all those special 
events in your life. They're gone when your kids have a problem. A lot of 
times they're gone. So is the woman at home strong enough to deal with 
all that on her own and make that family stick together? I can say my 
mama was. And I always wondered why my mother was always so tough. 
She's still alive today. She cuts her own grass and is very independent. I 
have four brothers and she still tells them what to do..If she doesn't like it 
she tells him. But that's because she always did that cause my father 
worked offshore and she ruled that house. That was her job. And that has a 
lot to do with it all, being from an oilfield family. (MB-27) 

Other readings covered previous funds of knowledge collaborations and teachers' 

responses to participation in those studies. Several of the Louisiana teachers found these 

articles helpful in orienting them to fieldwork in other locations and encouraged them to 

be more observant of and connected to their students' lives and interests. As one young 

teacher remarked: 

The funds of knowledge articles helped me notice things - details. Now 
we talk about weekends - what the students did. We hadn't done that 
before because I didn't want to know. Now one student told me about 
racing - drag racing on the weekends. I told them my husband did that 
when he was young. So that was fun and I got that student to work for me 
in class. I never would have tried that if I hadn't read some of those 
articles about the home interviews to find out what a teacher didn't know 
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about the resources a family had. Somebody had a magazine about cars 
and I asked him about that. That was neat to find out that he liked that. 
The girls are harder for me because they don't open up as much. I think 
they stay home more and I don't know if that's a culture thing or not. They 
do less with their dads and dads are the ones that are going everywhere, so 
they stay home more. (MB-25) 

More particularly for us - the university-based ethnogr^hers - the study group 

sessions ofiTered a unique opportunity to socialize, strategize, and analyze with our local 

co-researchers. These sessions provided the context in which we were able to 

collaboratively define a working relationship that integrated research and practice. As 

BCingry-Westergaard and Kelly (in Bartunek & Louis, 1996) write in relation to this type 

of collaborative team research, "The assumed benefits of the collaborative style is that the 

discovery of information about the structures, roles, and norms expressed in context will 

enhance the authenticity, the validity, and therefore, the usefulness of the research. The 

collaborative relationship becomes a social structiu-e by which the processes of discovery 

and understanding can take place" (p. 16). Together we generated knowledge and theories 

about the families and institutions within the communities and built trust through the 

creation of a shared agenda to discover and understand these community contexts. The 

teachers' roles as team members honored them as knowers and learners in their own 

classrooms and conununities and within the study group — knowers and learners who are 

embedded in the contexts and relations of power that structure their daily work and living 

situations. 

Implications of the Teacher-Researcher Component. The exposure and reflection 

involved in the household visits and the study group sessions resulted in the 

strengthening and deepening of the participating teachers' appreciation of the cultural 
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resources and circumstances of their students' family's lives and the lives of other 

community members. Through this team ethnographic study, the teachers were 

introduced to a variety and plurality of family situations, traditions, and experiences 

which greatly expanded their teaching practice, their connection to the families of their 

students, and their understanding of the multiplicity of ways the oil industry affects their 

communities. As one teacher, who is a longtime resident, remarked: 

The oil industry touches a lot of lives. And it touches ours even though 
(my immediate family) is not involved in it. But my brothers are and I'm 
still interested in what happens to them. We're still an oil town. We're still 
an oil state. We get a lot of revenues from that. My pay comes from some 
of the oil revenue from the port. So it still affects me indirectly. (MB-27) 

The multiple impacts of the research process on all of the team members as well 

as the creation and dissemination of the "products" generated by the team did not begin 

at the mythical moment when the data collection was completed. Impacts were felt and 

shared from the moment the team began to take shape, conduct interviews, write-up 

fieldnotes, and explore preliminary findings. As the teachers delved into the interviewing 

process and began to collectively reflect in their study groups on the impacts of oil 

industry employment on the families and individuals, many of them started to 

incorporate into their classroom curriculum some of the ethnographic techniques they 

were practicing. 

In some classrooms, the use of these epistemological tools helped students and 

teachers discuss difficult family matters in a less judgmental manner and resulted in a 

deepening of their relationships. One young teacher remarked: 

It was like we all had on white coats and gloves and nothing was personal 
(when doing the family trees). One student has only seen her dad twice 
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and she wondered if she had to include him and I said, 'Not if you don't 
want to' and that was it. We moved on. One of them said 'My mother 
died. Should she go on there?' and I said 'Yes, she's part of your family' 
because he sounded like he wanted to include her. But it was real. Nobody 
judged or commented on what they didn't have. The second time when 
they did it, they knew the format and just did it. They had confidence. 
They would ask a few questions but it was no personal thing. When I was 
working with C. he asked what to put as last names because he had a real 
dad and an adopted dad. We added both and moved on. 

Because of the timelines and family trees that we have done now 
and before, this class has gotten to know each other well, doing all that 
personal stuff. But because of the research [the teacher-researchers] have 
been doing and the questions we have been asking of the families we 
interview, I'll ask a question and if somebody wants to share it we share it. 
It led to the careers study and we went to a few places and came back and 
talked about the woric. (N^-25) 

In addition to showing their students how to construct the family trees and 

occupational timelines as extensions of history projects or career explorations, several 

teachers and 20 students from the two study communities in collaboration with 

university-based team members participated in the creation of an oilfield-related web 

page. The students from one community interviewed and gathered photos of their family 

members who worked in the oil industry and then traveled to the comparative community 

to get assistance in creating the web page. The coordinating teacher/researcher spoke of 

her rationale for initiating the complicated web page project as a way of involving her 

students in an extension of her own research on the impacts of the oil industry: 

I was looking for something that would tie into careers and I like to do 
science oriented careers. So the web page became a medium where I can 
do both. The kids will come in and they will first of all have pictures they 
have collected of where their father works or their mother - whoever is in 
the oil industry. They will design that part of the web page that describes 
what their father does. Then they'll interview a relative and do a page 
about job requirements and types of equipment they will have to use. Next 
they will tell us about themselves and create their own home page. We 
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will also do a CD of it so in class I can put this in and show the kids what 
was done last year and then continue next year. That's the way we can 
continue to interview families in areas where we have gaps until we have 
covered the whole oil industry. (MB-15) 

Thus for the public school teachers, the first, closest and peiiiaps most significant 

audience for the dissemination of the research process and preliminary findings was their 

students. Their students were also the recipients of the teachers' changing attitudes about 

and approaches to relationships. The teachers spoke most eloquently about the many 

ways they have re-visioned and altered their relationships with their students and their 

students' parents as a result of their participation in the study. 

I'm going to take a picture of our classroom door because when I talk 
about dissemination I want to say I start right there in the classroom. (...) I 
feel like I was always pretty open to students to begin with, conscious of 
their needs, but changing from elementary to middle school was a very 
different experience. The first year I didn't want them to know too much 
about me. I didn't want them to know where I lived. I wanted that reserve. 
I felt like I needed it because I was afraid that they were going to throw 
rocks at my house.. .you know that kind of thing. And this year I had a 
young man I befriended and I think it's because of what we talked about 
and what we went through doing the household visits. Even though I 
didn't go into his house, I'm much more open (with him). (...) I think it 
has given me that confidence to be open to this child. His father works in 
oil and I'm torn now as to whether I should interview his family for the 
project because it would be nice to meet his family or at least attempt to. 
This kid is very active, very involved and into the drug culture kind of 
thing so it would be kind of scary too. But I would really like to find out. 
So participation in the household visits and interviews with families has 
helped me with that transition, that coming into middle school. (MB-15) 

Another audience for the presentation of preliminary findings and experiences of 

collaborative team research was the Society for Applied Anthropology (SfAA) in Tucson, 

Arizona in the spring of 1999, the Minerals Management Service (MMS) Research 

Conference in New Orleans in December of 1999, and the National Oil Industry 
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Association Conference in Washington, D.C. in April of2000. A group of the teacher-

researchers attended these conferences and participated in panel presentations and 

discussions that centered on their experiences and findings as co-researchers in the study. 

These professional collaborations publicly positioned the teachers as adept in. the field 

and essential to the success of the team's ethnographic project. Several of the teachers 

expressed that preparing for and attending the conferences increased their sense of 

themselves as professionals and as social science researchers. 

The teachers were also committed to organizing local presentations for their 

colleagues and for community organizations such as the Chamber of Commerce, the 

Parent/Teacher Organization, the City Council or the School Board. Through their 

participation in the study, the teachers came to know their own communities in new ways 

- ways that connected them to what Paulo Freire calls historical consciousness and that 

actively positioned them as possible agents of change. One teacher who left the 

community only to return years later noted: 

I've been back for six years but I didn't know anything about offshore oil. 
So just knowing that makes me feel more rooted. It's not a tangible thing 
that has made me change but I just feel more at home now. I know more 
people now. I don't feel so much like the outsider. (MB-26) 

Insider or outsider, public school researcher or university-based researcher, the 

basis of all the team members' strategies and data collection and interpretation was the 

joint construction of knowledge through observation, dialogue and reflective listening. 

The teachers had a view of the setting - their community — and of the project findings 

that were qualitatively different than those of the university researchers. These 

differences had significant implications for the quality of knowledge that was gained 
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from the research. Because the teachers - our co-researchers - lived and taught in the 

community, they contributed to the research process and final products in unique ways 

due to their multiple roles and varied perspectives. But there is nothing essential about the 

insider status of the teacher-researchers. In other words, each teacher was an insider and 

perhaps a relative outsider in special ways due to their distinct family histories, different 

lengths of time spent living in her community, and varying experiences in relation to the 

oil industry. Therefore in our study group meetings and in the field, each teacher 

contributed to the team's process of data collection and interpretation and theory building 

in particular ways. The teachers who had the experience of being the wife or daughter of 

an offshore worker offered first-hand insights into the family accommodations and 

negotiations they experienced in relation to their father's or husband's fi'equent absences. 

These insights were invaluable as we evaluated the protocol questions and discussed the 

responses of offshore workers and their families. Their first-hand experience and intricate 

connections with a network of other oil families in the community provided us with many 

contacts and fruitfiil leads. 

The insights of other teachers who were relative newcomers to the community 

also contributed to the team's discussions and interpretations in ways that complemented 

the insights of those whose families had been in the area for generations. These teachers 

often compared their own family history rooted in a different culture and place to those of 

offshore oil workers they were interviewing. They also offered insights concerning their 

experiences of working as teachers in the communities of study and the many ways in 

which they were made to feel both welcome and "forever an outsider." Thus the array of 



106 

interpretive lenses and experience histories of the 13 differently situated local teacher-

researchers helped us as we reflected on and re-valued the research process. 

One primary aim of the community assessment collaborative research was to help 

the community residents gain access to information collected in the study about economic 

and social issues that affect them. In this capacity, the locally-based teachers who remain 

in their communities long after the rest of us went back to our homes, acted as 

community liaisons as they presented preliminary findings to their local school boards 

and other community organizations and assisted us in organizing focus groups to review 

summaries of the project findings. Thus the on-going data analysis and application within 

the context of the communities provided the team with multiple member checks that 

helped to validate and authenticate the research. Because the teacher-researchers were 

more permanent members of the communities, they were typically in a position to have 

an on-going influence over activities taking place in the setting than we were as semi-

residents. We left, but they remain and continue to link us to the communities of which 

we have been a part. One thing is certain. Our collective task of understanding and 

describing "what is going on here," of documenting and interpreting the multiple social 

realities of the individuals and families in the two communities would have been more 

daunting and less grounded without the mediating presence of the teacher-researchers. 

Defining The Sample 

Our project sample of over 300 families and various individuals is predominantly 

composed of white, rural, working class and middle class men and women who self-

identify as Cajuns. The 45 participants in my sample are similar in make-up to the project 
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sample. One of the central reasons for lack of ethnic/racial diversity in my sample is that 

relatively few African Americans, Vietnamese, or Laotians who reside in the Gulf Coast 

area work offshore. Most of the African Americans I and my team members interviewed 

work at the ports in sandblasting or fabrication jobs. And while many Vietnamese 

families own and run supply boats that service the rigs and platforms, it was difficult to 

gain entrance into that community without a command of the Vietnamese language. In 

future studies it is my hope that a greater ethnic range of local residents is sampled and 

therefore represented. 

What then does it mean to be a Cajun? As mentioned in the description of the two 

communities, the term Cajun is a shortened fonn of the word Acadian which references 

an ancestral connection to French Canadian descendants of Nova Scotia who resettled in 

southern Louisiana after their expulsion from Canada by the French in the late 1600s. 

Cajun cultiu^l characteristics have historically included a knowledge of Cajun French, 

close family ties, Catholicism, and a rural way of life involved in farming or harvesting 

game, fish, and crustaceans from the inland and ocean waters. Though each individual 

and family is unique in its own ways, most of the individuals in my sample as well as the 

larger project sample self-identify as Cajuns and did have some level of understanding, if 

not fluency in Cajun French though the language is being rapidly replaced by English. 

Also, many also spoke of having and valuing close family ties and supportive social 

networks of family and friends. Likewise, most of the individuals interviewed were from 

a Catholic background and still had some recreational or occupational connection to the 

bayous and Gulf Coast waters. 
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Limitations of the Study 

Any ethnographic research project is only as good as the people who bring it to 

life and are responsible for transforming the conceived research design into a relational 

process. Our project design was ambitious and our team necessarily rangey. We had 

ethnographers who were in the field for a year and ethnographers who came and went and 

local teacher-researchers who were there all the time because they lived in our field of 

study. We were also spread across two communities and two parishes. In order to unpack 

the impacts of the oil industry on these two communities we were charged with 

interviewing 300 families as well as hundreds of other community members from 

educators to health and social service providers to oil and service company managers and 

directors. Therefore in an oxymoronic sense, the very expansiveness of the project could 

be seen as a limitation. With so much to cover in so little time - the primary period of 

data collection occurred over the span of less than one year — we often felt that our team 

only had time to scratch the surface. However, the two resident ethnographers who stayed 

put were able to form social networks of friends and acquaintances and therefore 

deepened the research and anchor the rest of us as we came and went. 

Being a member of a research team, especially such a spacious one, was an 

educational and at times challenging experience. Were it not for the excellent 

organizational skills of the project manager who kept us all pointed in the right direction, 

the size of our team may have posed a limitation. What at times did seem to be a limiting 

factor about our team was, in some ways, the lack of diversity. Though we each came to 

the project with distinct histories and capacities, we lacked a depth of diversity across 
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race/ethnicity. Of the thirteen teacher-researchers we recruited, 12 are Anglo women and 

one an African American woman. Among our university-based team, except for one East 

Indian anthropologist, we are all Anglos. Also, males were outnumbered by female team 

members. 

Most important, in future endeavors I will woik harder to recruit a group of 

teacher-researchers who are more representative of the demographics of the area. In 

Louisiana as in other parts of the country, schools and school populations vary greatly 

due to the socioeconomics and racial segregation of the neighboiiioods. Had we recruited 

more Afncan American teachers as local team members, we would have probably 

interviewed more African American families and in that way increased the diversity of 

the sample. 

The study was also limited as being representative of true participatory research. 

Though we employed 13 local researchers who participated with the university based 

team members in conducting interviews, analyzing data, writing reports, and presenting at 

conferences, our project was initiated and orchestrated from outside the community and 

addressed questions originally generated by the funding agency, Minerals Management 

Service. In true participatory or collaborative research, the problem question comes from 

within the community and the outside researchers act more as facilitators of the research 

process. However, collaboration did occur on many levels and is ongoing as we face 

writing the report for the funding agency and continue to make conference presentations 

involving the teachers. 
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It has been limiting not being able to more fully identify and flesh out our teacher-

researcher colleagues or the people I interviewed. I was intentionally vague when 

referring to and quoting specific people in order to protect their identity. It is not my 

intention that they seem like shadow figures especially since I am invested in breaking 

down researcher/researched hierarchies. However, our team's decision to use the real 

names of the communities made it all the more imperative to disguise the identity of the 

individuals with whom we spoke. 

Also not being able to spend more time actually in school classrooms taking note 

of student/teacher interactions, interviewing students, and collaborating on curriculum 

applications often seemed like a limiting aspect of the project. In order to better 

understand the particular ways the business of oil penetrates the business of school, it 

would have helped to log many more hours of classroom observation and participation. 

And finally, there were aspects of participating in contractural research that 

seemed limiting at times. When I entered the communities as a researcher, some residents 

had a history with and therefore an opinion of the contracting agency, the Minerals 

Management Service, that perhaps colored our interaction is some ways. For instance, 

some community members were suspicious of the intent of an MMS-sponsored project. 

What was the agency going to do with the report? Could I make sure they pulled strings 

and assisted the cause for more revenue sharing of offshore oil lease monies? Would the 

large report instigate even more safety measures that would discourage oil exploration in 

the Gulf and therefore jeopardize their jobs? These and other questions were not easily 

answered. Also, the fact that an MMS representative fi'om the agency's research branch 
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had to review and approve each paper that was to be publicly presented or any article 

submitted for publication felt like possible censorship at times. Though all papers and 

articles were approved, this review process was at least cumbersome and at most a 

perceived barrier to critical analysis. 

On the other hand, because my research and that of my team members has been 

overwhebningly positively received by the MMS and other governmental entities, our 

research and research methodology have the potential to remake the way governmental 

bodies go about social science research. The inclusion of local teacher-researchers and the 

in-depth ethnographic approach are elements of the research design and practice that have 

been acclaimed by MMS authorities and have the potential to be replicated in further 

research projects. 

Taking these study limitations into account, I now turn to the findings chapter in 

which I present emic representations of the interrelations among the domains and 

institutions of work, family and schooling. 
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IV 

CONNECTING WORK, SCHOOLING, AND FAMILY 

This discussion of research findings is based on an ethnographically informed 

inquiry of everyday life as an object of study. In pouring over the scores of interviews, I 

am interested in understanding and analyzing the internal relations that bind the 

inseparable domains of work, education, and family based on meanings constructed by 

specific individuals in the specific cultural milieu of southern Louisiana. In my attempt to 

unravel this Geertzian web of meanings composed of internally related parts, I view the 

reality of the subjects of my study as a whole in flux, with change and interaction 

dialectically theorized as necessary rather than unexpected. 

How the community members we interviewed talked about their work as oil 

industry employees, as fathers and husbands, as mothers and wives, as teachers and 

administrators of schools presented a partial account of what it means to be these 

differently situated individuals. Thus in analyzing the reciprocal links between and 

among the multiple spheres of interaction of these individuals, I have broadly considered 

my research categories of work, family, and education as reflecting an aspect of the social 

history of the country, the region, and the state but more particularly, the local reality of 

the individuals in our study. Thus the local realities and meanings ascribed to the social 

formations of work, family, and education belie generalizations though they are 

connected to changes occurring in other industries, and in many families and schools 
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around the US; the local is caught up in larger spheres of influence as the peripheral Gulf 

coast area is mariced as one of the centers of offshore oil activity. Thus the accounts of 

everyday lives in New Iberia and Morgan City, Louisiana have added meaning in relation 

to a national and global whole that is never immobile but in a constant state of tension. So 

to understand the multiple ways in which the study participants' woric Uves, family lives, 

and educational experiences are reciprocally influential and connected to the large levers 

of society, I briefly discuss each institutional structure in a relational sense. 

Work, as an activity and as a concept, pervades the daily life of most people. Yet 

work is an ambiguous concept that varies tremendously with social and cultural 

circumstances. Activities that are termed work in our own country are continuously 

changing with new types of activities included under the concept while others are 

excluded. Sandra Wallman (1979) in her explication of the social anthropology of work, 

offers a useful start: 

Within any society, "woric" has a number of very different meanings... It 
can be analyzed in terms of physical transformations, social interactions, 
economic activities, or personal identities. For the worker himself (sic), it 
is both a psychic necessity and the cause of pain and alienation... Across 
cultures, those activities that are called "work" (or by the word which is 
translated as "work") change, and the component parts of work processes 
appear in different combinations and with different significance.. .Work is 
about control - physical and psychological, social and symbolic. The 
primaeval purpose of work is the human need to control nature, to wrest a 
living from it and to impose culture on it.. .Work is also about social 
interaction as much as material production (p. 2, 3). 

Wallman shatters any attempt to essentialize work and the work process. Her 

anthropological and thus comparative approach to understanding this infinitely variable 

and implicitly necessary form of social interaction takes into account the multiple ways 
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work and non-work are defined, negotiated, valued, controlled, identified with, rewarded, 

exploited, and governed. Wallman charts the multilineality of the relations between the 

constituent dimensions of work such as energy, incentive, value, place, time, technology, 

and identity and alienation. Though my analysis does not focus on the constituent 

dimensions or institutional arrangements peculiar to offshore oil industry work, 

Wallman's perspective that work is significant due to the quality of relationships it 

engenders both within and outside the workplace stresses the qualitative and relational 

aspects of work as does my research. Her approach is additionally helpfiil in my 

consideration of work as including non-paid household work of raising children and 

maintaining a family. 

Work, then, is more than what one does to survive, or to gamer the necessary 

means to sustain oneself and one's family. According to Marx (1977), what is 'more 

than' about work is its central formative role: we make ourselves through our labor and in 

turn are made by it. In his extensive analysis of work under capitalist conditions, Marx 

makes an important distinction between work and labor. He conceives of work 

qualitatively as a potential, a life activity that expresses the power of human beings while 

labor in a capitalist society is thought of quantitatively, as an alienated form. Marx 

envisions work as a need to remold and change nature which reciprocally changes the 

nature of the working person. He envisions labor or wage labor under capitalist 

conditions as an alienating activity that deprives the laborer of his subjectivity and 

therefore his humanity. 
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In terms of laborers involved in the boom and bust cycles of the oil industry, 

Marx's focus on the alienating and objectifying quality of the work, especially for some 

who spend 7, 14, or 28 days isolated on an offshore oil platform, rings true. When one 

man with whom I spoke referred to the oil industry as "a chess game" in which he is the 

pawn, and another compared the unpredictability of his employment to participation in a 

"game of Russian roulette," they echo Marx's philosophy of the objectifying nature of 

such labor. Another who likened his worktime far out in the ocean to '*being adrift in 

space" and feeling like an "alien" referenced the alienating nature of the labor situation. 

If, as Marx claims, the result is that parts of (the laborer's) being are split off and undergo 

their own transformation attaining an independent life with a specific set of needs to 

satisfy, it is clear that difficulties may occur for some men each time they return home 

and attempt to reconnect to the other world of their family's needs, desires, and activities. 

Work, which in a Marxist perspective is qualitatively different than labor in that it 

is neither alienating nor objectifying, may be likened to some of the activities the oil 

industry employees participate in during their 7 or 14 days onshore. Many men spend this 

time pursuing some form of fishing, hunting, trapping, or shrimping, depending on the 

season and the availability of time. These self-initiated and self-controlled activities are 

deeply embedded in the cultural, economic and social history of the inhabitants of the 

Gulf coast region and fulfill the ofl-expressed need to "be on the water." As one offshore 

oil employee unequivocally stated in reference to his time spent fishing during his 7 days 

off, "You might as well cut off my arm as take away my boat." Clearly, working in one's 

own boat to harvest seafood for one's family as well as to augment a family's income can 
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be strenuous and taxing. But in a Marxist sense, the fisherman - whether relaxing or 

working in his boat - has recaptured his subjectivity, his potential and power to interact 

with nature. In this way he replenishes his own nature. 

In addition, when people talked of their work offshore and onshore, inside and 

outside the market, it became obvious that both work and labor (noting the Marxist 

division) were a source of cultural and social values as well as identity. What forms of 

work at home and on the water are thought to be socially worthy and personally 

fulfilling? How much do the study participants identify with their work? How do they 

reference a "work ethic?" 

All work has value beyond money as it contributes to the maintenance of social 

status, personal esteem, authority in the family, and credibility in the community. This 

added value of work or cultiual capital in Bourdieu's framework, is also dependent on the 

values and ideologies of the society in which a person lives and is ever-changing with the 

inevitable shifts in the historical, technical and social processes of the particular culture. 

As Applebaum (1984) notes all work, no matter where it is performed, becomes 

impregnated with the values of the society. 

Work, then, is not a discrete aspect of social life. It accomplishes more than 

economic ends and relates to other structures in society such as school and family. How, 

then, does the economic system interact with the institution of schooling? In a general 

sense, schools attempt to inculcate young people with the need, desire, and ability to 

work. By training the young to be on time, follow directions, produce work, and behave 

according to rules, formal education has as its raison d 'etre the preparation of students 
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for economic and social roles. Many of the teachers, principals, and superintendents with 

whom we spoke felt that school should first and foremost ready students for woric. I, nor 

those educators, adhere to the reproduction theory of one-to-one correspondence between 

the social relations of production (work) and the social relations of education as Bowles 

and Gintis proposed. There is not a simple or mechanistic relation between economic 

structure and educational development. Political, historical, social, cultural, and 

individual factors intervene between economic structures and educational outcomes in 

complex and multitudinous ways. 

However, I do argue that schools strive to ready students to assume positions in 

the dominant enterprises and often reinforce - through differential funding, discipline, 

teaching, expectations, and access - the racial, ethnic, sexual, and/or class segmentation 

of the labor force. This is not to say that parents, students, teachers, principals, or 

superintendents are passive participants in an inevitable reproduction of capitalist 

relations of production. All democratic school reforms are accomplished by people joined 

together in social movements that demand more public resources for educational needs 

and more say in how those resources are to be used. And most important, determined 

teachers in thousands of public schools across the country act daily to structure classroom 

and community relationships in ways that democratize education and expand the future 

possibilities of their students. 

Therefore even though the interplay between the economy and public schooling 

does not represent a direct one-to-one correspondence, and concerned groups of educators 

and parents struggle to fashion schools in ways that better serve minorities, women, and 
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certain other groups, various factions of the business and corporate class also attempt to 

fashion education and other state apparatuses to make business more profitable, efficient, 

and less conilictive. As corporations merge, and woric and workplaces restructure to meet 

production demands as well as compete in a globalized business arena and maximize 

business profits, public schools also change to meet these demands of business through 

changes in curriculum content, graduation requirements, and business-inspired 

educational reform. 

Most of the public school teachers and administrators who participated in our 

study had positive feelings about their recent support from and partnerships with local 

and national businesses. Computers have been donated. Marine operations labs have been 

funded that provide the preliminary training for vocational students to work on a supply 

ship or on an offshore oil rig. Welding shops have been equipped by local branches of 

large fabrication companies. And local businesses participate in the school-to-work 

initiatives mutually designed by business and school personnel. That schools can and 

have benefited from business donations and corporate attention is not so much the issue 

as is this: How tight is the connection between the economic institutions and public 

schools and how much should the aims of education correspond to the needs of business? 

How do these connections reflect the culture and economics of the area and how do they 

enable and/or constrain the educational possibilities of the stadents in the two 

communities of study? 

Another educational/economic issue that repeatedly surfaced in my conversations 

with community members was the cmcial importance of informal educational 
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experiences that occurred and continue to take place outside the institutions of public 

schools. Sea captains, divers, offshore production foremen, owners of wireline 

companies, and other expert craftsmen and technicians spoke of the invaluable education 

they garnered from being there — on the ship, on the rig or platform, or in the machine 

shop. Thus, many of the older men we interviewed cut their high school education short 

to start work ofifshore or in one of the service companies that support the offshore oil 

industry. Various younger men we spoke with who are now involved in some aspect of 

oilfield work usually finished high school but then opted for on-the-job training rather 

than pursue a college education. Moreover, some men chose to attend vocational and 

technical schools after high school in order to become skilled in the specific techniques 

required by occupations in the trades connected to the oil industry. A four-year university 

education is not the norm or even expected course for a large percentage of young adults 

in southern Louisiana who chose and continue to choose a more direct, immediate, and 

hands-on route to work. 

The issues then that arise from conversations concerning educational and work 

choices are: How are these choices enabled and/or constrained by the dominance of the 

oil industry in the area and the demand for manual/technical labor? How are the changing 

requirements of the job market within the oil industry affecting educational and work 

choices? How is the knowledge produced from experience versus college valued and how 

does this knowledge collect as cultural capital? Does getting a college education mean 

one has to leave the small communities where their families are deeply rooted? 
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Here the institution of family and family dynamics enter the equation. The 

calculus of work's or business's relation to schooling is incomplete without taking into 

account the households of active participants who comprise and enliven these social 

institutions. However, the received category of family is one that needs deconstructing. 

The model for the family in most discussions remains, in spite of countless 

contradictions, that of the traditional nuclear family, resident in its own private home, 

with two parents in differential roles - a breadwinner father and an economically 

dependent housewife/mother. This model assumes a relatively middle-class home thus 

marking family-households which do not fit the model as deviations from the norm, 

whether in terms of social class, gender, or woiidng status. Challenging this reified 

family model and its practical ease of definition, our central unit of study — households -

attends to the "uiunanageable particularities" (Netting, Wilk, & Amould, 1984) of social 

life and focuses on individual decision making and the specifics of the various and 

complicated relationships within the household groups. Thus by using the term household 

interchangeably with the term family, I am inclusive of the term "family" which is the 

emic designation while also suggesting that the term "household" more ^propriately 

captures the variability in the unit of analysis. 

While taking this distinction into account, most of the households I and my 

research colleagues visited fell close to the "traditional" model for the family due to 

several factors. First of all, we sought out two-parent families, whether they were a 

couple with no children or part of an extended family with children and other relatives 

living together. Second, men who work offshore often make enough money to support a 
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wife and family without the addition of a second income. Therefore, a number of the 

women in the study spent more time doing unpaid woik at home than woridng outside the 

home. Third, the husband's rotational schedule of equal weeks on and off the job require 

many women to stay at home to care for the children and maintain all the aspects of 

family life while the husband is away, making the holding of a job or the pursuit of an 

occupation outside the home difficult. Many other women in the study did choose to 

work outside the home and made this choice in relation to several factors including the 

age of their children, employment goals and opportunities, the availability of social 

networks and daycare facilities to assist with childcare, and the family's need for 

resources. 

What is more "untraditional" about these families as compared with couples who 

balance the demands of a 40-hour week is the adjustments and accommodations that are 

necessary for them to make because of the long husband/father absences and presences. 

Women and men talk of the various coping strategies and adaptations to the household 

division of labor that are negotiated in order to attempt to accommodate the offshore 

schedule of 7 days on and 7 days off, or 14 on and 14 off, or 28 on and 7 off. Schedules 

vary according to many variables but for every period spent working offshore, a similar 

amount of paid shore leave is normal. Families and family life have not been figured into 

the needs of the industry. With respect to the wives and children of male workers, Lewis, 

Porter, and Shrimpton (1988) report that the phrase "we hire workers, not families" is a 

common corporate retort. 
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Rotational woiic schedules are not entirely special to the offshore oil industry. A 

similar, but perh^s more seasonally specific type of schedule has been part of the 

working life of offshore fishermen and seamen in the area for many years. Thus many 

local families have made various accommodations to the extended periods of a father or 

husband's rotational absence and presence before the last half century of oil patch 

employment in the Gulf. How individuals and families woric out the child raising and 

family and community responsibiUties around a rotational work schedule is, of course, 

unique to each household. However, there are commonalties in relational patterns of 

household and community dynamics that many of the families share: the development 

and maintenance of social networks; the central role of the mother in child raising and 

household economics; and the value placed on close social and institutional ties in the 

community. 

There are also common relational difficulties and stresses that couples experience 

due to the non-negotiable intermittent scheduling demanded by offshore oil work. How 

wives and husbands, mothers and fathers meet, change, and/or resist these challenges 

depends on the individuals involved and their own social histories. Important in this 

analysis is the constructed role that women have been placed in as a result of the 

interpenetration of the worlds of work and family. The domestic/public polarity no longer 

holds for many women who are "homemakers" and who shoulder multiple 

responsibilities due to their husband's work. Feminists such as Finch (1983) have noted 

how the unpaid labor of the wives of professionals such as clergy or doctors is often 

incorporated into the work of their husbands. In a similar sense, the wives of offshore oil 
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industry workers are expected to perform extensive household and community duties that 

are a direct result of their husband's woric schedule. Ray Pahl (1984) also speaks of the 

importance of unpaid gendered labor in the home and outside it, drawing the Marxist 

distinction between woric and employment. Women '^voric" at home to maintain a refuge 

to which the male employee gladly returns. How the relationship and boundaries between 

these so-called public and private worlds is conceptualized from the male and female 

point of view by the participants in the study is crucial in understanding the constraints of 

gender on men as well as women. 

What is also interesting are the diverse ways in which households and in a certain 

sense, entire communities have normalized the adjustments made as a result of the 

periodic absences of the father/husband. Local soccer teams are coached by men who 

work alternate 7 and 7 schedules, sharing the responsibility between them. Bowling 

leagues have two shifts of teams. Colleges offer courses that are fashioned for a person 

working 7 and 7 by arranging a schedule that requires them to attend classes during the 

alternate weeks when they are home. Women whose husbands work offshore form coffee 

klatches to help and support one another. School teachers accommodate and understand 

emotional outbursts and lackluster homework production fiom some students whose 

father may have just left for an extended period of time. Do these personal, household, 

and community adjustments in relational patterns deemed necessary by the demands of 

the prevalent rotational work scheduling reflect the health of families and communities? 

What are the repercussions? How does the added responsibility that the woman shoulders 

give her greater independence and authority in the private sphere? 
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These questions and others posed in this introduction to the discussion of findings 

will be pondered and variously answered in the narratives included in the segments that 

follow. I first focus on how the men who work in the offshore oil industry make sense of 

their work life and connect the occupational and personal choices they have made to 

economic, educational, and social factors. By hearing from the men first I do not mean to 

privilege their voices or experiences over those of the women in the study. Instead, it is 

my hope that the men's own descriptions of their work, educational, and family histories 

will set the context for understanding the various interrelations and contradictions 

between women's position in the public and private spheres. 
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Roustabouts, Mud Men, and Tool Pushers: 

Workers Talk of Their Labor Offshore 

There seem to be two central reasons why many men from the two communities 

of study begin oil industry work at a young age: the ubiquitous nature of the work and the 

money. Generations of men in Louisiana have gravitated away from subsistence hunting, 

fishing and trapping toward work as roustabouts, roughnecks, drillers, toolpushers, line 

operators, and a myriad of other positions on rigs and platforms and, more recently, on 

rigs and platforms stationed hundreds of miles out in the ocean. The call of oil industry-

related work is heard by many in the two communities of study who want to make a 

decent wage and who do not want to move from the area. And the call is strong. As one 

young machinist stated when asked how many of his friends went into oilfield work 

during or after high school: 

I'd say about five out of ten - half of my class went toward the oilfield 
when they graduated. Out of 76, 30 something of them went into the 
oilfield. The ones that went straight into the oilfield offshore are still there. 
Others went into welding. I have other friends who became paramedics 
and now work offshore in safety. (...) You know you try to get away from 
it but you can't. (MB-018) 

Getting into the oil industry rather than away from it has been one of the best 

options for many men in the southern Louisiana area since Sept.21, 1900 when the 

Heywood well, drilled in inland waters six miles from Jennings, Louisiana, produced 

commercial quantities of oil. The major oil and gas fields brought in after the Heywood 

discovery were massed on land in northern and central Louisiana until the 

aforementioned Kerr-Magee strike occurred in the Gulf in 1947, marking the birth of the 
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offshore oil and gas industry. Employment opportunities in offshore oil woric expanded 

rapidly in the decades that followed the Kerr-Magee strike, peaking in 1982 with oil 

selling at an all-time high of $44 a barrel (in 1990 dollars). At that time, approximately 

165,000 Louisiana citizens earned their living in the oil and gas industry (Calhoun, 1997) 

with a concentration of those woikers commuting to rigs and platforms floating like 

islands far out in the Gulf of Mexico. 

During these peak years, the oil and gas revenues from offshore drilling and 

production netted over $6.5 billion for the federal government which controls the 

offshore activity. The state of Louisiana also prospered during the boom years through 

employment opportunities and land lease and royalty income of over $600 billion. 

However, for the last two decades, production of crude oil has fallen sharply in all 

regions of the state due to declining reserves and fluctuating prices. Regardless, the oil 

industry remains the dominant employer in the state and oil continues to supply the 

lifeblood that keeps Louisiana economically alive. 

Men began to choose oilfield employment over a livelihood in agriculture, 

trapping, or fishing especially after WWII when the oilfield offered the most lucrative 

employment opportunities for many southem Louisianians, especially for the men with 

little secondary education. Thus, in the 1940s and the several decades that followed when 

Louisiana averaged a low high school graduation rate, the oil industry provided relatively 

high-paying jobs with company security for many men who were not college bound. 

However, choosing employment in oil-related jobs cannot be viewed in an entirely 

voluntaristic light since constraints in the labor maiket play a large role in shaping any 
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employment decisions which individuals make. Nevertheless, many men along the Gulf 

coast of Louisiana do seek out woric in oil-related occupations. 

The occupations that men and a few women pursue and have historically pursued 

in the offshore oil industry can be roughly categorized as jobs having to do with the 

exploration, development, or production of oil and gas, or labor on supply boats that 

service the offshore rigs and platforms. In addition, there are numerous onshore service 

jobs at the ports or in local shops that support the industry such as those involved with 

welding, rig fabrication, or transportation. In general, jobs in drilling (development) and 

production provide the greatest occupational opportunities in the area. 

Drilling: The Dirtv Work 

Drilling for oil and gas is costly, labor intensive, and dangerous, and potentially 

an extremely profitable endeavor for the oil companies that benefit from the extraction of 

large amounts of both surplus value and profit. The price of extracting "the prize" fi*om a 

single offshore oil well is nearly ten times more than drilling a well on land, averaging 

52,626,000, with each gas well averaging $3,300,00 (in 1995 dollars). Even drilling what 

turns out to be a dry hole can cost a company over $3,700,000. To talk of the work 

involved in offshore drilling operations - costly in human and monetary C£^>ital - is to 

talk of a deep sea mining process that would have been impossible before the mid-century 

when the first offshore rig was fabricated in Morgan City. 

The drilling process is initiated after exploratory wells have been sunk and oil and 

gas reserves worth the expenditures have been located. A drilling rig is then hauled far 

out into the Gulf to the lease site, positioned over the oil reserve, and operated to drill the 
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well to an average depth of about 10,000 below the ocean floor. The most common type 

of rig used today in the deeper and rougher waters is referred to as the semi-submersible. 

These rigs are anchored in place and float on bottle-type submersibles which makes them 

more stabile and less subject to wave action. The drilling crew - made up of a hierarchy 

of workers from the lowest paid roustabouts to the higher paid head driller, tool pusher, 

and rig superintendent - drills the well hole by connecting the bit to the drill pipe and 

pushing the drill via a top drive through the earth. 

As the hole continues to be drilled, mud is added to the hole to keep the pressure 

down, lubricate the drill bit, and coat the sides of the hole to reinforce the sides. The 

primary ingredient in mud is barite, though heavier muds for high pressure holes are oil 

based. The "mud man" or "shaker hand" who is in charge of this part of the operation 

makes sure that mud is continuously circulated out of the hole as it is drilled in order to 

shake out drill bit cuttings, sand and other impurities that might impede the drilling 

process. As the hole is drilled deeper, the drill pipe is periodically removed in order to 

install casing. Once the necessary length of casing is installed, the pipe is "tripped" into 

the hole. This process is repeated by alternating crews of about 30 people working around 

the clock until the oil reserve target area is reached. The drill pipe is then taken out of the 

hole and replaced by production pipe or tubing. The only reasons for stopping the 

continual drilling process are accidents, safety inspection close-downs, or hurricanes. 

The drilling crews labor as a team in near unison to accomplish this repeated 

series of operations, working a fatiguing 12 hour shift for 7 or 14 days straight. Knowing 

what to do and how to do it from the moment a new hire hits the deck is essential to his 
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safety and that of his fellow crew members. However, men are often hired with little or 

no experience and must leam the ropes, or in this case, learn the pipes in a sink or swim 

form of on-the-job training. Men in our study who work or have worked on a drilling rig 

repeatedly stressed the strenuous and dangerous aspects of the labor. Clearly, the life and 

well-being of each crew member is dependent on the physical prowess, good timing and 

judgment, and technical know-how of his fellow team members. Some crews have the 

benefit of being composed of men who have a longtime working relationship while others 

form and reform with each contracted job. But since a rapid turnover rate of rig 

employees especially at the lowest rungs is not unusual, new hires are constantly having 

to "get up to snuff' under the pressure of bringing in the well as quickly as possible. 

Considering the nature of the physically demanding jobs on a drilling rig, rig 

workers tend to change jobs more often than do those men employed on a production 

platform, especially laborers in the lower rung positions. The high turnover rate is also 

due to the fact that drilling is one of the first sectors to be hit by a downturn. Ocean 

drilling and exploration involve more corporate expense and financial risk than does 

production. Therefore, drilling operations and the workers who perform them are the first 

to be cut back or eliminated when the price of oil plummets, while the predictable and 

less risky production processes continue. 

Production Work: A Different World 

Offshore production entails the management of oil and gas once it has been found 

by exploration, and drilled and encased by a rig crew. Production operations are often 

combined with drilling operations on the same enormous platform, especially in deep 
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water of 5,000 feet or more. Jobs in the production side of the industry - in contracted 

service work and with a company production crew - are widely believed to be more 

stable, safer, and less physically demanding. As one wireline operator in production put 

it: "Working in production versus drilling is like night and day. It's two different 

animals" (MB-38). The production platform is put in place over the well and provides a 

stable base to drill production wells from and mount the necessary equipment to control 

and allocate the oil and gas that comes from the wells. 

Because wells are being drilled in deeper and deeper water, the technology for the 

production and installation of these platforms has changed considerably since the first one 

was fabricated in Morgan City in 19SS. But the basic elements remain the same. All steel 

jacket production platforms have a jacket resembling a slender truncated pyramid 

constructed of a latticework of upright coliunns and braces which vary in size and design 

according to the depth of the water, bottom support conditions, the number of wells that 

will be supported, and the processing equipment required (Gramling, 1995). This jacket 

supports the deck which is the portion of the platform above the water line with all the 

production equipment and living quarters. One of the largest platforms, dubbed Mars 

after the name of the geologic formation from which the oil is mined, rises 3,250 feet 

high from the seafloor of the Gulf to the crown block of the rig. The 1.5 acre deck is 

connected by 12 steel tendons to pilings driven 300 feet into the seafloor. Fabricated in 

1996 in Morgan City, this platform can withstand hurricane-force winds of up to 140 mph 

and hurricane-force sea waves of 71 feet. Through pipeline networks that bring the oil 
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and gas ashore, the Mars platform recovered over 100,000 barrels of oil and 110 million 

cubic feet of gas in its first year of operation (Calhoun, 1997). 

The job hierarchy on a platform runs form the entry level roustabout through a 

series of operators to mechanics, instrumentation technicians, and electricians to lead 

operator and head engineer. All lower and mid-level positions, other than roustabout, 

require general training and certification beyond on the Job experience. Most production 

platform workers are on a 7 and 7 schedule, or 14 on and 7 off; few work the long 21 day 

shifts. As a general rule, the farther fix)m land and the longer the trip out to the platform, 

the more likely production workers are to work prolonged shifts. 

Production platforms, like drilling rigs, are a type of a home-away-from-home for 

the workers. Personal relationships, both good and bad, develop offshore. The living 

quarters are close, with 4 men to a room, so getting along is an imperative. One man who 

began as a roustabout and moved through the ranks to become a service manager on a 

platform before taking early retirement, spoke of the living situation: 

The room was one by twelve. Two bunks backed against one wall, and 
two against another, and a small table in between. Two lockers on each 
side and that was it. And its noisy as can be. There's steel and sounds so 
you have to become accustomed to that all the time... Now, sometimes, if 
you happen to go to another platform, you were put in the spare room with 
some of the service people out there or someone else. Because you don't 
have a regular room at that particular platform... Sometimes you think 
about not standing people. But you go to bed at ten o'clock in the evening 
and go to work at five in the morning. You don't have much sleeping time. 
If you're going to get into it with someone it has to be outside. Its too 
close otherwise. 

We went to bed at 10:00 or 10:30 after watching the news. And woke up at 
5:00 to be at work at 6:00. You had to work a 12 hour day. Its not bad. We 
would go to work at 6:00, a coffee break around 9:00, eat lunch around 
11:30 and have another break at 3:00 and eat supper around 6:00. Each 
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break about 15 minutes. They pay you for eating lunch, but a lot of time 
they would try to get you to work an extra half hour at the end of the day 
to make up for the lunch. (After woiic) you watched TV. I used to build 
knives, gives you something to do. I gave away a lot of them and promised 
a lot more than I made. They all had different hobbies and such. I'd take 
and pound out a knife out a file. Pound it out, shape it, and polish it. We 
got along real well. I mean, I didn't get into their space and they didn't get 
into mine. (JJ-061) 

Consequently, the crew members, living and working in close company, estabUsh levels 

of comfort and friction among themselves while rarely extending those relationships on 

land. 

Production workers may be stationed on small platforms with only a few 

personnel or on larger platforms which may have as many 70 people on board. One man 

with experience on a two-man platform remarked: 

(W)ith one man or two men living on a platform, its like they cook for 
themselves and they're on a really tight budget. I've done that for awhile. 
You get a lot of reading done (...) and fish. It has its advantages, but it's 
kind of like a dead end too. You're not really learning anything, it's just 
maintaining. (MB-004) 

On the large platforms, such as Mars or Bullwinkle, there is satellite T.V, 

organized social events, tracks to exercise on, and comfortable recreation facilities 

available to the workers. When asked what a typical day is like on a large platform, one 

man who is a production supervisor for one of the majors and has worked in production 

for over 20 years explained his work: 

On the day I leave for work each week—it's a Wednesday—I get to Grand 
Isle (his departure point) by 9 am and copter out to the platform with about 
12 other men on my crew. It only takes me about IS minutes to get out 
there; it's about 25 miles out. I usually start the day with safety 
meetings... and then check for safety hazards and pollution. We dump 
25,000 gallons of water a day in the Gulf and it has to be clean... I usually 
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don't stay on just one platform. I spend the day making checks between 
four different platforms tied together with catwalks. Or sometimes I have 
to go by boat to these satellite platfonns and check them. Tm off at six, I 
exercise in the gym and then eat, maybe watch some TV. I'm usually in 
bed by about 9. All the days are pretty much the same. (MB-007) 

A computer technician who also works on a large platform spoke of his daily 

routine: 

Well the whole safety shutdown system is operated on little PLC 
computers. So that's my job to keep it up and test the devices and stuff 
like that. And also the metering for allocation. It's a big platform - there 
are more than (one oil company's oil) coming in. We have partners 
coming in so allocation is whose oil is what and which meters work and 
stuff like that. (...) We have our original wells for this platform but 
Bullwinkle's in a spot - it's the Bullwinkle platform - so there's sub-sea 
wells and we flow them to us. And we separate that oil and gas, so we 
have different lines coming into us. And it gets to be an allocation 
nightmare. 

My schedule is 12 hours on and 12 off, woridng 7 and 7. (The food) used 
to be much better. Now times are tight so we change catering companies 
because other ones are cheaper and the quality of their food is.. .You know 
it used to be... I've seen us have lobsters for Christmas, you know and 
now it's just like eating in a cafeteria. It's okay but it's not like it used to 
be.. ..when the price of oil was high. (MB-004) 

When the price of oil is high, the food is better on the platforms and the job 

opportunities abound. But during my primary year of research (1998-1999), the oil 

industry was in a downturn and times were tough. Layoffs and cutbacks were common, 

some shifts were changing from 7 and 7 to 14 and 14, and a general unease prevailed in 

the two communities as people remembered the bust in the mid-80s and voiced their 

concerns that the present slump would slide into a similar crisis. The mid-1980's bust, 

when the price of a barrel of cmde oil plummeted and businesses downsized or closed, 

marks an end to the oil boom and a turning point in many people's lives. How some of 
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the men who were woridng in offshore oil at the time experienced those years is an 

important piece of the context that backgrounds the present restlessness among many who 

are working in the industry today. 

The Boom and Bust: 'Then the Jobs Just Went South" 

When men speak of "how it used to be" they are referencing the period of time 

many call the oil boom in the 60s and 70s when offshore exploration and production 

continued to increase and move into deeper and deeper waters in the Gulf of Mexico. 

Exploration and production in the Gulf of Mexico were at an all-time high during this 

period due to several factors: the OPEC oil embargo which caused a dramatic rise the 

price of crude oil and an aggressive federal leasing system of blocks in the Outer 

Continental Shelf, especially in the Gulf waters (Gramling, 1996). During this time, 

Morgan City was the center of state-of-the-art rig, platform, and drillship fabrication 

which created an on-shore construction boom that paralleled the boom in offshore oil 

industry employment. In addition to work in the fabrication yards, numerous offshore 

service and supply companies provided local job opportunities in both commuriities in 

catering, drilling mud service, oilfield tubing, transportation, and various types of 

specialized equipment and instrumentation supply services. 

During these boom years, many men flocked to the area to fill jobs in oil. Some 

brought their families hoping to establish a better life than they had working in oilfields 

in Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Texas. Others came alone, moving fi-om job to job. 

According to Gramling and Brabant (1986), by the early 1970s, the near two-decades of 

impacts on East St. Mary Parish, (where Morgan City sits) that resulted fi^om this 
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progressive increase in population included increased crime, a housing shortage, strains 

on utility, sewage, and transportation systems, increased demand for recreation and 

medical facilities, and an overburdening of the school systems. 

In addition to these recorded negative impacts, the oil boom also positively 

influenced the incomes of people who worked in jobs related to the exploration and 

production of oil throughout the region. As incomes rose, so did the local revenue taxes 

in both communities which clearly benefited the funding available to the parish public 

schools. Thus the hey day of oil and gas exploration and production resulted in numerous 

negative and positive consequences, including the over-reliance in both communities on 

oil industry economics. As Gramling (1996) noted about the Louisiana Gulf Coast region 

during the end of the boom years; 

Simply put, the northern Gulf of Mexico was by 1980, hands down, the 
most developed, and impacted, area in the world with regard to offshore 
oil and gas activities. It was also the most specialized area in the world 
with regard to offshore activities, raising the specter.. .that with extractive 
economies, even those with the extensive development of linkages, the 
region could find all its linked economic eggs in one falling basket. As US 
demand for oil petroleum products began to fall in the late 1970s, resulting 
in a crash in oil prices in the mid-1980s, this lesson became quite apparent 
(p. 116). 

And the basket did fall. The increased price of oil during the boom had created a 

massive amount of jobs and immense profits for the oil companies. But high petroleum 

prices also created a progressive decline in consumption as consumers replaced their 

automobiles with more fuel efficient models, bought better insulation for their homes, 

and made numerous other cost cutting decisions. Due to this decrease in the consumption 

of and demand for oil (referred to as an elastic commodity) and its refined products, by 
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the early to inid-l980s, the boom started to fizzle and the bust hit the Gulf coast region 

with hurricane force. In parishes such as St. Mary and Iberia where most of the economic 

eggs were in the oil basket, the reaction was swift, and unemployment, across the 

occupational hierarchy, skyrocketed. 

One respondent who was an ofifshore worker at the time, recounted the bust in 

terms of rig counts: 

December of 1981, there were about 4500 active drilling rigs in the US, 
that was the top of the mountain, December if 1981. *82 you started seeing 
some drop off. Now, at the time we thought it was terrible, but it was just a 
slight drop off. Then'83, more drop off, and more in '84. Then the actual 
bottom was somewhere between 1985 and '87, somewhere in the mid-80s. 
It pretty much got to the bottom and didn't get any worse after you were 
down to 700 drilling rigs in the US. (MB-02) 

When asked if men who were working offshore knew the bust was coming, one 

driller replied, "All the workers.. .we sense the price. We know when the price of oil is 

dropping and people generally get nervous" (MB-02). Whether people knew it was 

coming or not, everybody in the two communities of study felt the effects by the mid-80s. 

Businesses closed. Schools had to cut back on classes and programs due to lost sales tax 

revenues. Many men and women lost their jobs and countless families were forced to 

leave, either temporarily or permanently. One offshore worker remembers the many who 

had to leave; 

When the oil crunch came back in 1980/81, we had 26,000 famiUes 
leaving out of the area. Just in this one little spot. Nobody had any jobs. It 
was bad. (...) They had a lot of people go bankrupt. But most people left, 
most people left. If you had a family you couldn't go get a job at the 
supermarket because they had people there. You couldn't go nowhere. So 
if you wanted to maintain your family and your house you'd go 
somewhere like Dallas or Houston or Colorado. A lot of people went all 
over the country.(...) The one's I know that left never came back because 
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they got situated over there. They come back a lot to see their parents, but 
as far as moving back, what they're doing over there they don't have that 
here. (MB-OOl) 

Morgan City was especially hard-hit because of its over-dependence on oil 

industry-related jobs and businesses. As one longtime resident of the community noted 

about these hard times: 

Let me tell you what somebody did. I guess this would be the late 80s. 
Somebody, at one point, made this big sign and put it up on the Morgan 
City bridge as you're coming from the west that said, 'Last one out of 
Morgan City turn off the lights.' And that wasn't funny. But that's how 
people felt for a long time. (MB-012) 

For those who did not leave, many were forced to change jobs, take a pay cut, 

work fewer hours, or travel out-of-state for weeks at a time. People who stayed did 

everything they could "to pay the rent and buy the groceries." One boat captain felt that 

having a depth of experience and local ties definitely helped in getting work during these 

times - even work that required a transnational commute: 

It was who you were and how well you were known. The experience of it 
is the thing. And the people who knew what you could do and what you 
couldn't do. (...)! went to Alaska for 8 weeks for the Valdez oil spill. My 
work schedule changed all the time and I was getting paid by the day, 
working on call. I took what I could get. (...) We kept our head above 
water. (MB-012) 

Another offshore worker who had landed an easier job in oilfield equipment 

sales before the bust was "forced into voluntary retirement" (laid off) during the bust and 

had little choice but to take a different type of sales job: 

Yeah, the bust. After I was laid off in 1985-86,1 sold cars for a year when 
no one had money to buy cars. This guy said do you want to start selling 
cars and I said sure. I guess I felt obligated to make sure I was employed 
first and then worry about the details later. So I did that for a year and then 
that went south. One month I actually came out in the hole because they 
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took health insurance out of my meager earnings. And that was really '85, 
'86, 87. You know, things were not really happening around here. Then I 
was unemployed for awhile before I was hired as a teacher in New Iberia. 
(MB-002) 

When I asked him if he ever considered leaving the area, he replied: 

Yeah, that thought came but it was ... my wife was gainfully employed -
she worked at (a school) and she was making pretty good money so we 
never, we never starved. (...) We had a house note and a car note and 
stuff, but we never starved. We tightened our belt a little bit, but we never 
starved. And because of that, and because of all of our families being here, 
we never seriously thought about moving. I considered something would 
open itself up, and like I say, once I got on the school system, you take 
what's available and try to look for a better position. (MB-002) 

Being deeply rooted through family ties clearly kept people in the area working at 

anything they could get. A wireline operator with generations of descendants from New 

Iberia remembers the hard times but remarked that most of the locals stayed put and 

settled for less money, less work, and/or less benefits: 

I wasn't one of the better operators but I was one who had enough time 
there that when they cut back .. .We lost benefits in the company and a 
couple of other deals like money put in the retirement fund, they had to cut 
that out until things picked up. (...) Some of the help was cut back, not 
fired or anything. (...) Some of the younger operators, the bosses and 
salesmen, they all took a price cut. (...) But as far as them losing jobs and 
leaving the area, I can't think of anyone who left because of that. They 
found something else to do. Went to another company or went to work for 
McDonald's. (MB-020) 

Another offshore production operator from New Iberia also spoke of people who left the 

oil business but stayed in the community during the bust: 

I guess you could say New Iberia is an oil town and it's not. I imagine it 
makes more money from farms. Now there's people that I know who were 
working offshore and in the bust in the 80s they got out and became 
bricklayers or electricians. (MB-038) 
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When I asked him if the bricklayers and electricians stayed in those professions rather 

than return to the more lucrative but unpredictable ofifshore oil woiic, he replied, "Right. 

Once was enough." 

Once was enough for some ofifshore employees who left woric in the oil industry 

during the bust and "found jobs they can live with, maybe not doing as well as before but 

more stable," rather than risk another downturn later down the line. One man compares 

the feeling of the mid-1980s to the current downturn: 

I think there were a lot of them that were laid off if the companies sold. 
And they're not going to come back because of what happened then. 
There's always that chance of it happening again. They found jobs that 
they can live with and for their families. Maybe not as well as you were 
before but more stable. A few did come back, but right now it's needles 
and pins. (MB-020) 

Remembering the bust in the mid-80s and present uncertainty about the economic 

downturn were common threads throughout our lengthy discussions with oilfield 

employees, their spouses, and community leaders. Whether men "got out" after the bust 

or continued to work in offshore oil drilling, production, or service, the central issues of 

employment stability, job safety, rotational scheduling, education, and changing 

technology are on the minds of many conmiunity members. What follows is a discussion 

of how the men who work or have worked on oil rigs, platforms, or service boats voice 

their concerns about these issues. 

Safety 

Safety is always a crucial issue for men working on rigs and platforms. Accidents 

that have resulted in severed fingers, crushed limbs, blows to the head used to be 

common occurrences, especially on the drilling rigs. However, most of the men reported 
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that safety has become "the number one issue" now with increasingly stringent training 

required by MMS, OSHA and the Coast Guard. Some drilling companies have 

undertaken additional training to boost their safety records and thereby qualify for and 

attract lucrative contracts. It is standard practice for oil companies to request safety 

records from drilling contractors, and these records make or break contracts. 

On production platforms, each shift routinely begins with a safety meeting to 

reiterate safety precautions and check compliance with safety regulations. One young 

production hand felt the current attention to safety standards pays off. When asked if his 

work was dangerous, he remarked: 

No, not really dangerous. Not too bad. Mostly you've got to watch out for 
things overtiead. Things falling down on your head. You always wore hard 
hats and safety glasses and gloves...(...) No not really any danger. I never 
saw anyone get hurt out there. They're all really safe. They have a safety 
meeting every morning... well (the company I worked for) does. As soon 
as you go on the platform they have a safety meeting to make sure you're 
as safe as possible. That's the number one thing out there - safety - cause 
if not then somebody's bound to get hurt. (MB-007) 

The current emphasis on safety is as much a financial issue as a regulatory one: 

when Congress passed the Jones Act - a national piece of legislation that made oil 

companies liable for accidents that happened offshore - the cap on the amount that could 

be sought in a law suit was removed. Prior to the Jones Act, a list outlined the seemingly 

arbitrary amount that was recoverable for the loss of various limbs, such as $10,000 for a 

lost left leg. With the Jones Act, this list was rendered meaningless, and large settlements 

became common with offshore accidents. Therefore increased safety standards, training, 

and regulations have diminished the amount of taken-for-granted accidents that used to 

occur on a drilling rig. One man spoke of the lack of safety as the main reason he stopped 
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working offshore in the 1980s: "Safety is the number one consideration now. But when I 

worked in the oilfield you'd be amazed. That's why I quit" (MB-001). He told of working 

overtime on the rig doing the dangerous woric of swimming out to place the jackets on the 

legs of the rigs. He saw one man get his legs cut off "and as far as loosing fingers, I saw 

that all the time." Once he was injured by a loose cable and needed stitches. He recounts 

the story of how this injury was handled in the late 70s. 

The Captain gave me the car keys. I got on a boat. A six hour boat ride to 
the bank in Venice. I then had to find this guy's car. I got in the car and 
drove myself to the hospital. I got 14 stitches and then had to take the car, 
go back to Venice, get on the boat with another six hour ride and when I 
got back to the barge, I had to go to work. Now you think that would 
happen today? (MB-001) 

Large lawsuits are also discouraged and somewhat controlled through the threat of 

blackballing. When a worker sues, it is believed that he will not be hired by any of the 

other oil companies as a result. One discussant, a wireline operator who suffered a 

debilitating ankle injury on the job but never sued the company he worked for so he could 

continue working there, remarked: "I was told by the lawyer that if I sued it would take 

two years and he made me aware of the fact that oil companies do not rehire people who 

sue" (MB-020). This man went offshore after a year of recuperation. When asked if he 

feels he made the right decision by not suing, he replied: 

I know I did. I can go anywhere and ...If (my company) shuts down and I 
lose my job, I can go to one of these machine shops and get a job. I know 
they check you out and see if you've sued anyone for anything, it's a mark 
against you. Especially with an injury like this. I could re-injure the foot 
(...)! don't think I would have what I have now if I'd sued. I don't think I 
would have been able to put four kids through college (MB-020). 
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Adding to the danger posed by the type of woik men do is the fatigue factor, 

which appears to be more an issue on a drilling rig with time pressures to bring in the 

well coupled with the numbing repetitiveness of the work. Many men reported laboring 

beyond their grueling 12 hour shift when a drilling crew was working against time in 

order to make a bonus. One participant in the study talked of the expediency/safety 

tradeoff he found common in his work as a directional driller: 

The job was 24 hours a day, seven days a week, because I supervised from 
8 to 15 wells at once, mostly in tum key drilling. Turn key drilling is 
usually with the smaller independents. The tum key means that if you say 
you can drill a hole in IS days (logging and drilling) and if you don't, 
money is lost. So it's very tense working on a bonus system because your 
salary depends on how fast you bring the well in. Safety and care in 
drilling are definitely compromised. (Expediency) is the name of the game 
in the industry. Making holes is what they build those huge constructions 
to do and it's an extremely expensive, tense, noisy, dirty operation. 

I think I remember reading somewhere that 24 hours is the 
maximum amount you can go without rest. But that's not enforced. (...) 
But physiologically and mentally and emotionally, it's a different ball 
game. It's a real different ball game from the rest of the world. I don't 
know what the rest of the world's perception is of offshore drilling but I 
can tell you it's a different ball game. And some of these guys aren't 
aware of the dangers and all they can see is that money so they want to go 
fast. So if you try to say anything you get in trouble. That's happened to 
me any number of times. If you speak up.. .and then, see, you become the 
alien because you're the service hand and they don't want to work with 
you again. (MB-022) 

Working with inexperienced and poorly trained crew members or new hires can 

also escalate the chance for personal injuries. One roustabout claims that the big teacher 

in offshore work is, "Don't worry a thing about what you're going to do. Worry about 

what the other guy is gonna do because he's gonna hurt you" (MB-001). This man, who 

had no training or experience, was hired the day he put in his application because the 
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drilling crew was shorthanded. Another drilling crew member, a supervisor, spoke of the 

demands of on-call scheduling coupled with training new hires on the rig. The stress and 

fatigue compromise the safety of the crew: 

In boom times there is almost always a trainee assigned so that they can 
get people experienced. But that's even at times more stressful because 
you assume the role of teacher and you can't trust them. You've just met 
this guy and you don't know what he's about, you don't know what he can 
do and what he can't do and you're required to stay up. If you really care 
about your job you're required to stay up. 

The kind of life I lived. Which meant no schedule, no way to plan. 
I would go offshore and stay awake sometimes three or four days at a 
time, initially while woridng my tail off. I can tell you for a fact that my 
longest was three or four days without sleep. I can tell you that as a fact 
because I totally zonked on a job once. I had no idea which way to turn the 
rotary and I finally said if I don't get some sleep.. .And the problem was 
that I had a trainee out there with me but he didn't know what he was 
doing so I couldn't turn him loose, and he ended up goofing up the hole 
which cost me. 

I was expected to do that (stay awake three days). And his (the 
trainee's) expertise had not be evaluated before he was hired. It was one of 
these cases that when the boom starts, they need people badly so they start 
grabbing folks, you know. The best they can do. And when people hear 
that they're hiring, they come fi-om all over and try to grab the big bucks, 
the big jobs. (MB-022) 

Another respondent echoed this concern: 

A lot of (the cause of accidents) is people hiring on new hands that don't 
realize what the dangers are that they have out there, not being schooled to 
the dangers. But a lot of it is OJT - on the job training. They can send you 
to school all you want but until you start doing the work out there, you 
have no idea. (MB-020) 

Doing the work out there as a roustabout or a roughneck on rig poses dangers 

even after one is adept at the job since filling the lower rung positions entails not only 

doing your own work but also covering for men in other positions when needed. 
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Numerous men spoke of this aspect of flexible labor requirements. One study participant 

who started as a roustabout, talked of the difference between the positions of roustabout 

and roughneck, then spoke of the required dance between the two jobs: 

As a roustabout, you are unloading and loading boats, painting, cleaning, 
helping a mechanic, whatever. A roughneck, you're on the drill floor with 
the pipes and the tongs where everything is moving. (...) Plus, you make 
more money roustabouting because roughnecks work 12 hours and then 
they are off Roustabouts just have one crew. You make more hours and 
get more overtime. For roughnecks, after 12 hours you need to get off. It's 
hard, and doing motions like that for 12 hours.. .the same thing. It's easy 
to let you mind slip. 

I'd be roustabouting and after six months you have a lot of time 
roustabouting. People moved in and out really fast. And it seemed like 
every other hitch you'd be moved from roustabouting to the drill floor 
because one of the roughnecks would get hurt or sick or sore back or a 
foot, so you'd finish up by roughnecking. (MB-004) 

Safety is an issue whether you are on a platform or on a service boat that runs pipe 

and other supplies to the platforms and rigs. A supply ship captain, when asked what 

were the biggest safety risks in his work replied, "All of it." When asked for more 

specifics he singled out lack of experience of some crew members: 

We're coming a lot to that. Lack of experience is a hazard. They want us 
to teach these boys but you can't teach them in six months. They can't 
pick it all up in 6 months. They can have a little bit of knowledge of what 
is going on but they don't have a clue. I mean these guys are expected to 
(do what) it took me years to leam. I'm still learning as I go along. We're 
going out there in 6,000 ft. of water to work. You could flip the boat over 
you know, if you don't know what you're doing. (MB-012) 

This boat captain spoke of dealing with the near constant threat of danger by "never 

thinking about it because we're always joking and talking and stuff." He finished the 

thought by remarking, "But we feel (that) everything is a hazard." 
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Working on production platforms is widely recognized as work that is safer and 

less physical than woric on drilling rigs. When asked about this difference, one man 

replied. 

Oh there's a huge, huge, huge difference. If you're going to (work 
offshore), do it in production. It's much more stable, it's safer, the benefits 
they pay are.. .you know.. .anybody will tell you that. Everybody will tell 
you that. (Drillers) are a different breed. A different breed. I could do it if I 
had to. (MB-007) 

Another offshore worker who is now a computer technician in production spoke of the 

relative level of safety on production platforms and why he preferred production work 

over drilling: 

I just (worked on a rig) one year and then you figure out really quickly 
after you work on a rig that if you go to work in production, your life 
expectancy is much longer. So I applied with some of the majors to work 
in production. It's a better, easier, much less dangerous job. (T)he drilling 
end is just physical labor, seven days of mindless work, whatever, and you 
kind of see what's gong on. And in production you get to do neater things 
and you think about things and test things. Besides being safer and all that, 
there's a challenge to the job. And I'm not a big guy either. This drilling 
was taking its toll on me. (MB-004) 

A production foreman I interviewed not only felt that work in production is less 

dangerous than in work on a drilling rig, but also less dangerous than life onshore: " I'm 

much safer at work than at home. Statistics show that we get hurt at home more than we 

do offshore" (MB-002). 

Regardless of statistics or the relative safety of production work, many accidents 

still occur on platforms. A production technician spoke of his experience with a blow out: 

I've got one ear that's bad. I attributed that to a blow out. I went in there to 
shut it off and it hurt my hearing. This happened in the early 70s. I was a 
technician at that time. I got a call fi-om a platform and was told they had a 
blow out. So I got on the helicopter with another guy and went over there. 
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It was bad. It scared me. I went in to shut the valve off and after looking at 
it, it was the last valve that could be shut ofif before the well just blew up. 
But it could have caught on fire. A lot of gas coming out of there, just 
going all over. 

(This h^pened) four or five times. But not that bad, not that bad. I 
was on a platform, a gas platform. And if anything cut at the header, it 
would blow out until you could shut it off at the well. We had two or three 
of these in very short order. There are some strange things... When you 
work offshore you have to take that chance. It's not the nicest place to 
work but it pays good... My hearing's gone I think after that blow out. I 
didn't have ear protection. So we weren't stringent with protection on 
anything. Now they stress ear protection. Its considerably more safe now 
than it was. (JJ-82) 

Clearly, offshore work on platforms or rigs is potentially dangerous. What adds to 

this danger is the time it takes to get an injured employee fix)m the rig or platform to the 

hospital onshore. One wireline operator who sustained a major ankle injury when he got 

his leg caught up in angle iron during a rushed tool retrieval process commented: 

It's not so much that there is danger it's just that getting in for medical 
attention is far. You can walk out here (points to the street) and get hit by a 
car. But it just so happens over here that you're a block and a half away 
from the hospital. (MB-020) 

When he had his accident, it took 12 hours to get him onshore to the hospital. As a result, 

he came very close to losing his foot. Still, he blames neither the company or the work 

situation. "That was ... I don't think the oilfield's fault, it was mother nature's doing and 

the time it took to get me to the hospital." 

In the same vein, a rig hand who was injured by a loose cable and needed stitches 

remembers how little attention used to be paid to getting an injured worker onshore: 

The captain gave me the car keys. I got on a boat for a six hour boat ride to 
the shore in Venice (Louisiana). I then had to find this guy's car. I got in 
the car and drove myself to the hospital. I got 14 stitches and then had to 
take the car, go back to Venice, get on the boat with another six hour ride 
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and when I got back to the barge, I had to go to work. Now you think that 
would happen today? (MB-001) 

Other men in the study blamed equipment failure or personal "stupidity" on the 

high rate of accidents: 

But there are a lot of accidents that happen in any kind of industry that are 
stupid. Some of it.. .many, many accidents are equipment failure. Like... 
there was a rack of pipe and the chain holding the pipe had broke and the 
pipe came down and rolled on the man's leg and crushed the man's leg. 
And that's equipment failure. (...) The chain might have been.. .had stress. 
And back in the early 80s was before they really went into metal stress 
so... there's a lot of things that have changed. A lot of them are where you 
do something stupid like slipping. (MB-020) 

It is no mystery that mining oil offshore over thousands of feet of water poses 

certain dangers that many workers accept or, by necessity, rationaUze as "part of the job." 

But safety sacrificed due to expediency or a shrinking workforce or the fatigue of 

shiftwork is also resisted by those employees who choose to leave the oil industry in 

pursuit of work that may be less profitable but also less dangerous and more stable and 

predictable. In addition to the safety concerns, many men in offshore oil also spoke of 

their concerns about job security due to the inevitable fluctuations in the industry. 

Stabilitv/Insecuritv of the Work 

You know, the oilfield is like a chess game. And that's the way it goes. 
People are the pawns. Like right now you look around here and everybody 
is building houses, everybody is doing this and that.. .a hundred and forty 
thousand dollar homes. Things is going to slow down a little bit, you 
know. (MB-012) 

This comparison of the oilfield to a chess game and the employees to pawns in the 

game places in relief the feeling that the strategy that controls the movement and relations 

of labor is often beyond the control of the worker. The promise of job stability within a 
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single company which provides decent health benefits and a secure progression of 

promotions has faded. With the current corporate labor practices, many men feel that 

even having logged years with a particular company means little when it comes to the 

bottom line. A wireline operator with over 20 years experience with one company 

reported that a district manager recently aimounced that seniority was no longer a valid 

criteria for job security. Now the ability to keep his job is based solely on performance 

which is rated four times a year. Thus an employee who has worked years for a company 

but who receives one low evaluation may be "downsized" before a new hire with only 

two months with the company. This man's strategy is to learn as many skills in the 

construction trades as possible — he is currently learning to cut and set stone — so he has 

another profession to fall back on if he ever "gets out of the oil business." 

Clearly, job stability across the employment sectors within the offshore oil 

industry varies from job to job and career to career. However, production work is 

generally viewed as not only being safer but also more stable than jobs in drilling. The 

relative stability of production work as opposed to drilling is due in part to the cost 

differential between the two systems of operations. Even during the bust of the mid-

1980s when the price of oil plummeted from $40 to $10 per barrel, production continued * 

nearly unimpeded while drilling operations slacked off from 490 exploratory wells in 

1985 down to just 263 the following year (Gramling, 1995). Thus, as is reiterated by the 

men who work in production, production is cleaner, safer, and more stable work while the 

many jobs connected to the drilling end of the industry tend to crash with every dip, 

downturn, and dive in the oil economy. 
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However, job security is never a given in any segment of the oil industry. One 

young man, who began in offshore oil work at 16, likened the of the lack of security in 

the work to a game of Russian Roulette: 

See, that's the other thing about the oilfield. Even if you are one of the 
untouchables (who think you are indispensable), one of the big bosses can 
come in with a grudge from way back just waiting for the opportunity to 
catch you. And .. .he can bust you all the way back into the shop. But that 
just goes to show you that woridng in the oilfield a lot of times is like 
playing Russian Roulette. If you don't catch the bullet, it can be really 
prosperous. But I see a lot of wounded guys walking around right now. 
And I see a lot of really distraught families too. I think part of that is so 
little guidance in the family because the dad is always gone. But that's just 
part of the oilfield. I've worked with a lot of guys on 7 and 7 and some of 
them have problems and some of them don't. (MB-017) 

Working 7 and 7 is viewed by many in the industry as a stabilizing factor when 

compared to the on-call status of men on crews who are contracted to perform certain 

services on a rig or platform for the duration of a job which is common in the service 

sector. Because the costs of drilling a well in very deep water are substantial, oil 

companies save money by hiring contract workers rather than those salaried by their 

company. A wireline operator spoke of the power hierarchy prevalent in "platform 

culture" and of his subordinate position as a member of the service crew. He remarked 

that the men who work daily on the platform have certain rules for interaction that are 

implicitly followed by "the regulars." This study participant reported that he and other 

members of the service crew were made to feel "like foreigners, or second class citizens" 

especially on the smaller rigs. His strategy was to "be friendly with everyone, because the 

next time you came on their platform, they might remember and treat you kind too." He 

noted that at times on these smaller platforms, the pecking order would be made explicit 
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by signs posted in the mess hall stating that service personnel were to be served dinner 

last and signs posted in the TV rooms stating that service personnel could neither turn on 

or off the TV nor change its channels. He compared life on a platform to a prison. 

As a result of the prevalence of contracted jobs rather than salaried ones, few 

young men can have the same kind of stable and secure career trajectory that a company 

man used to experience. When asked if a stable and predictable offshore oil career is still 

possible, one retired respondent replied: 

Today, no. Because the way it's going now, (the companies) are getting 
rid of all their employees almost for the simple reason that they hire 
contractors. Contractors have to pay their social security. They've got to 
have insurance and all this and (the company) isn't liable. (MB-021) 

A young man who worked offshore for a year and then changed to a job in a 

machine shop said bluntly, "Look at the bottom line of the books at what makes money. 

Somebody I don't have to support, I can just use them for awhile and finish it. 

(Contracting) saves a lot of money" (MB-018). 

Though the move toward contract labor saves the hiring oil company dollars, it 

often requires the worker to be on constant on-call status, ready to work when their 

employer lands a contract. Once the contract work is completed - taking from several 

days to several months depending on the job — the worker, in essence, is unemployed 

until the next contract is signed. Hence job insecurity and fluctuating salaries have 

become the norm for many offshore employees. Still others have found that the time they 

have off - the downtime - can be spent shrimping or fishing or in some other activity that 

augments their family's income. 



151 

For some men, the instability and cyclical fluctuations in oil industry woric is a 

reason for seeking employment that is more stable. One respondent, a young machinist 

who now teaches welding in a high school voc-ed, pursued a job with the stability and 

safety that he could not find as a welder offshore; 

You know they say that there's no such thing as a secure job anymore. But 
I'll keep looking for that until I find it. It might take me a while but I'll 
look for it. (T)his (teaching) is a little more safer. I came over here and got 
a good job in a school. But then they tell us they're cutting back because 
the oil reserves are not paying like they used to. So I'm like, oh my God. 
You know wherever I go it's there. You can't get away fi-om it. (MB-040) 

In the conununities that have become over-dependent on oil industry work and 

revenue, abnost every job is affected when there is a downturn. And getting away from 

the ups and downs of the oil economy, as the young machinist noted, is a near 

impossibility. This situation begs the following question: Why aren't unions a strong 

presence in oil industry jobs? 

Unions - It Can't Happen Here 

Louisiana does not have a strong history of union organizing in the oil industry. In 

fact, several study participants referred to the oil industry as being "aggressively anti

union." When the right-to-work legislation was passed in the last several decades in 

Louisiana, companies across the state were free to hire non-union employees and thus 

avoid the travails of plea bargaining and arbitration which are the backbone of labor 

negotiation. 

As men talked of their work offshore and were asked about unions, many were of 

the opinion that due to the way the crews on rigs and platforms work, with one man 

called upon to do many jobs, it is neither practical nor expedient to unionize when the 
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main purpose of the woric is to "keep the platform going." As one production supervisor 

put it: 

Well the reason (unions don't woric), (is) you're having to switch job to 
job out there. You may start off in the morning as a roustabout, you may 
be a pumper by noon, and then you may be an electrician by night. You 
did what you had to do to keep the platform going. Its not a question of 
which job you were doing. You may not get paid for it, but you did it to be 
able to keep the platform going. If the platform is going than nobody was 
on your case about anything else. A union wouldn't allow us to do that. 
(JJ-082) 

Another man, now retired, who had spent a lifetime working on numerous land rigs and 

offshore drilling rigs, believes he understands why unions never took hold: 

Well, I'll tell you. Well, on a drilling rig the men.. .like a mechanic, he has 
a special job and a fireman has a special job, a driller has to run the rig, a 
derrick man has a special job. So when you're not ruiming derricks, what 
are you going to do? You can't sit there and twiddle your thumbs. You 
may not go up there (on the derrick) for a day. So you've got to take care 
of the pumps and the mud. So the other roughnecks they latch on to the 
pipe, they go into the hole, they clean up. They got a little painting so they 
paint.(...) It's not like... with a union. Union people do a job every day, 
every day, every day doing the same thing, you know. But on a rig you 
don't do the same thing every day. (MB-021) 

Another man who worked many jobs offshore before changing to onshore work 

with the schools voiced a similar rationale for the inappropriateness of unions: 

You can't go strictly by job description because when things really go to 
hell.. .1 mean.. .the people on a rig offshore, whoever's there does 
whatever needs to be done. I mean, when the well starts blowing out, you 
don't say, 'Oh I'm sorry, I don't close that valve because that's not my 
job.' So even engineers, it's white collar at some level but as to the 
operations, it's still blue collar. You still get your hands dirty. You still get 
nasty. You still get hurt. 

Imagine what a union steward would do if in the wintertime (I 
gave a break) to my buddy who gets $0.25 or $0.50 an hour more to work 
on the derrick than I do. It's not unusual to go up for a couple of hours to 
give (a guy) a break to let him come down and warm up. What would the 



153 

union steward say about that? (...) you've seen a rig in operation, the 
driller actually runs the rig. (Someone) would do that too when the driller 
needed a breaJc, but (the guy who replaced him) got paid to be a 
roughneck.(...) So as far as I know, once you get offshore, I don't know of 
any union success yet. (MB-002) 

Getting dirty and even getting hurt may be seen as an inevitable part of most of 

the jobs offshore, especially in drilling. This acceptance of the dangers and 

accommodation to the working conditions is perhaps a manifestation of the "cowboy 

mentality" some connect to offshore work. One study participant attributed the lack of 

union ties to the workers' proclivity for independence: 

The cowboy mentality on the rigs is also a factor that contributes to the 
lack of union organizing. Roughnecks offshore are like the wild West 
cowboys. They have the same reputation as cowboys in the West. They're 
individuals. They live and die by what they do. And they don't go tell 
people when they have a problem. They handle it. (MB-002) 

Though unions have had little success offshore, some oil industry workers 

belonged to what is called a Workers' Federation. One offshore worker explained how 

this organization differs from a union: 

The Workers Federation is a non-striking group of people that negotiated 
raises and benefits with company representatives. I was a negotiator with 
that. The representatives form particular areas would go to New Orleans 
which was there central headquarters at that time and meet with the top 
brass of the area's people to talk and settle. If we had problems we would 
bring it to them and see if they could settle it. They would tell us if they 
could or couldn't and why the couldn't and give us some information 
about what was happening. And that was really how we got things done. If 
we had really personal problems, this would probably be negotiated in the 
area that it happened with a local representative instead of the people in 
New Orleans. 

We really didn't have any power but they were smart enough to 
realize that if they tell you no on everything that pretty soon your morale 
would be so low that they wouldn't be getting anything anyway. So they 
would give us things, raises and other things like that. Allow us to make a 
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proposal and then do some things that would really lift our spirits, (just) 
knowing that they would listen to us. (JJ-061) 

Having company directors do more than just listen to employees and placate them 

with a few concessions has been a struggle. Attempts to formally unionize have often 

been met with active discouragement such as threats and layoffs which were perceived to 

be tied to efforts to organize. One wireline employee reported that when he and other 

workers at his company started tossing around the idea of getting a union together, they 

called in representatives from other unions in New Orleans to talk to them about how to 

set one up. They were told that they needed 75% of each division to be part of the union 

for the union to float. This man went to these meetings, but admitted that his was unsure 

of what to think. He had never been in a union and was afraid that the company would 

find out about their attempts and punish them. For these reasons, he never got very 

involved in the whole movement. But when the union organizing group finally brought it 

up with the company, the company representatives more or less told them that a union 

was a bad idea. At that point, all attempts to unionize were dropped. Not long afterwards, 

there were a series of layoffs that our discussant felt were attributable to the union 

organizing attempt. 

Identity 

Men who work offshore have been identified in films and in other media as proud, 

rough and rugged individuals - like cowboys in a hard hat — who are able to live on the 

isolated ocean platforms and put up with the greasy and dangerous work of oil extraction 

and production. This stereotypical roughneck can perhaps be found off the screen and on 
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the rig, but many other men with a vast array of personal characteristics and varying 

levels of identity with their o£fshore oilfield woilc also labor in the industry. It is probably 

safe to say, however, that many individuals in the two communities we studied strongly 

identify with the oil industry since the industry and its spin-offs employ the vast majority 

of working adults. Identity with an oil company or the oil industry is evident on many 

different levels and takes on various public forms fi'om bumper stickers that proclaim 

"Oilfield trash and proud of it" or "Oil feeds my family" to the celebration of Shrimp and 

Petroleum festival in Morgan City to the names of local businesses such as the "The 

Blowout" bar. 

The extent to which individuals employed offshore identify with their work varies 

according to many individual, historical, and cultural factors including, among others, 

when the worker began work in the oilfield, the history of oil industry employment in the 

family, the status of the company one works for, the type of work one does, the length of 

time one has been involved in it, and the level of advantages or disadvantages one 

attributes to the work. 

Identification with a specific company, especially with one of the major oil 

companies, appears to be more prevalent with the older, now retired employees who 

entered the industry in the 50s or 60s and were able to spend most of their working life 

advancing up the rungs within one company. A brief accounting of the early labor 

histories of several retired "company men," serve as separate and varied examples of the 

' Vay the oilfield used to be" and highlight the company identity assumed by the men. 
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One man who logged in 37 years for one of the majors, quit high school in 1944 

and began woric as a roustabout in 1946 after being discharged from the Navy. In those 

early years of oil exploration, woric on the inland rigs was easy to get, even for those with 

very little education or experience; the woric was also relentless, unstable and dangerous. 

He met his wife in the hospital when he was injured on the rig in 1950. During his early 

working years, he often changed jobs within the same company, moving his family about 

every two weeks. He also often woriced seven days a week with time off only when a rig 

was moved or a shift changed. By the time he had retired as a oil production consultant 

working overseas, he and his family had moved a total of 35 times. In spite of the 

occupational drawbacks, he views his career in oil quite favorably: 

I enjoyed what I did, you know. [The company] treated me nice. So the 
opportunity for a guy who didn't have a college education.. .1 was making 
more money when I retired than some people make with a college 
education. (.. .).The company was very go^ for us. We lived in the very 
best time. We were very fortunate. (MB-21) 

Another longtime company man started as a roustabout for one of the majors in 

the late 1940s working 6 and 6 and then 7 and 7. He continued with the same company 

and his positions improved; he became a pumper for 12 years, then head roustabout for 3 

years, and finally a production supervisor - a position he held until he retired in October 

of 1983. His father also worked for the same major oil company for his entire life. He 

tells of his father's climb up the rungs of the corporate ladder starting at the age of 15 as a 

wildcatter on inland rigs, being promoted to a driller at 21, and retiring as the Louisiana 

district superintendent 35 years later. His father, who was making over $100,000 by the 

time he retired with full benefits, was a high school drop-out and functionally illiterate. 
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However, he recalls how his father's years of experience in oilfield work compensated for 

his lack of skills in reading and writing: 

He'd drive his car up to the location to talk to the people.(...) But he was 
from the old school where education and engineers weren't heard of much. 
It was who could do it and he had the memory for it. He trained his 
memory because he wasn't very good at reading or writing. (...) He could 
remember all that stuff and he could drill those oil wells. (...) Let me tell 
you this. He would go to the location and they would tell him that they 
needed 30 feet of such and such inch pipe and they'd have a big list of all 
the things they needed and he'd come back to the house and call the 
service department for supplies and order all that, exactly like they had 
told him, from memory. He had a mind. (MB-008) 

Clearly, this retired respondent and his father, both with a minimum of formal schooling 

and a maximum of on-the-job experience, identified with their company and were able to 

construct satisfying careers as company men. 

However for the new generation of workers who are required to job jump between 

different companies, a strong identification with one of the majors is rare. One young 

service sector tradesman talked of the way in which he used to identify with the oil 

company he worked for but now prefers to identify with his new avocation — 

horseshoeing: 

When I was with (a specific company), I was my career. That was my 
career. That's who I was. You ask me who I was, I was (names the 
company). Now you ask me who 1 am, I can tell you, oh, I'm a horseshoer. 
I'm a part-time blacksmith. I'm fixing to be somebody you see at the 
rodeos throwing ropes. You know.. .I'm a family person. I'm a hunter. 
And they might say, what do you do for a living, or they'll say, I'm talking 
about work. Oh, that's just something I do. It's not who I am like when I 
was (names the company he worked for). (...) Any of the big companies, 
they basically take over your life. They take over your family life. (MB-
017) 
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This same young man, who was raised outside southem Louisiana in an "oil 

family" has developed a different sense of self and of place in his new direction: 

Horse shoeing has helped me start to get established in the community a 
little bit. They know who I am. I go into the feed store and I can talk with 
people I know. Yeah, it's nice. Whereas before, I was always with my dad, 
moving around a lot. I was very sociable. I could talk to anybody. But 
back then, I would talk with somebody and people would say well that's 
that guy. Nobody knew anything. Whereas now they can say, 'Oh yeah, 
that's Michael. He Uves down the road and he has some horses and he 
does horseshoeing. Everybody knows me and I enjoy it. But the way I was 
headed with the oilfield and what I think I would have gotten out of it, I 
would have been really dissatisfied and I would have realized it too late. 
(MB-017) 

Many young men, such as the one quoted above, enter the oil business because 

their father or another relative who works in the industry gives them a hand up. This 

identification as part of an "oil family" can therefore grant certain privileges or, on the 

other hand, be viewed as curtailing the development of one's own identity. This same 

young man continued: 

Well, nobody dared called me Little Charlie (his father's name). That's 
fighting terms there. My dad had nothing to do with my job. He wasn't in 
the same area and he couldn't influence anybody that was over me one 
way or the other. But what I couldn't handle was guys coming around and 
taking all my hard work and turning it into a family thing, saying it was 
because of my dad. It was fiustrating but I leamed to deal with that. I'm 
pretty straightforward. I'm not anybody's boy now and I never will be. 
(MB-017) 

Though this young man chose not to cash in on his social capital and family 

networks, preferring instead to make it on his own reputation rather than that of his 

father's, a hand up through the hierarchy is not even an option for some. 
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Education 

The training and education necessary for woric in the o£fshore oil industry has 

changed over the last decade from the basic requirement of "knowing how to tum a 

wrench" to today being able to operate complicated computer systems. Computer 

technology now assists drillers, production operators and boat captains to navigate 

vessels, locate oil reserves, monitor production allocation, and aid in drilling a well. 

Global positioning systems which help boat c^tains navigate by satellite far out in the 

Gulf have prompted new training and certification requirements of seamen. 

Higher educational requirements are also becoming a necessity for entry level and 

advanced positions on the newer drilling rigs. The latest and most technologically 

advanced rigs house computer control rooms that allow men (and now more women) to 

operate aspects of the drilling process with a joystick in air-conditioned comfort rather 

than in the racket of chains, pipes, and diesel engines on the rig floor. However, in spite 

of the movement toward computer driven operations, the vast majority of rigs still depend 

on a skilled and well synchronized crew of able men to drill for oil. But clearly these 

technological advancements are changing the educational requirements and job 

descriptions for many of the positions in the offshore oilfields, making formal education 

more a required experience than an oddity for men entering offshore work. 

Many respondents in their 30s and 40s who are children of now retired oilfield 

workers made decisions about whether to start work in the oilfield based on the changing 

nature and changing skill requirements of the offshore work. When asked if they wanted 

their sons to go into the oil industry, the vast majority of our respondents, regardless of 
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the level of their own personal success within the industry, took the same stand: young 

people should get an education first and only enter the oil business after college. Most 

fathers felt they never gave this admonition to stay away fi'om the oil patch directly to 

their sons. 

Rather, many fathers feel that if their sons decided against a career in the oil 

industry, it was a result of living without a father half of the time or of "testing the 

waters" by working summer jobs on the offshore rigs. One father spoke of his own son's 

decision to go to college rather than enter oilfield work out of high school. 

I don't think I ever told him (not to work offshore).. .In fact (our son) 
worked offshore for three rotations one summer. And then just came home 
and said 'I'm not going back.' (Our son) always worked. He cut grass. He 
worked as a beekeeper three simimers. He always woriced and we felt that 
was good for him to decide what he wanted to do. It's been a long 
struggle. But no. I don't think we actually ever said you can't go into the 
oilfield. He just always saw and picked up on things and this (electrical 
engineering) is what he decided to go into. (MB-001) 

But in the early years of offshore work, most men could enter the oilfield without 

finishing their high school education. A drilling supervisor recalls the 70s and early 80s 

in this respect: 

Yeah, and up until the year 1982, if you had a pulse you could find a job in 
the oilfield. With a skilled position you found an easier job, obviously. But 
if you were able to do something, if you had a third grade education, you 
could get a job in the oilfield up until December, 1981. Because if you 
were hard working and had any skills at all they would train you they'd 
show you what to do. And I think drop-outs didn't sweat it, because well, 
'If I don't like it here (in school) I'll go out and get a job as a roustabout 
and then I'll work up to working as a roughneck or something and I'll do 
fine,' or something like 'I'll go work on a work boat.' And people did. 

People raised families and sent kids to college who had third and 
fourth grade educations. After the shake-out started, it began to change 
somewhat because those manual labor jobs were filled by people who had 
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high school educations. Because they didn't have a job doing what they 
wanted to do. And I think kids' outlooks, whether or not they did anything 
about it.. .their prospects changed. That guarantee of'Well I can always go 
into the oilfield' wasn't there like it had been. (MB-004) 

A young man who works on a seismic boat in oil exploration noted the changes in 

education required since his grandfather's start in the industry in the early 50s: "I mean 

from the days my grandfather entered the field it was pretty much if you could, if you 

could turn a wrench that was it. Yeah, now they hire the whole man not just fi-om the 

neck down" (MB-037). And when I asked him about the increased demand for hires with 

computer skills, this same young man replied: 

Computers, you've got to know them. If you're offered any in school, take 
it. I got offered it and I took it and I'm glad I did. Probably 80% of my 
work revolves around computers. Actually all of my work revolves around 
computers. Everything. All of it comes through computers somewhere. 
(MB-037) 

This young man's grandfather with whom I also spoke feels the move toward computers 

shifts power away from those with the field experience to those with advanced degrees 

and computer know-how: 

These days they want everything out of the office. In other words, they 
don't want the man in the field to have any authority...he's got to contact 
the office before he can do anything. And some people in the office don't 
know nothing. They just got a degree but they haven't performed any 
work. They don't know what's going on but they got the position. 

And now the computers are coming in. (...) They want you to stay 
at that computer, they don't want you to go.. .In other words, if I'm in 
charge of that rig and you're woridng for me (with computers), they want 
you to take care of my job.(...) Like if we run pipe, I want to go up there 
and make sure we got everything. I want to make sure how it's run. 'Cause 
I'm responsible for it. But they don't do that any more. I worked thirty-
four and a half years for (a major oil company) and I never had lost time. 
Nobody got hurt.. .(Now) a lot of people got a job and they don't even 
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know what they got. They're just getting the money. They're getting paid 
for it. (MB-021) 

Another retired oilfield worker agreed that more education is required today than 

when he entered the work. However, he feels that nothing replaces experience. 

No matter how technical the oilfield work gets, you still need the conmion 
laborer. On a drilling rig, you still need the people to put the pipe up in the 
derrick. There are no computers that are going to take that pipe and line it 
up so you can screw it in to go down the hole. It would be too expensive 
anyway. So you've got to have people on the rig. You've got to have 
people to clean the threads, to do the welding. 

So those kinds of jobs.. .the people who are doing it to this day, are 
the people who don't have a good education, and you know that's all they 
can do. And they're doing it for the money. Because they can't go to work 
and fool with the computers. They can't go to work in a hospital. Around 
here you're either a farmer, work offshore, work in a hospital - you don't 
have too much else — or a supply store or a clothing store. Or you leave. 
(MB-001) 

A boat captain in our study who has lived in the area all his life and grew up on 

his father and grandfather's boats, has decades of experience reading the water but little 

secondary education. He is well aware of the changes in education required to keep up in 

offshore work. 

One of the decisions is.. .in other words, if I had to do it all over again, I'd 
try to get all the schooling I could get. That's one thing. All this stuff is 
getting high tech now. I'd say in the next five years, maybe the next three 
years in other words, you're going to have to have so much schooling that 
a lot of us who have been doing this a long time, the only thing that's 
going to save us is our experience. (MB-012) 

In many situations on an enormous supply boat as it maneuvers a rig, it can be 

dangerous to rely too heavily on the literacy of the new hires who may have the required 

computer and navigational certification but have never been offshore and are therefore 

lacking in the kind of literacy that can only be developed through experience on the seas. 
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This same boat captain cited a specific example when the privileging of education over 

experience proved to be dangerous: 

(T)he four of us on this vessel, in other words, have all worked together 
for years. But the other boats.. .they took a captain off a casino boat, that 
don't even leave the dock in the river, and put him on a boat like ours. My 
cousin goes offshore, gets ready to do an anchor job with a drilling rig and 
he (the casino boat captain) tells him, 'I've never did this before.' Robin 
(his cousin) has got to get on email, send an email into shore base that 
says, 'Please, send me somebody that is competent that I can have on this 
boat.' Now they're paying this guy that they just hired off this casino boat 
$290 a day. And he can't do the job. So they have to call Robin's relief, 
that's home for 14 days.. .this is what goes on.. .They have to call Robin's 
relief who's home with his wife and son and newborn baby who's just 
been off three days, to come back to work and help this guy do the rig 
move. 

Then (after some on the job training) they tell this guy here, 'Take 
it.' And he backs up and says, 'No. I don't want to touch it.' That's what 
he said. 'I don't want to touch it.' So he's just riding the boat. (...) Now 
don't get us wrong. These people, these outside people, I mean they have a 
lot to offer as far as satellite navigation and GPS global positioning and all 
that stuff. But some of these bosses are relying too much on their 
education and tending to overlook the experience because it has to be 
there. And these new men are going out in deeper and deeper and deeper 
water. (MB-012) 

By referring to the inexperienced but educated new hire as "an outsider", the boat 

captain is marking him as a man fi-om outside the Gulf coast area but also as a person 

who stands outside the body of accumulated knowledge this captain has gamered through 

decades of experience on boats. This lack of accumulated experience can have drastic 

consequences when the object of control is a big ship. 

We just lost a boat like this the other day. Last month. The guy.. .1 knew 
the two captains on the boat. One of the captains, I know him real good. 
Anyway, they had something like 4500 feet of 31/2 inch chain. Each link 
weighs more than 90 pounds. They put it on the deck. They load 4500 ft. 
of this chain on the deck. (...) Anyway, they get offshore and they're 
riding up and down because the weather's rough. They have this boy who 
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is relieving the captain who wants to take a rest. Anyway what he does -
he comes from Kingspoint (a naval training school) and they're woridng 
with this boy and trying to train him and everything. So he turns the boat 
into the sea. The chain shifted to one side, they had a hatch cover opened 
in the back, and they simk the boat. (...) Lucl^ thing is that it was 
dinnertime and everybody was up eating dinner. It started at 12 o'clock 
and at 15 minutes after 12 they were all in the water. (...) There was a boat 
in the area that went over there and picked them up. (...) 

(T)hey should have tied the chain down when they left the dock. 
And the oil company said no. I don't want you to tie it down. I want you 
to get out of here right now. (...) Rushing. They want to get that rig on 
location and get that chain out there so that rig can start drilling, you 
know. Money. Money problem. The next problem is, in other words, they 
(the captains) should have taken the time to chain it down and say, 'We're 
going to chain it down or we're not leaving the dock.'(.. .)The results of 
that is lack of experience. (MB-012) 

Thus a major part of education for a boat handler is experience. The boat captain I 

spoke with talked of one of the young graduates on his boat who had the realization that 

his formal education only made sense after he spent time with the older, experienced men 

at sea. The experienced boat captains then become the teachers at sea who reciprocally 

leam from their young students. 

I was talking to one of the kids the other day and I said I sailed deep sea, 
you know, and he said, 'I am convinced that if you want to be a boat 
handler,' he says, 'you need to do this type of work. What I find out by 
looking at you all, once you've got this down pat, you can go and do 
anything you want to do because you've got the experience.' He said, 'I've 
got all the education, and all the licenses in the world which is good but 
I'm finding out that I'm needing this right here. Once I've got this, then 
these papers will start working for me.' 

And this is what I told him, something like a school teacher. I'll 
tell you what. You work with me. You show me a little bit of what you 
know and I'll show you a little bit of what I know and I'll let you handle 
the boat. Let you do some maneuvering and stuff. And he says great. And 
he's doing good. (MB-012) 
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Clearly the industry is changing "a thousand fold" in relation to electronics and 

computers and what counts as knowledge, but the need for cooperation and educational 

exchanges between those with an ocean depth of experience and those with technical 

training in new technologies is ever more important. And full reliance on new technology 

may only make sense to stockholders who are fixated on the bottom line. As one 

employee remarked in relation to new technologies and the direction the industry was 

headed: 

(W)hen I take off my employee hat and put on my stock holder hat, I'd 
much rather have this reliability of the computer compared to the human. 
(...) You don't have to feed the computer. I don't have to house it. I don't 
have to supply medical benefits. Just use it until it's finished, donate it to a 
school, get a tax write off, and get a new one. (MB-038) 

However, until that day when computers can locate, drill, and produce oil without human 

beings, the manner in which human capital gets used, scheduled, rewarded, and 

maintained continues to be of issue. And of paramount important to offshore oil 

employees and the people they are related to is the extreme form of nonstandard 

scheduling required of most jobs in the oil patch. 

Scheduling/Money Tradeoffs 

The rotational scheduling common to offshore oilfield work which keeps the 

husband/father offshore for a week, two weeks, or longer and home for an equal amount 

of time necessitates many adjustments and negotiations for all the household members. 

The term "intermittent husband" has been coined in the literature that reports on 

Canadians and Norwegians who are involved in the offshore oil industry (Lewis, Porter, 

& Shrimpton, 1988). There are a wide range of constraining and enabling consequences 
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and tradeofTs, as I have referred to them, that the men with whom we spoke and their 

family members must deal with as a result of the woiker's intermittent presence and 

absence. And it is important to remember that the responses to these mitigating 

circumstances involve an active interpretation of the social contours of their world(s); the 

offshore workers and their spouses are not merely the passive recipients of offshore oil 

development. 

Usually production crews work 7 on and 7 off schedules, but many companies 

have recently changed their employees to a 14 and 14 shift in order to cut back on 

helicopter transportation costs incurred in getting the woiicers to and from the platform. 

One man spoke of the tradeoff between scheduling and money in this way: 

When you work offshore you have to take that chance. It's not the nicest 
place to work but it pays good. You see you got a year's salary to work 
50% of the time. After you get 15 years with them, then you get four 
months vacation. You get two extra weeks. A vacation consists of a week 
off. So you take a week off, the week you are supposed to go back you 
don't, and then you get the next week off. You get three weeks off twice a 
year. A little over a month, about 4.5 months out of the year. Not bad. 

(The money) gives you the incentive to go back. It's the money 
that gets you out there in the first place, but after you get out there awhile, 
you get used to your 7 and 7. It's kinda hard to work. (But) I had to work 
in their Lafayette office when I was in construction for about three 
months. My gosh, I was about fit to be tied. I couldn't get anything done. 1 
would work eight to five, five days a week. I just couldn't rationalize my 
time; I had spent way too much time off-shore.. .If you look at all it is, 
wherever you work it's the same way. If you work in a safe, well-adjusted 
environment, you can guess you're not going to make a lot of money. 
(MB-037) 

Other men also spoke of preferring the 7 and 7 schedule over what's considered 

"regular working hours," even when offered an onshore job for the same amount of 

money: 
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Yeah, that was the deal before I even met (my wife). And 1 told her, don't 
ever ask me to stop. I'm sorry but I like it, I really do. I said don't ask me 
to stop. It's not going to happen. Get it out your mind right now. In fact, (a 
major oil company) had a job opening in Avery Island. I'd be working 7-3, 
I'd be home every night and I asked her about it and she said no, forget it. 
When you're home, you're home. The phone doesn't ring and nobody 
bothers me. I don't know what she told you but she told me I had more 
quality time with the kids , especially during the summer. We party all day 
long. We go swimming and everything else. 

What I would do different.. .1 can't really say I'd do that much 
different. I like what I do. I had to pay my dues as a kid when I was first 
starting out. I had to do the dirty work and I learned a lot. And I did get 
out for a year and a half and tried something else and I found out I didn't 
like that at all. I wouldn't have the stuff I had now for sure. Of 
course.. .I've been lucky in my career. I admit that. And my dad was a 
company man so that.. .1 did get lucky. I came in at the right time, too. I 
see young kids on these rigs now and I tell them, man, get out. Don't fool 
around. (MB-007) 

A production technician also spoke of "playing the advantages" of the 7 and 7 rotational 

scheduling: 

I don't remember (offshore) work being a problem. I missed a lot of 
baseball games, but when I was home I got to see a lot of them. When 
you're home, it's great. You're not tired. You can devote your whole time 
to your family when you're home. I think there are naturally advantages 
and disadvantages but if you play the advantages, like we really did, it can 
work out. And in the summertime, seven days and the kids are off, you can 
go fishing for seven days. (MB-004) 

He continued to speak of the advantages, especially the monetary ones, which he 

feels do not exist in the same way for young men entering offshore employment today. 

I admit I wasn't sorry I started in the oilfield. At the time I started it was a 
higher paying job than anything else. I think now it's kind of.. .it's not 
really. The same skills on the beach - you're not making more money 
offshore. You went to work offshore because you made more money. I 
don't think the incentive to go offshore is as high as it used to be, if there 
is any. But there was then. I went to work making lots of money just 
roustabouting. And little extra money really helped. (MB-004) 
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One young man feels that one of the main advantages of offshore woric is the 

quality of people you woric with. He prefers these relationships to those he made in 

college: 

I have a good time with a lot of the guys (offshore). There are some really 
good, honest hardworidng people in the oilfield. There are also people you 
wouldn't want around you. But there are a lot of good, honest 
hardworking people in there and I enjoy being around them. I enjoy the 
friendships and a lot of times it's not hard for me to find somebody I have 
something in common with. Going to college is kind of hard for me 
because I don't exactly fit in. (MB-017) 

Yet another young man spoke of the reasons he liked the offshore life and felt that 

it was not only a good occupational choice for young men, but a necessary experience: 

It gives you a lot of eye opening experiences. It tests what you can and 
can't do. They make it so much at home out there that you can't say it's 
not home because you live out there. You go to sleep there. It would be 
different if you could go home every night but you can't. I'd say it's a 
good job and I think that everybody.. .You know how people say that 
everyone should join the military and get a little experience in the 
military? Well I think the same thing about offshore. Especially for young 
people that are intelligent and that don't goof off. They don't need that out 
there and they make sure that they don't have that out there because if they 
do they get rid of you. They write you off. (MB-018) 

When I asked this 23 year-old what kind of lessons he'd learned offshore were good for 

everybody, he replied: 

(The offshore life) introduces them to the working world. If you don't 
appreciate something like the gas that goes in your car, if you go out there 
and you help produce it, when you go home and when you put it in your 
gas tank you say like man, I helped do this. That's a good feeling. It's not 
hard work. It's not hard work at all. You've just got to pay attention. I 
think if you help with something you might learn to respect it more. I 
guess that's with anything really. (MB-018) 
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Still, many find the rotational scheduling a tradeofif that demands too large a 

sacrifice. One man, an engineer who was making over S100,000 by the time he changed 

careers, spoke of waking up too late to undo the damage of the money-for-time tradeoff: 

Yeah, the money is a big, big part of it. There's no doubt about that in 
terms of being personally satisfying. It's a huge part of it. And I remember 
when I first topped that hundred grand I was extremely proud of that. I 
really was. But I didn't have that much to show for it. So yeah, money is a 
huge draw. It's huge. When there are limited horizons in other directions 
you tend to stick with what's going to buy the groceries. (MB-022) 

But by the time he realized the consequences of not being there with his family and the 

toll his work had taken, it was too late: "It was too late to save a career. I was totally 

burned out. And the thing about it is that it sneaks up on you. I learned that I had 

immersed myself in work" (MB-022). 

On-call scheduling, which is prevalent across all positions in drilling, seems to be 

the most difficult form of flexible labor. With no predictable scheduled time off, plans 

cannot be made. And the few plans that are made often have to be canceled. One driller, 

who referred to his work schedule as "day on, stay on" or 24 hour call, averaged two or 

three weeks offshore with only two or three days at home before he went out again. He 

sadly spoke of "giving up his life" and the toll it took on his marriage and family: 

There was no schedule. That was the problem. I had no schedule. And the 
strange thing about that is you get used to that. It normalizes and you 
forget that you have options. You forget about the fact that.. .you forget 
about the option of making plans and even asking for time off. That's what 
I did. I just gave up my life. I didn't have a life and I woke up one day 
without a wife, alienated fi-om my kids, and I said '^Gee, you haven't had 
much of a life at all. (MB-022) 
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He divorced after 28 years of marriage and 17 years of being on 24 hour call. This "no 

schedule" plus the alienating aspects of his life offshore contributed to the breakup; 

My family life fell apart. My job performance fell apart. I was burnt out. I 
was burnt out. You've got to understand about directional drilling . A guy 
makes.. .you can make lots of money. I made a hundred and something 
thousand dollars a year. But no place to go, no time to enjoy it, but I made 
a lot of money. Some people make even more than that. While I liked the 
work, I didn't like the environment. I found myself, I found myself 
comparing my time offshore to being like adrift in space. You know.. .in a 
space suit with nobody around you and you've broken off from the space 
shuttle or the space station and you were just gone. That's what my feeling 
was. That's how I compare it. It was like.. .Well, I always felt like I was an 
alien out there. I didn't speak to women for 17 years. I had no idea the 
impact of that until recently. (MB-022) 

He reflects on the way he rationalized his absences by fulfilling the role as 

breadwinner. He felt trapped by the provider role and the limited employment 

opportunities in the area, and the consequences seemed irreversible; 

But it kind of warped me. I warped myself. I can't blame the environment. 
I had a choice to stay there or to leave. But when your employment 
opportunities are limited, when you build an income level that's taking 
care of your family and puts three kids through college, you know.. .and 
Catholic schools. All of them went to private schools the entire time and 
then to USL. You know, that's a significant amount of money. 

I missed Christmases, but for graduations I was there. But what's 
important about that is I sort of ennobled myself. In my mind I was doing 
the right thing. I was the provider. But when I look back now, I'm 
alienated from my two oldest daughters. I don't see my grandkids. My son 
sees me but I don't see them. We're separated. (...) Part of it is not having 
that bond by being home. Not building that bond and relationship with my 
children that I could have built over those years. (MB-022) 

Is the money/schedule tradeoff worth it? For some, yes and others, no. However, 

even for those fathers who felt that in their own life the tradeoffs were worth it have 
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either actively or passively discouraged their own sons from going into offshore work. 

One respondent who woriced offshore for many years talked of his son's reaction to his 

missing much of his son's childhood and how this figured into their son's decision not to 

work offshore: 

I'm sure he resented (me being gone) and missed me a lot. Then he 
understood that that's why he had this and that. Maybe that's why our son 
now, when he's looking for a job, is a little scared. He's about to go on an 
interview in Dallas and he said that with this job he'd have to fly out every 
week to a different place. And it just kind of makes me think is he thinking 
'I don't want to be gone if I have a family.' But it was never expressed. It 
was always understood that this was something I had to do, not because I 
wanted to. 

I don't think I ever told him (not to work offshore).. .In fact (our 
son) worked offshore for three rotations one summer. And then just came 
home and said 'I'm not going back.' (Our son) always worked. He cut 
grass. He worked as a beekeeper three summers. He always worked and 
we felt that was good for him to decide what he wanted to do. It's been a 
long struggle. But no. I don't think we actually ever said you can't go into 
the oilfield. He just always saw and picked up on things and this (electrical 
engineering) is what he decided to go into. (MB-001) 

Another respondent who worked in oil but is a Jr. High School principal now, echoed this 

same sentiment. 

I don't necessarily think parents ever really encouraged kids to go into the 
oil industry. I think it was out there and all around, I think kids did it, I 
don't think necessarily it was a life goal, except in the sense that they 
knew it was a good place to make money.(...) In Louisiana for 60 years, 
going on 70 years, it has run on the oil business, ever since Huey (Long) 
saw the deep pockets of Standard Oil. And so I don't think it was so much 
encouragement as 'Well it's there and you can make good money so if 
that's what you want to do, that's fine.' But I think at the job level it 
wasn't necessary a career, it was a job. It was a way to make money. They 
may stay for five years or stay for a longer time and then go on to do 
something else. For people at the engineering level or entrepreneurs, it was 
a career, but for most people it was a job. (MB>002) 
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The fact that the oil industry has a commanding presence in both communities and 

offers good money are the two main reasons men continue to balance the trade-offs 

between a relatively high income and a pattern of woric which is potentially disruptive to 

personal and family relationships. But the men who are woridng offshore are not the only 

ones balancing these trade-offs. Wives of offshore workers and their families also 

participate in and are, in a sense, incorporated into their husband's employment. The 

extent of and variations in the offshore wives' accommodations to the rotational work 

schedules of their husbands is the central topic of the next section of findings. 
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Being "It": Women Talk of Their Lives 

Among the women we interviewed who are "oil wives," there was a considerable 

variation in the ways in which they negotiate their lives and those of their children during 

the lengthy absences and presences of their husbands. I use the terms "oil wife" as well as 

"offshore wife" and "oil family" because the references were repeatedly used by the men 

and the women in the study to self-identify as well as being present in the literature on 

offshore familes, e.g. in Morrice, Taylor, Clark, & McCann, 1985) As wives and mothers, 

these women who have been, in a sense, ^propriated by their husbands' work, flmction 

in his absence as primary caregivers and sole caretakers of the household responsibilities. 

As one wife/mother so aptly put it: "You're the daddy, you're the mama, you're the maid, 

you're the mechanic, you're the gardener. You do everything.(...) We had two lives, one 

with him and one life with us." Narratives about the reality of living two rather distinct 

lives came up repeatedly in our conversations with these resourceful women. 

Clearly, the rotational employment patterns of offshore workers tend to make 

explicit the roles women and men play in respect to work outside the home, parenting and 

responsibility for household labor and decision-making. Among the critical factors that 

seemed to affect the women's responses to these demands was the stage of their family's 

development, whether they worked outside the home, their previous experience of father 

or husband absence, the proximity of family support, and their husband's work schedule. 

Personal characteristics were, of course, also an important consideration. And the 

argimient can be made that personal attributes such as patience, independence, and 
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determination which are clearly present in many of the women we interviewed may 

develop as a result of their experiences in an oil family. 

The following analysis and discussion of these issues from the points of view of 

the women in the study will, to a certain extent, collapse the artificial boundaries often 

posited between work and family, and between public and private, which reflect a 

patriarchal conceptual framework often found in sociological analyses. But as Solheim 

(1988) notes in his study on families and offshore work in Norway, work and family or 

production and reproduction have long been themes of interest in anthropology and 

critical sociology, often developed within Marxist theory. But the specific ways in which 

the areas of family and work interact as social systems has not been advanced, especially 

with any ethnographic detail of the lives of the individuals in the families. 

Thus, even though the husband's work on the platform offshore is far removed 

physically and culturally from the world of home and family - a separate world - his 

work time and place deeply affect the life and work situations of the wives and families 

left onshore. As Lewis et al. (1988) write: 

We now recogiuze that women's experience is indivisible, that their 
potential and actual position as wives and mothers critically affects their 
role as workers and that the gendered division of labor in the home is 
rooted in economic dependence, which is itself a function of women's 
position in the labor market. In this regard, it makes no sense to follow the 
arbitrary pattern of dividing home from work (p. 177). 

Thus as the women in our study articulate the strategies and negotiations they employ to 

mitigate the challenges presented by their husbands' rotational scheduling and particular 

working situation, I keep in mind the undeniable connections between the domains of 
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home and work as well as the larger economic and social forces that structure women's 

position in society, and in particular, in the south. 

Raising Children 

One of the important factors influencing the way the wives of offshore oil 

employees experience the prolonged absences of their husbands is the stage of their 

family. For women who are newly married, the frequent absences and the transition times 

that mark their husbands' leaving and coming home seem to pose certain difBcuIties due 

to contingencies such as the newness of marriage, the responsibility of an infant, the lack 

of well developed social networks, and/or the expectations they may have had concerning 

the marriage. One woman who was newly married and new to this country reflected on 

her difficulties early in their marriage as a result of her husband's 7 and 7 schedule: 

I used to get mad at my husband for being gone and it's like I would miss 
him desperately when he was gone and then when he would come home I 
would make him miserable. (...) You know because I wanted to punish 
him for leaving me alone. I would have little tantrums and cry. I was very 
young and very immature I have to admit. So having Ian, it was scary. The 
very first time when Ian was 3 weeks and my husband had to go back to 
work (offshore) and I was left with a newborn by myself at night and 
everything, I was scared. But looking back, I don't think I was that scared. 
I felt like I could do it and I've been blessed with healthy children. We've 
never had major illnesses or hospitalization or broken bones. But all the 
little crises seem to happen when he is gone - the fallen trees, the car 
trouble, the broken appliances - always when he was gone. (MB-003) 

Though the woman above met her husband as an offshore worker, the reality of the 

absences, especially with a young child, were naturally difficult to accept. When I asked 

if she felt her reactions fit into a pattern of symptoms referred to by Morrice et al., as the 

"intermittent husband syndrome" in which women experience a cycle of anxiety and 
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dqjression with each parting, and resentment with each reunion, she thoughtfully 

responded: 

I think back then and my personal circumstances added a lot to (those 
early years). I was new to the area and I didn't know anybody. He was my 
life. I mean, he was my life and my life was gone half the time. But as I 
developed my own life. ..not that he became less important, but I don't 
think I feel the depression and loneliness. If anything I feel a little 
overwhelmed and resentful that everything falls on me half the time. That 
I do feel sometimes. And like I said, the fact of true understanding that 
only comes from other women in the same situation as to what it is like. 
But I don't think it's a full blown syndrome. I think we are fairly well 
adjusted and I have never known.. .1 have never lived with my husband in 
any other way and I can tell you, when he is on vacation at home for three 
weeks at a time, he is ready to go back to work and I'm ready for him to 
go too. (MB-003) 

It is clear that calling the complex reactions a syndrome is a stereotypical and 

over-simplified reduction of the complex responses experienced by the spouses of oil 

workers when they become "it" for a week or two when their husbands disappear. 

Approaching this cluster of responses as representative of a clinical case supports the 

contention that feelings of resentment, anger, and depression are irrational and represent a 

lack of adjustment on the part of the women. In another light, the rotational scheduling 

that takes a spouse away from his family for half of the year in order to maximize the oil 

company's profit and exploit labor to its fullest could also be viewed as irrational and as a 

legitimate cause for resentment and depression. 

I also interviewed the above woman's in-laws. Her father-in-law worked for one 

of the majors, such as Mobil, Texaco, or Shell, all his life until he took early retirement. 

For her mother-in-law, who, like herself, also worked outside the home as a nurse, 

negotiating life with their six children in her husband's absence posed definite challenges. 
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However, one considerable difference between her and her daughter-in-law's situation 

was that she had been raised in the area and enjoyed the stabilizing presence of her own 

extended family and family friends; 

It was rough. It was rough because invariably, any crisis we had in the 
family, he was offshore. Invariably. But I was lucky. I had my family here 
you see. (My daughter-in-law) doesn't. All she has is us. But I had my 
family here and in those days, you could get help. We had 6 children -1 
had a woman that worked for me - and I always worked 3-11 so she'd 
come and stay until I got off at night. That part of it was nice. But the next 
morning I had to get up and get them off to school and all. And then I'd 
prepare my meal for the night, their supper. (...) (A)nd if there was 
something going on with the kids and they would call me (at work) and I 
was pulled this way and pulled that way. If I got sick then it was really bad 
because then he was gone. 

And I'll tell you about that. It would get to be where I was in 
control the whole time he was gone. And then when he'd come in I'd try 
to give him all the problems and he didn't want to hear all that. Then it got 
where I'd solve all the problems myself. But that was a load. (MB-035) 

Another offshore wife spoke of carrying the load during her early years of 

marriage and "doing what you have to do to get yourself by." She reported that she was 

so busy being a mother that she lost herself as a person. In this woman's case, even 

though her family and friends lived in the community, there was very little time to visit 

friends or to make contact with her family. More poignantly, she felt there was no time 

"to develop yourself" She had four children in school and in activities and she was the 

only one who could take care of them. She often felt overwhelmed and can remember 

crying, but expressed her determination by stating there was nothing she could do but 

"plug forward." 

Another woman who had young children and worked outside the home summed it 

up in this way, "When you have three babies and no husband around most of the time. 
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you leam to plan. You're Idnda like a robot. Especially if you're a full time nurse too." 

These feelings of being a robot or of losing oneself as a person or of the heaviness of 

carrying the whole load alone are not only felt by wives of offshore woricers. Many wives 

and young mothers whose husbands leave the home for other types of employment feel 

overwhelmed by their occupational, familial and household responsibilities. But what sets 

the experiences of offshore wives apart is that with each periodic arrival and leave-taking 

of their husbands, they continually experience a fundamental transformation of their 

social reality. While her husband is offshore, the wife of an offshore worker shoulders all 

the household and decision-making responsibilities but also has more freedom in 

planning and controlling the household, the children, and her own social life. When he 

returns, her social reality revolves around him and the relational and logistical processes 

of re-incorporating him back into the life of the family and back into their life as a couple. 

"It's simple logistics," explains one woman. 'There's more laundry and food to cook 

when he's home. Little things like that you don't think about. But with just us here it's 

very easy to maintain things" (JJ-078). This same woman continues to speak of the 

difficulties of the re-incorporation process in terms of her husband's behavior that he 

carries over from the social and personal context of life on the production platform. 

He has a habit of starting real major projects when he comes home, it's 
like an explosion here and an explosion there, 'Cause that's what they do 
offshore. They work 24 hours a day and seven days a week and when he 
comes home he thinks everyone else does the same thing. (JJ-078) 

In relation to his contact with the children, this same mother feels her husband's 

communicational patterns also carry over from his work offshore: 
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I have to remind him that (the kids) aren't roughnecks. They do not woik 
for you, you're not offshore, they're your children. (.. .XH)e'll be baridng 
commands before he realizes it. Because he's a supervisor offshore he's 
used to telling his crew to do the work. And it's loud, you know the 
machinery is loud and half of them are loosing their hearing anyway, you 
know. And I have to often remind him, "Honey, I'm not a roustabout, I'm 
your wife." Please and thank you are very nice. And the language. They're 
foul, foul, foul offshore. (JJ-078) 

One wife and mother expressed the difficulty of catching her husband up on their 

lives and her attempts to keep him from feeling left out. She said: 

We work real hard not to (make him feel left out.) We work real hard to 
not have that happen. Yeah, he has said a lot of time, like I'll forget to tell 
him something, because this happened two weeks ago. You know? And he 
had no knowledge of it at all. But for my life I'm making twenty million 
decisions every day, you know, and I can't remember what happens unless 
I sit down and write it all down. And sometimes, say something's 
happening with the kids that I haven't had a chance to share with him like 
they may be acting in a particular way and I know why, but I've forgotten 
to tell him about it. And he'll come in and, say, discipline them in a certain 
way and I don't think it's appropriate for the situation because I know more 
of the background than he does. And then he'll feel like he's left out then. 
But, those are things you work around. But I'd say, the rhythm of the 
house is different when he's home. It's just a different rhythm. I can't 
describe it but it's a different rhythm. (JJ-078) 

Or, as another woman put it, when her husband was home "it really wasn't a big deal. 

When he was home there was just another person." 

Many women spoke of "handling everything" when their husband was offshore 

and then the difficulty of reincorporating them back into the rhythm of the family during 

their 7 or 14 days home. From research done in other occupational sectors that require 

long father/husband absences such as the military or merchant seaman (e.g. Forsyth & 

Gramling, 1990), it is reported that many men assume the role of "a periodic guest" when 

they return home, staying uninvolved in most of the day-to-day management of the 
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household. We found this to be the case for some fathers in relation to certain 

responsibilities such as disciplining children. Numerous women spoke of remaining the 

main source of discipline for the children, even when the father is home. 

One woman who referred to herself as "the primary parent" spoke of the difficulty 

of trying to share in discipline when her husband returned: 

Ok, let me explain this to you here. (My husband) more or less lets me 
raise the kids because I was here most of the time. So, what I say (he) will 
agree with and that's how it will go. Because I'm the primary parent here. 
But he does come home and if I'm really mad, and you know they've done 
something, and won't listen to me he'll go in there and he'll tell them. And 
of course they (don't pay any attention) and it doesn't do any good. (JJ-
004) 

Another woman spoke of the problems she and her husband encounter in raising 

and disciplining children because his absence places her in the role as primary parent, 

making him "the sometime participant" who is out of the loop. 

It's difficult because if you have a situation which needs to be addressed 
then, they're not there. You have to address everything and then you have 
to remember to relay all these incidences to daddy you know, to maintain 
the continuity. He has to know what's going on to be an effective parent. 
And I think that's why a lot of offshore marriages do break up. I don't 
know whether it's the communication or what, but what happens to a lot of 
people is the mom becomes mom and dad and dad is just a sometime 
participant. You know, because he's not home with them every day of the 
week, he doesn't understand how they changed within a couple of weeks, 
or whatever. And it takes constant reminding him well you know so and 
so, or this is come up this week and you really need to deal with it because 
you know. I feel very strongly about a father figure for my children. And a 
lot of people don't know, don't feel as strongly about the roles that they 
need to have within the marriage and as parent. Or like school functions. It 
never fails all our school functions are when he's gone so its very rare that 
he can participate in school functions. (JJ-061) 
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Clearly, participating in school and community flmctions that involve the children falls 

almost entirely on the full-time parent, the mother. One mother was asked if she was a 

widow because she always accompanied her son to the Boy Scout meetings. 

Another discussant talked of the impossibility of sharing the day-to-day raising of 

the children with their absent husband when their only contact is by phone. She 

remarked: 

I tried not to be the 'wait 'til your dad gets home' kind of mom. Because 
it feit like I was going to lose control because if they did something today 
and he's going to be home two weeks from now, well that's over. And 
they know it.. .Now as they got older, and you could talk and reason with 
them, he talks to them on the phone a lot now. But I would say as the main 
disciplinarian, it's always had to be me. It's had to be, you know. And I 
mean, that was hard. Let me tell you what's the hardest thing. When he's 
gone our life is this and when he comes back our life is this. And he's not 
used to the way we do things. And sometimes we have arguments about 
stupid things. You know, he tells them, 'I want you to do this' and they 
look at me like 'This isn't how we've been doing it for two weeks.' So 
we've had argiunents over stupid things and that's hard. Because your 
daily routine is a certain thing. (MB-036) 

When I asked if she and her husband reached compromises on disciplining the 

children, she replied, "We try to." She then went on to express how communication about 

this issue has been quite hard; 

There have been times when he looked at me and said, 'All right, all right. 
Fine. Raise them.' And I'd say, 'All right. I will. I have been.' We laugh 
about it now but that was tough. I mean I cried tears and he steamed at the 
ears you know. (MB-036) 

Another mother spoke of her mode of disciplining their children and the way that 

changed when her husband came home: 

If it happened while he was gone, I tended to it. There's no such thing as 
waiting. I'm a horrible punish person cause I don't remember what the 
punishment is. So my form of punishment is, 'I will let you know.' And 
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the next time that they want to do something and I don't want to let them 
do it, then that's their punishment. And it just depended on who was 
around when he was home as far as who did the discipline. (MB-019) 

However, most parents agreed that consistency in child discipline is the key. One 

mother spoke of holding her ground when her husband attempted to soften her touch: 

"There have been times when I get on the kids for something and he says, 'You're too 

hard.' And I say, 'You're not here all the time. Don't tell me I'm too hard. This is the 

way we handle it.' So he lets me handle it" (MB-023). 

Negotiating the Household Division of Labor and Transition Times 

It is clear that raising children with a husband who is gone half of the year or 

more presents particular challenges for all the couples we interviewed. Not only do the 

women in our study feel it is their responsibility to catch their husbands up on a week or 

two of family events, but they also often crave a break from their unpaid onshore 

household labor. One mother expressed the difficulty of getting her husband to 

understand what life is like when he's gone: 

I think the biggest challenge of raising children by myself half the time is 
just high management and keeping my patience and just being there for 
them when it's kind of overwhelming having everything fall on you, or 
with the household chores. It's hard being it for a whole week although at 
least I don't have the financial burden of single parents. I mean we have a 
good income and I don't have that kind of worry. But when you have to 
work and do the house and do the kids and cook and taxi them and take 
them everywhere and play with them it gets overwhelming sometimes. 
And that's something I have a very hard time making my husband 
understand because he's never here to witness that. He works 12 hour days 
- long days, hard days - but at the end of his day he's done. He can do as 
he pleases. And he never has work and everything else happen at the same 
time which is one of the hardest things to make him understand. (MB-003) 
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Even though her husband is understanding and shares in household and child-rearing 

tasks when he is home in order to give her a break from being "it," this woman feels she 

bears the largest burden, a burden that the oil companies assume the wife onshore is 

capable of bearing; 

(H)e doesn't experience it. When he comes home he never has to.. .he'll 
tell you he works and yes he worics, he helps with the house, he does the 
kids. But he doesn't do what I do plus woricing outside the home, you 
know. So I guess he tries to understand. It's not that he's ugly about it. He 
tries to be very understanding, but I don't think he'll ever know the extent, 
you know, of what it is to carry the household and the job and everything 
by yourself. (MB-003) 

The difficult challenge that oil wives face when their husbands re-enter and then 

leave their lives every week or two involves the simultaneously felt needs of wanting 

some relief from childcare and household responsibilities and wanting to stay in control 

and handle everything themselves. Or, as seen in another framework, they feel the 

struggle between their dependence on him and his income and the autonomy they have 

developed in his absence. Moreover, when he returns, this dialectic between dependence 

and autonomy surfaces as the woman needs to depend on him for temporary freedom 

from the demands of her life. In my interviews it was not imusual to hear women speak of 

getting a break from some of their household management responsibilities when their 

husbands return. In varying degrees, most of the husbands took over various childcare 

and home maintenance chores in order to give their wives a break. As one mother 

explained: 

He's a good guy. He does everything. I just love it when he's home. He 
helps out a great deal. Taxi cab, with the kids, everything. He washes. He 
doesn't cook. That's the only thing. Some of his concoctions, the kids say 
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'Mom, what is that.' (...) When he's home I get to sleep later. The kids get 
to sleep later because I get up at five now and the kids get up at 5:30. 
When he's home I don't have to do anything with the kids at all. Just 
myself. Get myself dressed and leave (for work). He combs hair. He braids 
my little one's hair. He curls with the curling iron. He does it all. If 
they've left something at home he'll go and bring it to them or take them 
to doctor appointments. He'll do all that. (MB-023) 

For the above woman whose husband works on-call, the break may come for a week 

every two or three months or for several weeks at a time if he is not called out. Women 

whose husbands work a predictable 7 and 7 schedule get some break at regular intervals 

but a true "day off' remains an anomaly. One mother spoke of organizing the day off she 

enjoys on occasion. 

I'd take a day ofif. I didn't do it often. I'd do it about once every three 
months. I'd tell him what day I was going. I had a friend who worked and 
we'd go on her day off. I'd get them up and dressed and get them to 
school. I'd tell him what needed to be done that afternoon. He was really 
good. He changed diapers. He played with the kids. We never really 
discussed whose jobs was this and that. He barbecues. He'd wash dishes 
and now that's his thing. (MB-019) 

Many women who did not think of themselves as independent and self-directed 

people when they first got married, spoke of becoming increasingly autonomous and less 

dependent on their husbands as a result of their experiences of filling multiple roles in 

their husbands' absences. One woman who has been married to several different men 

who worked rotational schedules, talked of learning to stand on her own two feet; 

(With the 7 and 7 schedule), you have time to do what you want for seven 
days and don't have to worry about coming home to cook a meal, clean 
house, this and that. I'm not saying that I didn't miss my husband, I did, 
and he would call me every night. It's just that you had time to do for you, 
and just about nothing else. Now, since he worics 7 and 7, and any woman 
whose man works offshore will tell you, they had to be the disciplinarian, 
they had to pay the bills, if there was a trag^y they had to handle it. They 



185 

had to leam to stand on their own two feet, whether they wanted to or not. 
There was nobody, no husband to lean on because he was out there 
working. So you leam to grow up and handle anything that comes along. It 
makes you a stronger person. 

I still handle everything now that he's onshore. I run the house and 
everything else. I have the checkbook, if he needs some money he'll say 
"Can I?" And I'll say "Can you? Well it's your money" "Well yeah, but I 
want to ask you first." I like it that way. I know everything's paid on time 
and I know what I can put in a savings account. (JJ-030) 

Not all women in the study assumed the role of independent household managers. 

For some women who rely more on their spouses to take over some of the household 

management, the intermittent return of their husbands is a time for organizing. 

One woman reported that her husband takes care of all the finances in their household 

and gives her directions as to what to do. Several aspects of their strategy make this 

workable for them. On the last day before he goes offshore, she and her husband have a 

"debriefing meeting" when they tell each other what needs to be done during the week. 

Then on Thursday, the day he leaves, they purposefully try not to have arguments or 

smooth over any disagreements they have had during the week. He spends part of that 

day grocery shopping for work and making appointments at the doctor and the dentist for 

the kids for times he is onshore so they can both be there. Their son has a heart problem 

and he has to go for checkups often. What helps to make this particular strategy work for 

this couple is his 24 hour access to a Watts line on the platform. By telephone, this father 

is able to feel he is more than a "sometimes participant" in the daily life of his family. He 

calls daily to wake up everyone and each night to say goodnight. 

What seemed to be a reoccurring theme in the discussions with many of the 

offshore wives concerning the changes in the division of labor when their husbands re-
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enter the life of the family was the way the balance between the two difierent cultures of 

work - his offshore and hers in the household - is negotiated. The husbands re-enter the 

family context after a week or more of woric relations that are largely characterized by 

strain, subordination, and confinement. Due to their fixed schedules on the rig or 

platform, they have very little control over their time, space, and social action. Therefore, 

many men sleep for the first few days they are home attempting to catch up and 

synchronize their waking and sleeping hours with that of their family. One woman talked 

of her husband's need to sleep as part of the re-entry routine: 

(On his first day home) he falls asleep. He tries to stay up with the kids to 
spend the evening with them but he'll fall asleep by six 'cause he works 
nights right now. When he comes home it's completely opposite. When he 
comes home, for the first day of two he sleeps. He does nothing but sleep 
just trying to get himself staggered on his regular schedule. But for him, 
after he's slept a couple days, his morning routine is that he'll wake up at S 
in the morning. Of course we don't get up until 7 or 8. (MB-019) 

Clearly, the extent to which the returning men choose to and are able to give their 

wives a break during onshore intervals often depends on the extent of their own need for 

recovery time. Another woman explained how it usually works in their family: 

He (helps) a lot more erratically now. He doesn't do it all the time 
anymore. He has always helped but now, one week he might come home 
and he's like 'Okay I'm off. Give me the flicker (remote control).' And 
then another time, I might come home and he's completely cleaned the 
bedroom and mopped the floors and he's sitting there folding clothes and 
he says 'Look at what I did.' He does what he feels like doing. But 
sometimes what's been hard for us is when he comes home and he's had 
his roughest two weeks and I might have had my roughest two weeks and 
I have my mental list that I need this and this and this, and he really needs 
to go fishing or sit down in his chair and flip or just be left alone. (MB-36) 
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When I asked how they usually resolved these impasses, she replied; "It was hard for us. I 

think we woik hard at it. Most of the time we'd have the argument first and then we'd be 

okay." 

The complex negotiations that are crucial between husband and wife in order to 

strike a workable balance between onshore and offshore social realities and modes of 

existence require constant adjustments for them as well as their children. It follows that 

the children in the family are also required to conform to "the way things are" due to their 

father's schedule. Though I did not interview children, I often asked the parents about 

their children's responses to life with a part-time dad. When I asked about one woman's 

two sons' reactions to their father's cyclical absences, she responded; 

For the school performance for my oldest, he is extremely bright. He's 
gifted and school has never been a problem. I think socially he has 
adjusted very well to his father being gone. He doesn't seem to act 
resentful. He seems to understand perfectly that his father can't make it to 
many of the school flmctions. (...) I mean on a 7 and 7 schedule, short of a 
natural disaster, your dad's not coming for it, unless he's on vacation. And 
when they're on 7 and 7, they won't be home for Christmas for six or 
seven years in a row unless they take vacation and everybody wants 
vacation at the same time. 

I remember - this is a vivid memory - (my husband) had to woric 
for Christmas and I had to work for Christmas and we had this S year old 
boy and we just had to make an excuse that, you know, Santa was coming 
early so we celebrated Christmas early and he seemed to be better with it 
than we were. Oh that was horrible. TTiat was the only year that neither 
one of us was there and I said I would never go through this again. If I 
had to clean houses for a living, I'd rather do that than go through this 
again. (MB-003) 

She then spoke of how their youngest son, who is four years old and "more 

sensitive" than the oldest son, has had more problems adjusting to his father's absences 

and has developed a keen sense of the specifics of his father's schedule. His mother also 
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spoke of her inability to reassure their young son that his father would always return. She 

said: 

It's amazing how he can keep track of the days. He knows what day it is. 
He knows his dad comes home tomorrow and then without anyone telling 
him, about Monday or Tuesday of the next week, he senses the seven day 
period is coming to an end. He starts getting clingy and he starts crying 
and he says he's going to miss his poppy. So Poppy has to spend extra 
time with him on Tuesday night, and then on Wednesday mornings I have 
to set aside 15 or 20 minutes just to comfort this child in the morning. (...) 
So when our son wakes up on Wednesday morning, his first waking 
thought is, his father is gone. Every other Wednesday morning it's a big 
depression and he doesn't want to eat breakfast. He gives me hell. 

And I think that's what I find very, very hard to do is assiu-e him 
that his father is coming back. I mean, what if he doesn't. What if 
something happens, you know. You know. Poppy's coming back in a 
week, but is he really coming back? I can't tell him yes, you know for 
sure, I just can't. So I say, 'Well baby yes, he probably will.' Because if 
he doesn't, it's a big lie. You know that's another thing. You live with the 
fear of the environment they work in. And he has to ride in a helicopter 
every day. And in bad weather he has to go to another couple of little 
platforms and it's.. .1 can't allow myself to think about it and live in fear 
every day. Early in the marriage I was so distraught by it that I said, 'It's 
not in my hands. I can't do anything about it. I will not worry about it 
because I'll just worry myself to death.' (MB-003) 

What is interesting about her response is that the emotional stress experienced by 

her and her children due to her husband's extreme scheduling demands never becomes 

fully normalized. The relational strategies they have developed over the years help to 

make her situation workable but never fully compensate for her husband's long absences: 

"You adjusted, but you never got used to it." Or as another woman expressed it: "There's 

nothing to do but plug forward." Still, for other women, it was interesting that what did 

become normalized were the intervals when their husbands were ofifshore. One women 

remarked that when her husband was home it was special - "the food was fancier and the 
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house was cleaner" than normal. And when he's away, she and the children relax and 

have a more intimate and "real" relationship. His re-entry, she noted, was often 

accompanied by stress that he brought home from his work situation offshore. 

Whether reacting to the stress or the change in relational dynamics, children are 

required, like their parents, to make adjustments to their father's absences and returns. 

These adjustments are not always easily made: 

He's always woiked (on call) ever since we've had kids. They were 
brought up with their daddy being away, gone away. He always felt bad 
about it because I'd call him and say 'Hey, so and so is walking or 
something.' And he'd say 'Dam. I miss everything.' But when he comes 
home he's there with them and when he comes home he's there for like a 
month. Or like if they have work on the yard, he'd go work on the yard 
and come home every night. (...) The little one recently went with me 
when we took him (to the airport) and she said 'My daddy went away on a 
big airplane.' So it's like they have adjusted, I guess. (...) They've never 
known anything else but that their daddy goes off to work. When he 
comes home their first question is, 'How long you gonna be home for?' 
(MB-023) 

This same mother continued speaking of the effects on their children: 

It's a lot of stress. My kids, they feel the stress. (...) They miss him. They 
miss him a lot you know. Because they'll say, 'You know I sure miss 
Daddy. I wish he'd come home.' He'd call and that cheers them up 
because they get to talk to him. Our telephone bills are outrageous. But 
that's part of the job. So I guess this part of our life we just build ourselves 
around what he does. (MB-023) 

When I responded by saying that I hoped she got what she wanted, she replied, "We don't 

have any specific thing that we're looking for." 

Even though children may have never known anything else but a life that is built 

around their father's offshore work, it still seemed to take some time for them to adjust. 

One offshore wife who works as a nurse stated that her children did not have a bad time 
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when their dad left, and that having his undivided attention for seven days was great. 

However, she then went on to explain how their youngest child reacted to the stress of her 

father leaving: 

I was the mother and dad when he was gone, and when he was in, he kinda 
like took both roles. (My husband) is a morning person and (our young 
daughter) is too. She would wake up in the morning - she was really an 
excellent baby - she'd wake up and play in the bed imtil she would see one 
of us get up, then she was like, ^Hey, come get me.' And so, when he got 
up early in the morning, he'd go get her (...) and they'd go visit his family 
in the neighborhood and come back about 9, 10 o'clock. (...) So when he 
left for seven days she had the rocker (he gave her for Christmas) and you 
could always tell the first day he'd leave, 'cause she'd get up looking for 
him. When she couldn't find him, she'd sit in her rocker and rock for a 
couple of hours. Yeah, she was so pitiful. (...) It was like she always got 
sick when he was gone. And I guess it was because she was upset that he 
was gone, it lowered her resistance and she caught it. That makes a 
difference. As a nurse you have to treat the total person, emotion plays a 
big part of recovery. And so I guess at that age, you know, stress. (JJ-032) 

Some women noted that as their children got older, they sometimes found it 

harder to "roll with the pimches." 

(In the early years), it wasn't that bad. Because I wasn't working in those 
first four years and it was all of us at home. When he was home we were 
all home. And as I said earlier, you could have the birthday party when 
you wanted to have the birthday party or you could let them open the 
Christmas presents when you wanted them to. You could rearrange 
everything. That was easy. When they got older it got harder because their 
commitments were different. Looking back I don't know how we did it. 
(...) I guess when the kids are little, they're more flexible. But as they got 
older, it got harder. I mean, Daniel played basketball for seven years. He 
was home only half that time. (MB-36) 

When a father is home only half the time or less, some mothers felt that their 

children's bond with him suffered. As one mother reported, "The kids were scared to 

death of daddy. They were scared of daddy 'cause he was never around. They didn't know 
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what he'd do." Another mother also felt that the lack of continuous interaction with their 

dad affected the children and was a detrimental aspects of the offlisore woiic: 

Sometimes (my husband) feels left out because I share a bond with our 
kids that they don't share with him. There's still a void when he's not there 
for (our daughter) and when he comes back, it's like they have to 
reacquaint themselves with their dad sometimes because he's gone. We 
have rituals that he's just not a part of. (JJ-110) 

This family had a rule that the TV did not come on during the week. However, when the 

father came home, he often watched TV which reinforced an inconsistency in adhering to 

household rules. "It's the little things," remarked this mother, "the little rules that we 

make all the time that because he's not (usually home), it's easy to break them." 

But one teenage daughter of an offshore worker who was present during the 

interview with her mother, reported that she liked having a dad who worked offshore. 

When asked how she felt about it, she remarked: 

It's cool having my dad in when everybody else's dad is at work. Like on 
summer vacations, it's neat to have my dad home. But, some of the down 
sides are you get, you get two weeks home and two weeks off, or however 
many weeks off or whatever, but it can get pretty lonely without him. (...) 
(I)t's cool being able to go to the rig offshore when its stacked. When I 
look at some of my friends who have their dads working in the office or 
wherever they work, I don't envy them. Like my friend B., her dad's gone 
all day. He goes off at six in the morning and comes home anywhere from 
five to nine in the evening. (JJ-078) 

When she was asked if it was worth the trade-off, she said: "Yeah, pretty much. Except 

for when he gets..hurt." 

Several mothers reported that one factor that helped their older children accept the 

fact that their dad missed many of their school events and special holidays was whether 

or not they had peers whose fathers also worked rotational schedules. Also, several 
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mothers voiced the necessity of keeping their older children involved in many school and 

extracurricular activities while their dad was away and then sustaining that activity even 

when he came home: 

But as far as my schedule with the kids we tiy to keep a busy schedule 
even when he's gone, I guess so we don't miss him that much. My girls 
are all into sports. They're into dancing and when he comes home he 
wants to sit back and relax and we say, 'Hey, we have a basketball game, a 
Softball game, a dance recital. Are you coming?' (He says) 'Oh man, I'm 
still jet lagged.' (And we say) 'Well we got to go. Bye. See you when we 
get back.' But like when he comes home they adjust because it's the only 
thing we've known, you know.' (MB-023) 

"Plugging forward" and making the necessary adjustments to a spouse's cyclical 

leave-taking and returning was still difficult for most of the men and women I 

interviewed even after years of marriage. Reference to the emotionally charged transition 

period between absence and togetherness was brought up repeatedly by both husbands 

and wives. One woman's response represents the general feeling of many: "It does take a 

day or two for the routine to establish itself, 'cause we have a very different routine when 

he's gone than when he's home." 

Referring to her husband's life offshore as "a separate life, a dual life" that she 

knows little about, one woman spoke of what it is like each time her husband re-enters 

her life: 

And (when he is home), my husband helps with some of the chores. He 
does the clothes and he picks (our son) up, you know. I mean he pitches in 
with.. .so it gives me a break, it gives me a break. In some respects it gives 
me a break and in some respects it doesn't. I mean, there's kind of Uke this 
pressure, you know, to have sex and stuff like that. To make up. And 
you're supposed to be in the mood because they've been gone and 
whatever. And I'm exhausted and I'm like, 'Damn it, give me a couple of 
days to recoup, you know.' (...) When he comes home, even after all these 
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years, I mean 16 years, we have a little re-entry period. We don't quite jive 
the first day, you know, it takes a couple of days and then things start 
flowing. (...) So we do go through a little re-entry. I find that interesting 
after so many years. (MB-003) 

Another woman spoke of the arguments that used to predictably occur right before 

her husband left to go offshore. She theorized that this conflict was necessary for 

"emotional closure": 

Little things (happen) too. Now this used to occur, it doesn't occur 
anymore. And I've talked to a lot of women and they go through this too. 
A couple of days before (their husband) leaves to go offshore, they 
invariably, a fight will occur, or a pick, or something. A forced separation. 
It's like a grieving. It's to force a separation because you know you're not 
going to be together. And I've talk^ to a lot of women and for everyone 
of them, it's the same thing. Something stupid will come up and it's 
always petty and it will come into an argument so it helps that break. Now 
we don't do that anymore. We've learned, you know, we've learned to 
appreciate our time together. Between his accident and my heart attack we 
don't do that. And I bet you if you ask a lot of women 'Do you every fight 
right before he leaves?' they'll say, 'You know, yeah, we do.' (...) What it 
is it's an emotional closure. It helps to separate, you know, rather than be 
completely open when they leave. (JJ-078) 
Engaging in an argument may mark a husband's departure in some families. 

Another women spoke of the need not to show emotion during this cyclic transition in 

order to make the departure easier: " I try not to express too much into it because it brings 

him down and he's already down. He's got to leave. You know if we get too emotional at 

home, it's already hard on him" (MB-023). Thus even though the recurrent pattern of 

parting and reunion is endemic to the way of life, leave-taking is neither seamless nor 

normalized in any of the families. However, knowing when the husband's departure and 

return will occur seemed to make the transitions somewhat easier on couples and their 

children. 
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Scheduling: "Our whole lives revolve around 7 and 7." 

Whether the offshore worker's schedule is the ubiquitous 7 and 7,14 and 14, or 

some other combination of weeks on and off the platform or rig, most men and women in 

offshore families agree that any predictable schedule is far better than the unpredictability 

of being on-call. One woman, whose husband has worked on-call all of their married life 

and once stayed out 92 days, spoke of the difficulties: 

Like I tell him, 'My world stops when you leave, you know.' And I said 
it's really depressing. And he says that I need to keep myself going. But 
one year I was pregnant and he came right before the baby was bom and 
left right afterwards. So I was mad. But then there was times like 
Christmas holidays and like that. I remember once one of the kids said, 
'Boy, there's only one thing I want for Christmas. My daddy home.' And 
we didn't know he was coming home and he happened to come home, I 
think, the night before Christmas. So she was really happy. (MB-023) 

She continued to speak of the unpredictability of lives that are always on-call and the 

disappointment involved when plans are made and have to be broken: 

There are times when he's had to leave you know the day after holidays. 
We've made anniversary plans and vacations that we've paid for and are 
just waiting for the date to come and we got this call one Friday night and 
they told him he had to be at the WMCA at Houma for a life-saving 
survival course or he couldn't go on the job in California. So we had to 
give away that vacation. (MB-023) 

This same woman also talked of the changes that may occur in payment schedules as well 

as time demands with each different job her husband takes: 

And recently, when they changed to this Singapore project, (my friend and 
I) thought it was awful because we were used to being paid every week -
we'd get our paycheck every week - (and now) we get paid once a month. 
And towards the end of the month she'll come and say 'You tired of going 
into your savings account? I do not like this once a month getting paid 
thing.' It's new to us but I guess we'll have to get used to it. You have to 
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manage and pay your bills - not like I'll pay that next week when I get 
paid. (MB-023) 

This woman's manner of referring to her husband's paycheck as "ours" or the 

phrase "when I get paid" points to the feeling she has of being incorporated into his work 

by maintaining the home and family and of earning a portion of his pay. This 

acknowledgment of being co-opted by the demands of her husband's offshore work was 

voiced in various ways by other women we interviewed and was usually expressed in a 

similar tone of resignation and acceptance rather than resentment. 

For another women whose husband works offshore as a welder on a "call out" 

basis, having a more predictable schedule would have meant that planning was a 

possibility. When asked if she would have preferred a rotational schedule, she exclaimed: 

Oh Lord, yes. I mean even if he would have worked 7 and 7, it would have 
been like.. .if you could plan on going to do something. But now if you 
plan to go on a vacation and a job comes up, he can't miss it. He just has 
to cancel our vacation. (JJ-110) 

The unpredictability of the time and duration of the absences of a husband who works 

on-call can also greatly limit the autonomy of the woman left onshore. One woman felt 

restricted to her house by the uncertainty of the time of his return. She said, "I was afraid 

to leave the house for fear he'd come in and I'd miss him. I never knew when he would 

be in. This was no 7 and 7. It was 24 hour call, that's what it was, seven days a week" 

(MB-006). With similar sentiment, another woman whose husband worked on-call, said 

that the reason she did not seek paid employment outside the home was that she wanted 

to be home when her husband was home and she never knew when that would be. She 

stated, "If he came in for 10 minutes, I wanted to be home." 
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Clearly, regularly scheduled absences and returns such as 7 days on and 7 days at 

home were less stressful for wives of offshore families than the unplaimed and sporadic 

absences that are part of the on-call life. In fact, for some women, the pluses of a 7 and 7 

schedule outweighed the minuses. As one woman explained: 

And of course, 7 and 7 is really good for a marriage too, I think. It really 
has its pluses and its minuses. One of the biggest things is that it's like, get 
away from me, give me my space. Well, that's what's good about 7 and 7. 
By the time you're tired of them and it's like I want my space, it's time for 
them to go. (JJ-109) 

Several other women talked of preferring a 7 and 7 schedule, comparing it to what 

was commonly referred to as "5 and 2" or the "normal" work week. One woman whose 

husband worked 5 and 2 for a period of time before switching back to the 7 and 7 pattern 

commented: (JJl 10) "If he has to be in the oilfield, the 7-7 thing works better for us 

because when he's home he's totally at home and when he's away he's totally away" (JJ-

110). Likewise, another woman spoke of the disadvantages of a "5 and 2" schedule: 

Well when I was working, and he was working 5-2, we didn't even have time 
alone together. Because when he came in, he was like exhausted, you know. He 
didn't want to talk. I had been with kids - for a short time I wasn't working - and 
so I'd been with the kids all day, and he'd come home. I'd want to talk and he 
wouldn't want to. And it was like a big adjustment. 

Another participant in the study spoke of preferring the 7 and 7 schedule to having 

her husband home more often. Though she found raising children alone "unfair," she also 

did not find her husband as helpful as her mother was in times of crisis. She reflected: 

I preferred the 7-7. You always think at the time, when he was doing the 7-7 that 
I would have preferred him to be home. (...) It was so funny, when the kids were 
young, I often cried and said 'It's not fair mama.' My mama was always there, 
she was my backbone. 'This isn't fair, I didn't have these kids on my own, why 
do I always have to do everything.' She'd say (...), 'You know it's better this 
way, 'cause you'd have another patient if he was here.' (JJ-110) 
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This woman was referencing a crisis time when their son had a seizure and her husband 

was home because he was woridng "5 and 2." She reported that her husband did not 

know what to do and "was freaking out." She had to take command of the situation, and 

the doctor told her at the hospital that she had two patients, the daughter and the husband. 

The ambivalent feelings of unfairness, relief, resentment, and/or acceptance that 

many women experience as a result of their husband's long absences are somewhat 

mitigated by their social networks of friends and family members. Often times the 

dependable and reciprocal relationships these women share with other network members 

carry them through the difficult times they spend parenting and managing everything 

alone. 

Social Networks 

Social and emotional support from family members, friends, and neighbors was 

invariably identified by the women we interviewed as an invaluable resource, especially 

when their husbands were offshore. A number of women reported that they benefited 

from their social networks both on a daily basis when their husbands were away and in 

times of crisis. The daily exchange of child care duties among some mothers with young 

children gave the women the much needed break from the constancy of mothering. Also, 

daily contact by phone or face-to-face contact in small social gatherings provided 

invaluable emotional support for many women in the absence of their husbands. 

In times of crisis, these primary relationships become even more crucial. One 

woman spoke of her experience of giving birth with only her best woman friend in 

attendance since her husband was unable to make it in from offshore. In reciprocal 
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fashion, this same woman attended her friend's birth when she, too, was alone. She 

explained: "So we did for each other, a lot of us. The wives survived because of each 

other. You know? They work together." 

This same woman recalled a time when her child, then only several months old, 

had a medical emergency and she again depended on support from her friends; 

(My husband) was offshore so my (my friend) took me to the hospital 
and stayed with me, with her two kids, my two (other) kids, and that baby 
in the emergency room. And then she took my kids home until my mother 
could come and get them. The wives siuvived with emergencies in that 
aspect. We did for each other and that was it., .all the time. (JJ-003) 

Social networks may be composed of longtime friends and family members - if 

the women are Uving in their hometown - or of newer acquaintances if the women are 

new to the area. Moreover, the make-up of these networks is never static due to the 

constant incorporation of new members and the occasional loss of regular members when 

they move from the area. One offshore wife who home-schools her children, spoke of 

providing baby sitting for a friend who has gone back to school in exchange for home-

school testing. Another woman in this same network spoke of being offered a part-time 

job from the brother of a network member when her husband was struggling to find 

contract work as an oilfield electrician. Clearly, the broader the network, the more skills 

and favors one is able to call upon. 

Another discussant also went on to speak of the reciprocal and sympathetic 

support she and other offshore wives provide for one another: 

Yeah, I have (my friend). She's in the same boat. Her husband works out 
of Africa. We know how it feels and when my husband comes home she 
says, 'I'm jealous.' And I do the same thing too. We're excited when we 
hear from them and like that. There's another girl who's working on the 
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same job with my husband and we have to keep it going between me and 
her. 'Hey, have you heard from (your husband)? I heard from (mine). 
They're okay, you know.' Back and forth. She's got three boys and one of 
them is in a wheel chair and that's a lot that she has to do with him. But 
you know, she's been going through it, doing it all her life too, with him 
working and all. (MB-023) 

I also found that when women have full-time woiic outside the home, they need 

childcare support beyond what the network of friends may be able to provide. Some 

working women often expressed concern about overburdening their networks and 

therefore either paid the high cost of childcare or depended on a single family member to 

assist them. 

Though social networks often provide a safety net of support for oil wives, there 

are times when there is no one to depend on but themselves. One woman spoke of being 

stuck without help when her son needed to be picked up from school during the day: 

(My sister-in-law) has four (children) and she is running the roads herself. 
(My husband's) mom, it takes her a long time to get here. She lives on the 
other side of the airport. My mom works. (My son's) baseball coach lives 
down the street, so like yesterday I could have called (him) and that would 
have been fine, but I would have to go back to the baseball park after I 
dropped (my other kid) off (at dance class). (...). So no, I don't know who 
I could c^l. I just do it. (JJ-78) 

Many women who have family members in the community depend on their 

relatives as well as other offshore wives for practical and emotional support. When I 

asked one discussant who she depended on for help when her husband was offshore, she 

replied: 

My family. My sister gets my kids off everyday to school and if they're 
sick I'll try and take them to the doctor. But if they're still sick the next 
day, she usually stays home with them. She doesn't work so she can stay 
there with them so I can work. (MB-023) 
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In practical day-to-day circumstances, families play an enormous role in helping 

offshore wives cope. So when offshore families are required to move to another town, 

away from their dependable networics, many women struggle with connecting with new 

friends and forming new netwoiks. As one woman reported who moved with her husband 

and baby from New Iberia to a small coastal community: 

I didn't become friends with too many people. There was another couple 
with the same company that I was friendly with. We lived way on 
opposite ends. She lived way across the intercoastal canal — and that was 
before they had the tunnel - and we had to sit and wait for the bridge. We 
didn't get together that much. And one other couple we were friendly with. 
(...) I lived around some older people and I just stayed to myself mostly. 
(MB-006) 

When I asked how she passed her days, she said: 

Oh, I cleaned house. That's when I got to be a good housekeeper. 
Obsessive, compulsive person. That's all I did. Paint, sew -1 taught 
myself to sew there — and I'd take my son in a stroller to the park there. 
We walked a lot, across the bayou and up town. Stayed home and wait for 
the phone to ring, that's what I did for two years. So when we moved back 
to New Iberia, it was like I was in heaven because I was back here with my 
family again. (Before we moved home), his family would come to visit us 
there.. .but (my husband) was hardly there. When his mother and dad 
would come and visit us, he was always on a job. And I was scared. I was 
so afraid. (MB-006) 

When she and her family were able to move back to New Iberia, this woman reconnected 

with her extensive family network of support. 

(In New Iberia), we never had to get sitters. My mother and father-in-law 
lived right next door and my mother and father when we needed, they'd 
come and sleep over here whenever we wanted to go somewhere. And 
Lee's brother lived right next door, you see. (...) We all helped one 
another. (MB-006) 
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Social networics may also include member support from individuals in 

organizations such as churches and clubs. One woman reported that she depended on her 

church family as well as her other family, in times of need: 

Yeah, I depend on the church very much. I have a sister-in-law and a 
brother-in-law that I depend on heavily, too, especially since my heart 
attack. That's probably what keeps us here is family. Because the way he 
works we could live just about anywheres. But you have to have a good 
support network I think. I don't know how some women would do it 
without the support network. (...) My parents are still alive but they are 
elderly. They are not able to baby sit and things like that. (JJ-078) 

Another woman developed reciprocal helping relationships with other women 

involved in Girl Scouts. When I asked if her foundation of support was family- or friend-

based, she replied: 

In the early years with the girls it was girl scout leaders. When I started, 
(my children) were small and (my friends) had older cadets, they were 
teenagers. So (the teenagers) baby sat. I had a lot of friends in girl scouts. 
In oilfield companies (like the one my husband works for), you'll find that 
people aren't friends within the company too much. The guys know each 
other more than the families do. (...) Yeah. I also depended on neighbors. 
(...) My next door neighbors were my biggest support really. (MB-019) 

Many women also depended on network support for an active social life when 

their husbands were offshore. As one woman remarked: "I was so independent that I had 

things I wanted to do when he's gone." When he was gone, she had a chance to keep up 

with friendships she has had since her high school years with women her husband 

"doesn't care for as much." She had one friend whose husband also worked 7and 7, and 

for 25 years, their husbands never met one other because they worked the same schedule. 

Sometimes when their husbands were gone, they would stay at each other's houses. 
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Other women felt more isolated from social events while their husbands were 

gone. For example, one woman remailced that she usually stayed home rather than go out 

with friends without her husband: 

You have your friends who are couples who on the weekends he's gone 
ask me to go out to eat or to a movie and I'd say no. At first I'd say no. I 
don't want to go out with you all without Steve. Sometimes I go now. (...) 
That was more me because they would still call me and say, *Kay, why 
don't you come with us.' And I just didn't want to go without Steve. But 
with my dad working when I was growing up. I didn't know it was 
supposed to be any different. (MB-013) 

Though some women reported that they chose not to accompany their friends on 

social outings, it is clear that in general, social networics of family and friends assist most 

offshore wives in coping with the lengthy absences of their husbands. Thus how coping is 

negotiated by women who are married to men who work offshore has been outlined 

throughout this segment of the findings. However one of the reasons why women may or 

may not choose to cope is mentioned in the above passage — a previous history of being 

part of a family in which the father is often absent. The above woman continued her 

comments on her previous experiences with her father being gone; 

It wasn't that (my dad) wasn't attentive to the children, that we didn't feel 
his presence when he was there. But he wasn't as directly involved as (ray 
husband) is. But my dad also - in his work in the oilfield — I remember 
two times that he was gone for like 6 months or maybe a year. One time he 
went to work in Africa, and he was gone. It wasn't this 30 and 30 like they 
do now. He was gone. He went to Africa and he went to Iran. I don't have 
real vivid.. .but it was weird. My dad was gone. (MB-013) 

Thus women who were raised in a family in which the mother is the primary 

parent due to a father's extended absences from the home have a familiarity with the 

division of labor and the coping strategies that they now are called upon to enact. Life 
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with fathers who were involved in the oilfield or some other occupation such as trucking 

or raib-oad work that kept them away for extended periods of time, in part prepared these 

women for a life with an intermittently absent husband. For example, when one woman 

was questioned about the difficulty of getting used to her husband's rotational schedule, 

she replied: 

For myself it wasn't (difiBcult) because my dad was in the military. So I 
was raised without daddy always home. You know, and I kinda knew (my 
husband) was going to be in the oilfield because his daddy was in the 
oilfield. His daddy was a petroleum engineer. You know, it was one of 
these family things. And I knew that if he went in the oilfield, and with my 
daddy the way he worked, I was used to it. So it wasn't a big problem. I'm 
trying to remember when we first got married. It was just one of those 
things you accepted. You know, it's just one of those things, you knew you 
expected it, you expected it. That's all. (JJ-078) 

Another woman remarked that what may have prepared her for the "7 and? 

lifestyle" was that her father was involved in the oilfield. He drove an 18 wheeler for a 

work-over rig and was on-call 24 hours a day. He often came home when she was already 

in bed, so she grew up with her father gone most of the time. She went on to say that this 

may be where her personality comes in. She reported that she is very independent and is 

"not the type of woman to depend on a man." She noted that she cast herself as the sole 

disciplinarian in the household because "that was the way it was with her mom and that's 

the way it is with her" (JJ-117). 

Another woman who grew up in an oil family felt she actually adjusted better than 

did her husband to the rotational schedule because "she had lived it" as a child. When I 

asked what it was like growing up with a "sometimes participant" dad, she replied: "It 

really didn't make that much difference whether dad was home or he was gone." Another 
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woman put it a little differently: "My dad woiiced offshore when I was growing up. And 

he was gone for weeks and weeks at a time. I was used to that. In fact when daddy came 

home it was like, when is he leaving?" 

Several other study participants felt that their childhood experiences of Uving in a 

household with an offshore father gave them the resolve not to repeat the life their mother 

lived. One woman remembered how hard her mother woiiced as a teacher, wife, and 

mother to "hold everything together" and she doubted her own strength and willingness 

to repeat that experience: 

She (did everything) because she had to. She wanted to be a teacher. She 
was bom wanting to be a teacher. Now her salary was able to cover it. She 
didn't go into teaching because it was the easiest thing to do and you knew 
if things got bad you would be okay. (...) Luckily, knowing her and how 
strong she is, she was able to do everything, and held everything together. 
I'm not that strong. I mean I might be if I had to but I can't see myself 
being able to do everything like that. 

I don't know if it was oil but (my dad) wasn't around for us kids. 
He was around to be our friend - if we needed something we could talk to 
him, we could always talk to him and that was wonderful - but he didn't 
do anything at home. If mama asked him to do something and it wasn't a 
good time and he had to do it, it would be a major fight. A lot of anger and 
I didn't know any different. I thought that was normal until I see him now. 
Now he's just different. He wants to be home and then he didn't want to 
be home. I don't know if it's oil. I didn't even know oil was a thing. I 
wouldn't have known that. Maybe it was. Maybe it was the lifestyle. (MB-
025) 

When this young woman married a man who had been working offshore, she 

made it explicit that she wanted a different kind of life: 

I wasn't getting married for sure, if I was going to have to be the one to 
clean the house and cook. Like (my father) would come home and (my dad 
and brother) and I would all sit around and gab and talk and play around. 
And every once awhile you'd go into the kitchen and mama was doing 
what she needed to do but she couldn't be a part of that because she had all 
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this other stuff she needed to do. So (my dad) was like fim. And I didn't 
realize how we were excluding mama. She'd fuss and we'd fuss and we 
were very disrespectful sometimes. (...) But that's not fair. That's not 
right. (...) So I know I have a thing about (my husband) being away. I 
have a problem. It's my own problem but I have a problem with that. 
(MB-025) 

Still another explanation of why many women do choose to cope with the 

extenuating circumstances of life with a husband who works offshore is the money. When 

I asked if one woman thought the money her husband earned made ii worth it to both her 

and her husband, she replied: 

Well, that's what I'm hoping now and I keep saying that right now 
because we're getting ready to build a house. And I'm saying 'Gee, in the 
long run I hope this is worth it' because I mean I never thought I'd already 
own a piece of property that we'd bought and paid for. And we're getting 
ready to build a house. That's exciting and scary. And if he didn't work 
the way he worked we couldn't afford all this extra stuff I have kids in 
gymnastics, they're in band. They all play sports and I have a decent car to 
drive around in. And he's got his vehicle. I mean, do you know what I'm 
saying? If he didn't work like he's woridng, no we couldn't afford these 
things. But is it worth it? I don't know. I mean it makes life easier. You 
don't have any struggle. (MB-023) 

When I asked her further about why she felt the tradeoff was worthwhile, she mentioned 

health care and savings; 

We have health insurance. It pays pretty good. We have dental. The 
benefits are good. We've been able to save and I try not to just blow 
everything because I know when he comes home that he's going to want 
to spend some of this money that he's woiked for. (...) I've always looked 
at it from day to day. Take one day at a time. (Mb-023) 

Another woman, the wife of a boat captain who has had to go overseas and be 

gone for months at a time, spoke of the commitment it takes to continue to struggle to 

justify the money for time tradeoff: 
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Now I never considered divorce. Because to me the conmiitment was a 
commitment. That's just my personality. But there were a lot of times in 
which I thought, what was I doing? I've got two kids and all I have is a 
paycheck. It was tough. When he was in Nigeria, it was really tough. And 
then of course at that time I was in school. And in the past year or two 
with our kid.. .and our kids aren't in serious trouble with the law or 
whatever. But it's a constant wony, a constant struggle. (...) But you just 
go on. It's a big conunitment and you just go on. (Mb-036) 

Yet another reason for "just going on" and sticking with the ups and downs of life 

in the oilfield was simply stated by another study participant: 

It sounds rough, but as a wife you get used to it. Yeah, you do. I had 
gotten used to it. (...) It becomes a way of life, you know? You're h^py 
to see them and then glad for them to go, time to go. You know, 'cause 
you start getting on each other's nerves. So when he come in, our family 
was together and when he was gone, we did our own thing. You get used 
to it. (JJ-035) 

Beyond the money, the benefits, and the getting used to it, several other women 

noted that they coped with the onshore family life with an offshore husband due to the 

relative scarcity of other kinds of work. One woman spoke of her husband being 

unemployed for a time and then hiring on with a local fabrication company because, 

"when you've got to take what you gotta take, you take what you can take." 

Taking what you can take in order to stay in the community and make a decent 

living - even if you truly only get to be at home half of the year and on a floating 

platform in the Gulf for the other half - is the modus operandi of most of the participants 

in our study. Thus the prevailing sentiment among many of the women who were 

interviewed about the impacts of offshore oil industry work on their lives and those of 

their families and friends is that the positives usually outweigh the negatives. Or, as one 

women summed it up, "It makes sense." One of the central explanations or rationales 
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given for why their lives make sense is that woric in the oil industry allows the study 

participants to stay in the communities where many of them have been raised. Moreover, 

as one respondent remarked, her husband's skills are not widely transferable out there in " 

the real world" even if they did want to move : 

(During the bust), we didn't really have a strategy that I can think of I 
guess if we talked about it we would both probably have looked for work 
along different lines. I would have done whatever I could have done with 
no degree. And he.. .you know.. .he would have tried to find whatever he 
could using his skills. That's the problem with the oilfield, and he's very 
well aware of it. The skills that he has, although he's highly skilled and 
has boucoup experience in what he does, his skills they don't translate 
well into.. .into the real world, you know. I mean there are no platforms 
out here to operate. I mean what are you going to do? So I really don't 
know what he would have done (if we had left). He is an extremely good 
people person. He relates to people and children beautifiilly. I think he 
would have done well as a teacher or something like that.(...) I think 
leaving the community would have been very far fi'om his mind. He loved 
it here. I don't think he would ever want to leave unless our livelihood 
depended on it. But not by choice. (MB-003) 

Doing what they had to do to stay in the community and provide a Uving for their 

families has shaped the work lives and family lives of the men and women in the area. 

Having just heard from many capable women concerning their individual and collective 

capacities to manage their lives, it is apparent that the stereotype of the soft-spoken, 

wilting, and male-dependent southern woman does not fit the "oil wives" in our study. 

When I asked one such oil wife who has lived in one of the communities all of her life 

about the stereotype of girls raised in the south, she commented wryly; 

First off I think that stereotypical woman does not exist. The oil wife is a 
very strong woman who knows how to manipulate and negotiate. This is 
steel magnolias. My fiiends in the oil business all over the world have 
talked to me about it. Men in the oil business tend to marry strong women 
because they know these are the ones who are going to run the household, 
raise the children, be responsible for everything - almost enablers. We've 
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seen it with my friends in the oil business. We're all sort of on the same 
level, speak the same language, read the same books, run our world, and 
that's okay with these men. That stereotype of grits ("girls raised in the 
South") is not true. I have done things and had to do things and been 
responsible for things that I never shirked. I find southern women are very 
strong. (The stereotype) is a facade. I know that. (MB-029) 

I now turn to the specifics of how the men in our study who work offshore 

experience their time onshore with these "steel magnolias." Do they feel like "periodic 

guests" or "sometime participants" in the lives of their families? How do they experience 

the division of labor in the household when they re-enter? How do they connect with 

their children after so many days away? 
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Men Talk of Their Lives At Home 

While the previous section of the findings chapter explored how and why the 

wives of offshore woiicers negotiate the cycle of continual absence and presence of their 

husbands and the many other exigencies of life in an "oil family," this section will focus 

on the men as they cross the permeable boundary between work and home. Clearly, 

women must deal with the emotional pressures of parenting alone for prolonged periods 

of time and of dealing with the transitions between their lives with and without their 

husbands. However, their husbands have the added adjustment of having to intermittently 

physically change their location and context from an isolated life with their rig family to 

the onshore life with their home family. Understandably, men often see the home to 

which they return as a refuge from the harshness and physical demands of the offshore 

work culture. Consequently, as Solheim (1983) has noted, this tends to create an overload 

of expectations in the home context. 

Losing Touch 

What became clear in the scores of interviews I conducted with the men who 

commute between the distinct context of offshore work and that of the home-refuge is 

that the demands of their role as breadwinner and wage-earner often subordinate their 

capacity to fully function in their father and husband roles. Home time then becomes 

recovery time as many men attempt to catch up on missed sleep and readjust to their 

family's schedule and relational needs. For example, one driller who worked on constant 

on-call status, spoke of the lack of sleep on the rig and thus his need for rest and recovery 

when he got home: 
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Well originally, I remember how wonderful it was to come home. I'd 
come home.. .many times I'd arrive early in the morning before everyone 
was up and I'd just crash. I'd fall into bed, (and) let everyone go to school 
and I'd be asleep for the whole day. Before my wife was working actually 
it was really nice to have that time. (...) But then that night, I wouldn't be 
able to sleep. But I can remember those first couple of years when I'd 
come home I would crash, literally crash, and I would not be myself 
literally for three or four days, before I'd sort of recovered from the job. 
And then the beeper would go off and you'd be gone again. And that's the 
way it is. (MB-022) 

During his brief intervals spent at home, this man may have had sufficient time to 

catch up on needed sleep but less than sufficient time to re-establish his relationships with 

his wife and children. The unworkable contradiction that he faced was that fulfilling his 

role as an excellent provider for his family was only possible at the expense of rarely 

being there with them. Thus working all the time ennobled him as a breadwinner but 

completely isolated him from his family: 

I had ennobled myself because of saying 'You have to do this because 
you're the provider.' So I denied my children the emotional side of me, the 
emotional caretaker side of me.. .just my presence, you know. Just being 
there, and I wasn't. And it took a catastrophe for me to wake up and 
realize what had happened. 

I can tell you honestly what happened. During the first two or three 
years, I leamed very quickly that I had lost credibility with my children. 
(...) All I did was work. I worked offshore and when I came home I had 
the yard to do. I worked in the yard. So I'd be working in the yard and my 
beeper would go off. Sometimes as a directional driller I would get two or 
three days warning but a lot of times no, it was just go now. The priest 
said to me when I was whining about not having this contact with my kids, 
'Of course not. You've just become a glorified yard man. That's what you 
were. A glorified yard man.' I was the glorified yardman and that's how 
they saw me, and why not? That's what I was. (ft^-022) 
Even though he was earning the money that provided his children a fine living, he 

felt he received little respect or recognition for his sacrifice since he had become 

peripheral to their everyday lives. 
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Another man spoke in a similar vein about the impossibility of being able to catch 

up for lost time with his children aAer living the isolated offshore life on "an island." 

Though this man had predictable at-home weeks, he still felt that he rarely spent quality 

time with his children; 

You live like a schizophrenic. You have one life out there, and when 
you're home it's entirely different. Out there you really are what we call in 
the oilfield lingo... it takes special people. And those special people are 
those who can adapt to that stressful, intense living because really, that's 
what it is. You spend more time with the people offshore than you do your 
family, because you're on a little island. I treated it as just a job. I knew 
them, but I didn't know them personally, but I knew them as co-workers. I 
knew how to rub them, and how not to rub them, and that's about as close 
personally as I would get. I'm going to say it was like that for the majority 
of people out there. 

The seven days that you come back home it's like you're trying to 
play catch up for the week that you're missing. You spend more time with 
those guys out there than you do your family, 'cause your kids are in 
school, the wife may be working, so it's not very much quality time. The 
only quality time spent was vacations. And summer months when the kids 
were home more, the wife was off, that was the only quality time. (JJ-074) 

This man then gives his wife the credit for being both mother and father to their children: 

My wife had the burden of actually raising three kids I'm going to say the 
majority of the time because Daddy wasn't around. She had the 
responsibility of running the household because Daddy wasn't around. So 
financially speaking, she had to be the financial wizard, and be both 
mother and father to the kids when I was gone. You never catch up. 
Maintenance around the house, you can catch up with those things, but as 
for time not being there, it's lost forever. Certain things that the kids may 
be into that you're going to miss, it's gone. Certain things that need to be 
done at a particular time and by you and you can't be there. (JJ-074) 

This same man who felt there was never enough time to catch up on missed family 

relationships, also expressed the commonly felt need to get away from it all, including his 

family, when he was home: 
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Sometimes, you don't feel like doing anything but relaxing. In getting 
away from it all, it also meant I got away from family too. But sometimes 
you have to do that just to maintain sanity. 

This man eloquently expressed the double bind of needing time to himself while 

desperately needing to reconnect with his family while at home: 

You miss that opportimity when your kids are growing and there's a 
certain -1 notice a difference — there's a certain bond they have with their 
mom because she was there all the time. And I notice it more now that I'm 
home 'cause I'll be sitting right here, and they'll call "Mom!' to ask mom 
to do this and she's constantly saying, 'Well your daddy's here now, you 
can talk to him' and it's the same thing I heard coming in from work from 
offshore, 'Ok, your daddy's home now so you can go to him for this now. 
He's here now so he can relieve some of that tension, some of that stress 
now.'(...) But when you're at home it's like I'm home, I got to see them, 
it's a relief But then again, you still need some time and space for yourself 
also. There's so much time woridng 7 and 7 that you're constantly trying to 
play catch up and you never catch up because you can't turn back the 
hands of time. (JJ-074) 

This particular man felt that the only benefit of the work was the money: "The only thing 

positive that you can say is the monetary factors for it, and that's it. There's nothing else 

you can say to where it's beneficial." 

Another offshore worker who spoke of missing out on important times with his 

children had even less opportunity to catch up with these relationships during his 7 days 

home because he worked another job during that onshore week. This type of double 

employment or making the most of the time onshore was experienced by many of the 

study participants, especially during downturns in the oil industry work: 

Well, you know, you got a family and things change. You fall right into it 
I guess. That's what I did. I didn't have a problem. Well like I said I missed 
out on the children, like for the walking around or when they started 
talking. When you leave like six or seven days and come back, there's 
always something different, something you missed. I missed both our 
daughters when they started crawling, and I missed (our son) when he 
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started walking. (...) And like this time of year, the fall of the year, when 
you leave for seven days, and it's all brown like it is now. And then you 
come back, go up to the landing on the boat, and everything is just as 
green. 1 means it's just a big change. Seven days make a big difference. 
Like 1 say, if you're gone for two days or so you didn't see much, but if 
you stay six or seven days, it was a big change in those six or seven days 
when you come back. Yeah, a big change. 

But I really didn't have a problem adjusting when I got back home 
because I would stay home like maybe a day or so. And the job I left 
before 1 went to (work offshore), I kept that job too, so I was woridng two 
jobs. Yeah, I worked seven days off, and whatever day I was in and the 
store was open, I would go to work. Sometimes I'd take a day or two off 
before I'd go in to work, 'cause I had that flexibility. When I left he said 
anytime you want to come in just come in. So, after two days home you 
catch up, so I'd go to work at the other job. Yeah. It'd take about two days 
to catch up with yourself. (JJ-104) 

Sometimes even being able to come home each night of the week does not mean 

that an oilfield worker has the time to catch up with himself and his family or make up 

for lost time, especially if he is working 12 hour shifts. The following man who used to 

work a 12 hour shift offshore and now works as a sand blaster at the Port of Iberia made 

it clear that the 12 hour work shift takes its toll; 

You are expected to work seven days a week, 12 hours a day. You have no 
time to do anything else, you can't train yourself to do something else. 
You have to use all your time. Once you get up in the morning it's dark, 
you go home at night and it's dark, you have no family life, you have no 
social life, you can't love your neighbor, you can't love your dog, you can't 
even love your wife, because you're too tired. It's get up, go to work, come 
home, and then when you go to bed at night. And as soon as you wake up, 
I mean as soon as you go to sleep, you wake up and it's time to go back to 
work. And it's been going on for years, the years I've been here. The only 
time you get off is when it rains, and even if it rains you still gotta show 
up for work, so it's really not like a scheduled day off where you can plan 
with your family. (JJ-054) 

When he was asked if he got vacation breaks fiom his relentless schedule, he said: 
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Oh yes you do. You get that once a year, seven days. You get that. But 
then it's not like an ordinary job where you have at least one or two days 
ofiT a week to spend with your family. Do you realize how quick that week 
would go and then you'd be lookin' for next year? Some people are able to 
see their family and plan with their family and do things with their family 
on a weekly basis. But family, God, and anybody else is of no account to 
many of these companies. (JJ-054) 

These past accounts highlight the processes through which the structural demands 

of oil industry scheduling contributed to the construction of the father/husband as a 

periodic guest in his own home which ultimately led to a loosening of the relationship 

ties with his family members. This break in the connection with true family members 

who share little of your life can make the relationships with co-workers offshore appear 

more real. As one man put it: 

You enjoy your time off and love your real family, but you look forward 
to getting back to the guys. Out at sea, these people are your second life. In 
fact, sometimes, it is easier to talk with buddy out there than it is back 
here. (RH-023) 

Benefits of a Set Schedule 

But for other men who have set schedules of 7 and 7, really "being there" and 

participating in the life of one's family, at least intermittently, as a father and a husband is 

a possible accomplishment. One man who has a set schedule as a production supervisor 

provided an account of the way he feels he successfully reintegrates into the life of his 

family, after a period of adjustment. When I asked if things changed when he got home, 

he replied: 

Oh yeah. Everything changes when I come home. Well, it's funny because 
the first day I'm home is really an adjustment period for everybody. It's 
like everybody wants a piece of me, you know. The dog, the boys, (my 
wife) - and I kind of just want to be left alone. I have my own agenda. I 
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have things I.. .I'm the kind of person that if I have things to do I want to 
do it and then play around the rest of the time. But, you know, I have to 
realize that I can't always do that. (...) 

Luckily, (our 13 year-old), he and I.. .he's got his own thing going. 
So I go pick up (our 4 year-old) at school and he's pretty much hanging on 
me. (...) He hangs out with me. Like today, he didn't want to leave the 
house, not even to go to McDonalds. (...) He just wants to stay home. 
We'll fool around. (...) Sometimes I have to take him along and we'll go 
to the library to get books, but today he didn't want to go, so I didn't fight 
him. So that's the way we work it. (...) And (my wife), she takes care of 
the supper. I don't know how to cook and I'll take care of (our youngest 
son). (...) If anything, she likes to come home from work when I'm home 
and kind of relax. And I'll take the boys. I do the clothes. I do the dishes, 
all that stuff while (our son) sleeps. (MB-007) 

When I asked him how his young son responds to his leaving every week, he replied: 

Yeah, he reads, he reads a calendar. It doesn't take much to know how to 
read Wednesday. But he tells me on Tuesday that he's going to miss me 
and I tell him, 'Look (son), we had a good time and we'll have a good 
time when I get back. So he knows the deal. (MB-007) 

Knowing the deal is also important in terms of who disciplines the children. When 

I asked this father if the discipline of their child changed when he got home, he answered 

in a way that echoed many other fathers' responses, "His mom is really the discipline." 

He went on to explain why he is glad she assumes the control; 

As a matter of fact, she fusses at me because I come home and give the 
boys whatever they want. And I say hey, I'm not here most of the time so 
we gonna party while I'm home. Well and she fusses because that makes 
her seem like the mean old witch. Too bad, you know. Tough. But she 
really is the one and that's how it needs to be, I find. I'm glad she's taken 
that control. Because if I was.. .if the roles were reversed, I couldn't do it 
from 100 miles away. I've seen that. I've lived that and that's not the way 
to do it so thank God she's taken that role and the boys know that. 

As a matter of fact, it's the exact opposite from when I was a kid. 
When I go to work (the boys) had better tighten up because mom's not 
going to put up with anything. And I give the boys more slack because I 
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have more time and I have more energy. I'm well rested by the time I get 
home and Tm eager to play soccer or stay out in the yard all night long but 
mom can't do that. She's got to do things. And they know that. It does 
make her seem like the mean old witch sometimes, but they're getting 
good discipline. They haven't really gotten into any big trouble yet. MB-
007) 

For the above father, working a set schedule and woiidng in a non-exhausting 

production job allows him to be rested when he gets home and ready to interact with his 

children. He coaches his youngest son's soccer team with the aid of phones and fax 

machines and help from other fathers who fill in when he is not there. He says, "I been 

coaching with (my oldest son) since he was four or five. And everybody around here 

knows. I say I'll do it but I'll need your help and they don't mind." He also volunteers at 

his oldest son's school: 

And that's one thing I do like about it too. I can volunteer in the schools a 
lot. So next year, when (our youngest son is in kindergarten), I'll be more 
involved at the school. And the schools are always glad to see a dad. (My 
oldest son) and I went on some pretty cool field trips before (our youngest 
son) was bom. And I enjoyed that and it made (my son) feel good that I 
was one of the guys. And I've kind of missed that since (our second son's) 
been around but I know that next year I'll be doing it all over again with 
him. (...) So a lot of people don't get to bring their kids to school and 
coach the soccer team and goof all with them all day during the summer 
'cause they're not around. (MB-007) 
What also makes this man's seven days at home a respite and allows him to 

participate in school and community events is the fact that his wife, who works full-time 

as a nurse, is willing to continue her role as the primary parent and main disciplinarian 

when he's home. Likewise, another father, when asked if he participated in disciplining 

the children when he was home, spoke of the need for consistency: 

No, I knew you couldn't do that, say 'Now Daddy's home so you have to 
do things different.' You know, that ain't goima work. We've always had 
guidelines no matter who is or isn't here. That's how it's got to be and 
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that's how we did it. And we were fortunate. Our kids have really turned 
out good. I guess everybody says that. But they both got a degree. A lot of 
kids don't have that.(...) But you see if it had just been me, they probably 
wouldn't have a degree because I wasn't there to help them widi their 
books and homeworic. (MB-001) 

Likewise, another study participant felt that disciplining the children was not only 

the responsibility, but the duty of his wife, while his job was to be "Mr. Fun": 

Discipline is for (my wife). Because I'm gone so much with the 7 and 7 
and with different training programs, hunting and all that, I just think it's 
easier for (our kids) to have one person to set down the rules. So that way 
they're not bouncing back and forth.(...) It's just easier for one person to do 
it and because she's in most of the time, I think it's her duty to do it. We 
talk about it, but I leave the major decision to her. (JJ-109) 

Clearly many men in our study realized the difficult and multiple roles their wives 

have been called upon to assimie but expected them to be up to the task. Some men gave 

their wives credit, often in off-hand ways, for carrying the main burden of child-rearing 

and household management in their absence as well as while they were home. But as a 

boat captain put it: "If you're going to be in this type of business, you have to have a wife 

that understands and who's going to stick it out with you. And there have been a lot of 

broken marriages with this whole business" (MB-012). Or put in another way by an 

offshore worker who has never been married for lack of being able to find someone who 

will stick it out, "It is hard to have a relationship. It is hard to find a girl who will even 

put up with the relationship" (RH-020). 

Home as Refuge 

But for many, having a partner that sticks it out and keeps the home and the 

marriage together while they are offshore and onshore is an expectation that repeatedly 
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surfaced both explicitly and implicitly in many of the discussions with the offshore 

workers in our study. In this light, being home may be viewed by men as a time of respite 

or even vacation when, if their wife still carries the bulk of child and household 

management, they can do what they want to do. When one offshore worker was asked 

what it was like coming home after a week on the platform, he replied by first talking of 

what it is like offshore; 

It's hard. Especially out there. The first couple days are all right, but when 
you get in the middle of the week, it sucks out there, you know? Because 
you wonder what's going on at home, and your just stuck out there. My 
job, I'm on a big old platform with another guy. Just me and another guy 
and that's it. So I have a lot of time just to think. We just got a computer 
out there so I mess aroimd on that, fish, read books, anything to make the 
time go by. It does suck being out there, but the way I look at it, when I 
come home I guess it was worth it, you know? Well, I mean, you're 
coming home to your family, and you haven't seen them in so long, and 
you can do what you want to do. It's like a vacation. (JJ-023) 

This same man talked of the feeling of being free when he was home; 

I know I drink sometimes. I see a lot of people drink. I think its just being 
away, and they feel so good about being home they just want to party. You 
know, I'm free, I can do what I want. Let's get a couple beers. (JJ-023) 

Many men also see their time onshore as time-off during which they pursue the 

area's historical avocations such as hunting and fishing. When I asked what one man 

liked to do when he was not "out there" he replied; 

Go back out on my boat where I can come back when I want to. I fish and 
hunt deer and duck and pig. Then fish and hunt. (...) You're going fishing 
or you're going to catch fish. I do a lot of'I'm going fishing.' I may fish 
with no bait on the line just to have the peace and quiet. (MB-038) 

When I asked if he grew up hunting and fishing with his father, he said; 

Oh yeah. The first time I went hunting and fishing I was two. Daddy took 
us aJl. From the time we could walk. We were out in the swamp 



219 

somewheres doing something. (...) We are swamp rats, pure D swamp 
rats. (MB-038) 

When I asked another study participant what he enjoyed doing when he was 

home, he answered, "Besides spending time with my little one? Fixing up the house, 

keeping the yard up, riding a dirt bike, riding horses, fishing, hunting, a little bit of 

everything. A jack of all trades, a master of none" (MB-037). When I asked if he had 

hunted and fished with his dad, he replied; "Yeah. Whenever he was home and I was out 

of school we'd go together. We'd go to Texas and do a lot of exotic hunting up there -

wild hog, turkeys, guineas, you name it" (MB-037). 

Sometimes the ubiquitous hunting and fishing trips that many men (and women) 

enjoy during their stint at home involve going to "the camp." Camp facilities may be as 

rudimentary as a shack on the end of a dock on a bayou or as lavish as a well-appointed 

house nestled in a private cove of a lake. Regardless, it was apparent that for many men 

spending onshore time with family and fiiends on the water or along the bayou hunting 

and fishing was a priority. This particular form of leisure activity also had the potential to 

produce food and, for some, an additional income for the family. The off-time at the 

camp also served as an escape fi-om the ever-present possibility of being called back 

offshore before your 7 or 14 days at home were up: 

Oh yeah. We'd go out and stay out. Even the girl too. She'd go out. I mean 
we'd enjoy ourselves. We made the best of it and everything, but mostly if 
I had a hard time at work staying out 7 days, mostly when I'd come home 
I'd really want to get away. And one thing was when I get away I was 
getting away fi'om the telephone. I knew, in other words, I knew 
something was coming up and I needed a break. Td had a lot of mental 
strain that week, you know. And we'd just take and we'd go. I'd get away 
and sure enough they'd call up. They'd call for me plenty of times and 
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(my wife would) say, 'I'm sorry but he's at the camp. He's hunting.' (MB-
012) 

Like Father. Like Son 

Another important issue for many of the men in the study was whether their own 

fathers followed a similar rotational schedule in the oilfields. For men whose fathers were 

absent for much of their childhood, some felt it readied them for the experience while 

others felt if gave them the resolve not to follow the same pattern. One man whose father 

worked on 24 call all of his life, stated simply that his father was just never there: 

I don't knock him for that but my whole life... Every birthday my dad got 
called. And that's the kind of family I had, you know. It's bad. Not only 
do you not get to see your kids but you miss out on things like... 
mechanically. I can't woric on a car. I have friends who can work on cars 
because their dad was there to show them that stuff. Or sports, I played 
baseball but I wanted to excel more than I did. You know, that pitch and 
catch thing. My dad was never there so I didn't have that. Because (when I 
was growing up), we'd go to things - me and my mom and my sister. And 
everybody else would have their dad with them. Don't get me wrong. My 
dad supplied us with things that some kids never got in life. But it wasn't 
that fun when other kids had their father. If I had a problem, I never went 
to him. I went to my uncle or my mom, you know. That's how it was. 
(MB-040) 

For this young man, the repercussions of his dad not being there are lasting: 

He might work say 500 hours, and then be home for four or five weeks. 
That's how it would be and what kind of life is that? You can't plan 
anything. You live day by day or more like hour by hour. Me and my dad 
would make plans to go fishing. Everything was planned and I was so 
excited. Then beep-beep-beep-beep and off he'd go. I (still) haven't been 
fishing with him in like five years. My little nephew has been with him a 
thousand times. It's just... I don't have that bond with him anymore. I 
don't know. It's just different. I don't even feel comfortable around him to 
be honest. (MB-040) 

When home, his father's life was greatly affected by his offshore life: 
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Yes, because he thought of us like offshore people, you know. He hollered 
and screamed at us like we were on the rig. Whoa, Dad, I'm not one of the 
offshore guys, who you hollering at? Or if he was worried about 
something like getting laid off - it was all the time. (MB-040) 

This man also felt that his father was used by his company: 

My dad was a very, very hard worker. I would never, ever say anything 
bad about him. Some of the things he did I would never do. He'd woric 80 
hours in five or six days, come home and sleep two hours and then have to 
get up and drive like 6 or 7 hours to Galveston or wherever to get the next 
job. Just things like that. I can never see myself working that hard in my 
life. It's just impossible.(0)ne week he worked a massive amount of 
hours. Then he came home and they laid him off. They used him until they 
couldn't use him anymore. Until he was dead almost. They just wore him 
out like an old raggedy t-shirt. They just threw him away. (MB-040) 

Consequently, this young man who worked offshore as a welder for several years 

has decided to choose a different path than that of his father and become a welding 

teacher in the local high school: 

That's another reason I took this job because at the time I said if I want to 
have kids I want to be around and see them grow up.(So) I want that to be 
different for my child. My wife too, she expresses that. She comes fi-om a 
very close knit family. I want to be there for my son or daughter. 

Another young study participant also talked of growing up with a father who "just wasn't 

around": 

See, the way I grew up, that's what my dad did all the time. (...) My dad 
was always gone. I can probably count the games my dad made to the high 
school on both my hands. And I started playing basketball in the seventh 
grade and played varsity basketball and golf and baseball. He just wasn't 
around. My step mother wasn't around, but she wasn't into the games. I 
was basically adopted by my best friend's family. We lived out in the 
country and they lived just through the woods from us. (...) I'd stay there 
a lot and (my friend would) come stay at the house with me a lot. We'd 
hunt and fish together. In fact, my dad doesn't like to hunt. (.. .)(My 
friend's) dad is actually the one who taught me. My dad's been real career 
oriented. He has been with (the same company) for 24 years and is one of 
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the highest men in this area. And he still works 6 in the morning till 9 at 
night. Saturday he was at woric. (MB-017) 

When I asked if his father ever expressed his regret for not being there, this young man 

replied: 

I can look into his eyes now and see the regret. He's around for my little 
sister and he can see how much he missed with me and my older brother. 
He has let me know. He's a real stem man but once he said something to 
me about it. So I figured that's a lot for him. (MB-017) 

This young man married a local New Iberia woman who has a large extended family in 

the area and he spoke of enjoying the sense of place and family he had never experienced 

growing up: 

I never had a sense of family life in the sense of, I guess you could say, 
pride in where I lived. (...) Except for all of my friends and they were my 
family. And whenever me and (my wife) were married, they have this big 
sense of family. (...) To me it was odd at first. I understood what was 
going on but in the back of my mind I couldn't process it. I wasn't raised 
like that. And now that I'm understanding it, I'm enjoying it. I'm getting 
to where I don't want to move. I guess I'm starting to get some of that 
coonass blood in me. But I enjoy being around. I enjoy knowing I'm going 
to be here. And actually being able to go down the road and somebody 
waves, I can say yeah, that's so and so and they live down there. (MB-
017) 

The young men in this generation were raised in families in which their fathers 

worked offshore so they know first-hand what the life is like. Though some were 

determined, if possible, "to be around" by finding alternatives to the offshore life, others 

felt that their past well-prepared them for their present life. The following young man 

whose father and grandfather worked in oil knows what it was like being part of an oil 

family: 
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(My dad) never being home. He was always woiidng. (It means) having to 
learn a lot on your own. I'd take care of the horses, cut the grass, keep the 
shed clean. (...) Plus I had to take care of mom and my little sister. (MB-
037) 

When I asked him whether this experience made it easier for him to assimie a similar 

schedule, he replied: 

Well I figure that my family made it and I didn't see any reason why my 
immediate family couldn't make it It's been woridng for the last two 
generations, last three generations, and it's still working. (MB-037) 

This historical and cultural sense of employment in the oilfields "working" for 

many families in the southern Louisiana area seems to be based on generations of men 

who justify the demands of the work and the scheduling in order to make a decent living. 

One discussant whose father worked 24 hour call all his life remarked how common it 

was to have a father gone: "That's just how it was. I knew other people who had the same 

situation. (...) It wasn't that unusual. A lot of people's Daddies worked on 24 hour call. 

But my mom, she coped with it" (MB-002). 

Thus from the point of view of some of the men I interviewed, the tradition of the 

male worker returning to a very self-sufficient, well-maintained household has been 

somewhat normalized. As one young machinist whose father was on constant 24 hour call 

remarked, "It's not a strange thing to me" (MB-018). Or, as a retired oilfield worker put 

it, "I was making a living. That was all you could do" (MB-021). 

Education as a Wav Out 

However, regardless of the familiarity many men may have with the particular 

conditions of offshore life and work coupled with the necessity of making a living within 

a relatively non-diversified economic structure, it was evident that some men found their 
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sqjarate offshore and onshore worlds incompatible. For these men who did not want to 

repeat their father's work experience or who felt that the social and cultural discontinuity 

between their woric and family lives was unworicable, some form of higher education or 

technical training was central to being able to secure employment outside the offshore oil 

industry. A young man in our study who is presently working offshore but has hopes of 

finding an onshore career so he can be around to develop and deepen his relationships 

with his family, sees education as his way out of a life as an offshore worker; 

I consider myself to be an ambitious person and I wanted some type of 
career. And I decided I didn't want all those hours - the money was good 
but it wasn't worth it - and we talked about having kids and I decided I 
wanted to be around 'cause I wanted my kids to leam everything fix>m me. 
I wanted to be around to take them horseback riding. I wanted to be 
around to teach them how to rope and you know, I wanted to be around. I 
picked up horse shoeing and if I have a son he'll probably leam. But that's 
when I decided I wanted to go back to school and get some type of degree. 
(MB-017) 

This young man's desire to "get some type of degree" in order to develop his 

human capital leads me into the next section of the findings chapter concerning the real 

and imagined impacts of education. Clearly, the many and various ways in which the 

historic lack of higher education in the southern Louisiana area has figured into the 

equation of which workers occupy which labor sectors is critical to a discussion on 

education and the development of human capital. As Robert Moore (1988) explains, 

human capital is primarily acquired through education and training, including on-the-job 

training. According to the theory, the more human capital one has developed and is able 

to invest, the greater the rewards he/she is able to command. 
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One of the primary sites for the development and allocation of human capital is 

the public school. The public school is a site where, as Levinson et al. (1996) contend, 

the production of the educated person takes place. It is not the only site of course, since 

the home, workplace, and community also play a crucial role in the development of 

human capital, as well as social and cultural capital. But what is particular to schools and 

contradictory about them is that they are structural sites largely controlled by the state, 

dedicated to the democratic ideal of equality of access, and yet differentiated - according 

to class, ethnicity and gender - by the type of capital distributed to students. 

The next section will present the points of view of participating teachers and 

school administrators in relation to the purposes of education and the impacts of the oil 

industry on the school systems in their areas. What role have the schools played in 

"modernizing" the work habits and skills of the local students and incorporating them 

into an imagined common culture? How are the changing concepts of "the educated 

person" challenging those which previously existed in the local culture of southern 

Louisiana? And how have the imperatives of business and in particular, the oil industry 

penetrated the school systems and impacted the ends of education? What do these 

educators' viewpoints tell us about social change in the early 2 T' century and the ongoing 

effects of schooling in the practices of everyday life? 
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Oil Economics and Education: Educators Speak of the Connections 

From the previous narratives of workers and their spouses, it is clear that work 

and family are not discrete aspects of social life. These social systems accomplish more 

than relational, economic and productive ends as they overlap and influence other activity 

spheres in society such as schools. It is the intent of this section of the findings to present, 

from an emic point of view, the specifics of how the political economy of the oil industry 

interacts with the ways and means of education and the life trajectories of students. 

In a general sense, the teachers and educational adnunistrators I interviewed felt 

that schools should attempt to inculcate young people with the need, desire, and ability to 

work. Thus for many of the local educators in the two communities of study, school finds 

its ultimate justification in its connection to the workplace. In 1916 in Democracy and 

Education, John Dewey spoke of this important connection when he remarked that every 

system of schooling should result in "the possession of power on the part of the students 

to eam their own living in an intelligent, orderly, and effective way" (p. 233). However, 

Dewey also made it clear that this purpose of schooling should not undermine its most 

crucial function - the fostering of intellectual and moral growth. There are risks, Dewey 

warned, when schools underscore preparation for an allegedly predictable future as their 

primary rationale since the world of jobs the students are being prepared for is constantly 

shifting and existing skills are continually being replaced by new ones. Therefore, while 

preparation for the future is important, Dewey also held that the process of education - in 
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and of itself as the students and the teachers experience it - holds its own lessons and, for 

some, rewards. 

This central issue of the singular and/or multiple roles that education and formal 

schooling serve is taken up by many of the educators I interviewed. What is richly 

reported are the political, historical, social, and cultural factors that intervene between 

economic structures and educational purposes and outcomes. To provide a local context 

for the discussion of these interrelations, I will first highlight the narratives of the 

superintendents of each parish (district) as they address the many ways that the oil 

industry penetrates the fimctions and purposes of their school systems. 

Morgan Citv and St. Marv Parish Schools 

Speaking from his office in Centerville, the Superintendent of St. Mary Parish 

was open and forth coming. In the days before my interview with him, I had been 

cloistered in the Administrative office library looking over the last two decades of school 

board minutes in order to get a background for our discussion. The superintendent is 

from the area and has risen through the administrative ranks starting as the parish's fiscal 

agent to become superintendent. He spoke candidly about the divisions within his parish 

along geographical, racial, and economic lines and how that affected the schools. In 
I 

general, he characterized the parish schools as small and rural in nature. In the East end of 

the parish where Morgan City lies, the majority of students are white and working class 

with the largest minority made up of African Americans. There is also a growing number 

of Vietnamese students who transfer in from Amelia, the port town next to Morgan City. 

Employment in the oil industry is concentrated in the towns on this end of the parish. The 
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west end of the parish has an agricultural base and the schools generally serve a majority 

of African American students. The difTering histories of the East and West end towns has 

led to conflicts and misunderstandings concerning education and economics. 

With clarity and candor, the superintendent connected the dots between the oil 

industry and the availability of fimds to support the public schools — a connection that he 

referred to as "the shell game." He provided the long view by speaking first of the effects 

of the oil boom in the late 70s and early 80s, and then of the subsequent and devastating 

bust that followed. I quote him at length in order to provide a school administrator's view 

of how king oil has affected the workings of schools and the job security of school 

employees: 

In 1979, the school board passed a 7/10 sales tax which gave teachers a 
$1500 raise and the support people an $800 raise. This happened in 1979 
because of the boom in oil prices and the foreign embargoes, demand for 
oil production and the price of gas rose. This lasted from 1979-1981 when 
schools gave raises. The $1500 raise was followed by a $400 raise 
followed by a $600 raise followed by a $1000 raise — four years of 
consecutive raises. In doing this we depleted our surplus. In 1981/82, we 
had no more surplus and a 1 million dollar deficit. We had to cut programs 
and personnel to make up the deficit. 

The superintendent had a simplistic solution - cut salaries by 10%. 
That would equal the 10% deficit. I didn't agree. I was a supervisor at the 
time. Quite a few recommendations were made and the school board said 
they would not cut salaries until all the recommendations had been 
investigated. All the employee groups came up with suggestions to handle 
the deficit. We had some unique and creative suggestions. The board met 
in a special session in the school cafeteria - salary cuts draw a large 
crowd. (MB-039) 

At this point in our conversation, the superintendent felt it necessary to 

characterize this period in history by explaining what the oil bust felt like in his parish. 

By fleshing out the context, he brought into relief the emotional climate of the times: 
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The whole community was starting to feel the effects of the bust. When 
the price of petroleum goes down - and of course this is OPEC flooding 
the market - but when the price of oil starts to go down then the oil 
companies lay off of exploration drilling which impacts supply companies 
which will impact almost everything. You go from prosperity to.. .you go 
to rags from riches overnight, and no one could see an end to it. Before, it 
was like they say in French: laissez bon temps roulez. People were 
becoming millionaires overnight. No one saw the bust coming. Banks 
were overextended. They loaned money on the margins. They now had to 
collect. People were going out of business. I guess it was our version of 
the great stock market crash of 1929. People lost fortunes overnight. (MB-
039) 

He then went on to explain the connection between the shell game of the oil boom 

and bust cycles and the shell game the school system is called upon to play; 

That same crisis year the shell game produced partial teacher raises and 
partial money for other things. (But) in 1987, we were in the same boat 
again and the teacher salaries were cut my 2%, the principals by S%, and 
the supervisors by 10%. Even in doing that the deficit was not made up so 
in 1988, everyone was cut by 10%, which is what the old superintendent 
had suggested in the first place. So we went to the public and asked for a 
tax - a seven-year tax of Vi cent sales tax and a 12-mill property tax. This 
restored teachers 10% cut in salary and led to good feelings. Morale was 
reinstated and people started feeling better about their occupations. 
Undoubtedly we started attracting people back into the teaching profession 
who had tried to go and make their fortune in the oilfield. That 1988 tax 
revenue lasted until 1995 and gave us some stability. (MB-039) 

The superintendent brought me up to the current year of 1999 and continued to 

paint a picture of the interrelations between the oil economy and the school economy: 

Now (the price of oil) has started to drop with the last flooding of OPEC 
into the oil market. We were getting $18 a barrel and it plunmieted to $12. 
The result in 1999 led the school board to lose 20% of its sales tax 
revenue. That's averaged out over the whole year and most recent months 
of 98/99 school year we're down 25%. That's the 3-4 million dollar 
shortfall. That causes us to look for ways to cut services — 41 items on the 
budget that will lead to a 2.4 million dollar savings and offset the deficit. 
After offsetting the deficit, we would have 5 million left. But we can't lose 
the same amount each year because soon we'd have no surplus. We need a 
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budget in line with our current sales tax revenues. I'm not sure we can do 
that unless we make some drastic cuts. (MB-039). 

Getting and keeping a school budget in line with current sales tax revenues and 

maintaining a cushion of surplus fimds is a near impossibility when sales tax revenues are 

dependent on the inevitable fluctuations in the oil industry and the resultant instability of 

employment in the parish. Making cuts in services and salaries, as well as closing 

schools, are eventual solutions. The superintendent spoke of the repercussions of a recent 

school board action to close one of the local community schools in order to help offset 

the deficit: 

Obviously the closing of schools is difficult to deal with. (...) I understand the 
intensity that communities feel for old buildings. It was built in 1939. People 
feel that they have already lost a bank with the town name on it, a post office 
and this is the final straw - losing the "little school." We had a town meeting in 
the receiving school, which is 20 years newer, has a stage, and a large 
playground divided by a fence so the 4-11 range of kids will be separated from 
each other. I tried to tell them their building would not be abandoned but a local 
church would have catechism there. They sent a delegation to the priest and 
threatened to get the Bishop to recall him. A lady in her mid 80s said that if we 
closed the little school they would never vote for another tax proposal suggested 
by the school board. That if we closed the school we'd be sorry. They started 
recall petitions to remove certain board members from office. A charter school 
movement was started. Even rumors of a lawsuit to reopen the school. But the 
board has not changed its stance. (MB-039) 

When I felected on the connection between the shortfalls in tax revenue caused by 

a downturn in the oil and gas industry and subsequent shifts in employment and local 

prosperity that led to a charter school movement in the west end of the parish, the 

superintendent spoke of other related east end/west end friction among parish residents: 

(I)t's a mindset. We have a long parish. The mindset is that the west end of the 
parish should have no ramifications (of the oil/gas loss) because it is largely 
agrarian - sugar cane. Only the east side of the parish is thought to be effected 
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by the fluctuations in oil and gas. But it's only a mindset. The economic base of 
the parish is based on sales tax revenue so who sells the most commodities 
controls the most. Most of the retail is on the east side of the parish. So sales tax 
that supports schools is generally on the east end and the loss affects the whole 
parish. Whether sugar cane is affected is less consequential because the 
financing of the school depends on retail sales and sales tax collection. So the 
empathy and understanding is not shared by the west end of the parish because 
they see no difference in their lifestyles. So that translates to mean that you 
shouldn't close our schools (on the west end of the parish) because of economic 
downturn on the east end. (MB-039) 

New Iberia and Iberia Parish Schools 

It is evident that the effects of fluctuations in the economy of oil and gas are not 

only registered in the schools, families and businesses from the east end to the west end 

of a parish, but also across parishes and throughout the entire state. Therefore, in adjacent 

Iberia Parish, the comparative area of study, even though the economy is not solely 

dependent on the oil industry, when the price of oil drops, so do the school revenues. 

When I talked with the Iberia Parish superintendent in his office in New Iberia, he was 

quite interested in the offshore oil social impacts study we were conducting and offered to 

help us in any way he could. He spoke of social as well as fiscal connections between the 

oil economy and the parish school revenue during the boom years: 

Actually we benefited in many ways from the economic boom we 
experienced for three or four years (in the 80s). Because a lot of the labor 
was from out-of-state. They came into Iberia Parish. They were actually 
living in hotels here in town paid by them or their employers. And they 
were actually 5 and 2 employees. They would live in New Iberia for 5 
days and go home to Texas for the weekends. So we're getting all that 
motel tax. We're getting all that fast food business and we're not 
responsible for educating their children because they left the kids home in 
Texas or Mississippi with mama and they'd just go home for the weekend. 
So we were getting revenues from these woricers who were from out of 
town or out of state and not necessarily the tax burden of educating their 
children because their children did not come with them. How do we know 
that they were here? The motels were full and at service stations we could 
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tell that they just didn't talk like us. (They) did not require Tabasco with 
everything they ate so we knew they were here temporarily. (MB-042) 

The superintendent felt that until the parishes and the entire state succeed in diversifying 

their economy, the boom and bust cycles in the oil industry would continue to alternately 

help and hinder schools, businesses, and in general the future of the state: 

Many say that (right now) it's not necessarily a downturn but a 
cooling off or a leveling off of the economy in southern Louisiana. I think 
that as long as we rely so heavily on the oil industry and adequately fail to 
diversify our economy, that this is going to have an impact not only on 
school systems but also on all government agencies that rely on revenue 
such as sales tax. (...) Our port produces offshore oilrigs. And when the 
number of rigs in the Gulf that are pumping declines, there's no longer a 
need for those offshore oil rigs so there's a trickle down effect to all of 
south Louisiana and probably all the Gulf Coast because we rely so 
heavily on oil related businesses. And that's everything from oil supplies 
to offshore food, offshore catering, pipes, casing, and fishing crews who 
go out and seek the tools that fall overboard. It has had a ... I just hope 
that it can come back as quickly as it went away. At least stabilize. But 
when you experience what we experienced last year it was very hard. 

(It's hard) for school systems and local governments to project the 
impact this (downturn) was going to have on our budgets. And during the 
boom years if you did not establish some sort of fund balance to fall back 
on when this happens, you have to figure some way to trim the budget 
which could include layoffs, which further impacts the economy and could 
cause part of your working class population to have to leave. (MB-042) 

When I asked if he had ever had to cut salaries as they did in the St. Mary schools 

or lay off teachers as a result of the loss of sales tax revenue, he replied: 

No. We've never had to layoff teachers. It never really impacted salaries 
yet. I've been in this system for 27 years and I've seen the oil industry 
come and I've seen the oil industry go. The only impact on salaries is the 
fact that raises for salaries enhancement that we may have expected might 
not be coming or as large as we hoped. But again, when the oil industry is 
down, people generally are just thankful to have jobs. Salary does not 
become as important as job security. (...) I think Louisiana teachers have 
come to understand that when the economy is down there will be a period 
of time in which there will be no salary enhancements and it could go for 
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two, three or four years. But when things pick up again - and they will, 
they will - the state does better and each locality does better and the funds 
from the state increase and local contributions increase and improve. (MB-
042) 

When I pressed him further as to his ideas about economic diversification and its 

relation to the curriculum and purpose of schooling, he stressed that education was the 

key to making sure that Louisiana youth do not remain "slaves to the oil industry"; 

Something like that is not going to happen overnight. When Buddy 
Romer was governor of the state of Louisiana he made a comment that has 
stayed with me for years. He commented that Louisiana is experiencing a 
brain drain. And that is absolutely correct. Those folks who are going on 
to college and getting their degrees in engineering or whatever, Louisiana 
does not have enough economic base to support those graduates. We're 
losing them. Until we can turn that around and Louisiana can begin to 
concentrate on its young people toward specific non-oil industries such as 
the production of computer software or of industries that produce dental 
equipment, whatever, so we could be known around the country as an area 
that is not just focused on agriculture and oil but also had a specific 
individuality so we could produce something other than Fruit of the Loom 
undergarments. We could produce software and move our high schoolers 
into community colleges where they can get an associate's degree and 
move on into work so that the Silicon Valley looks at Louisiana as being 
diversified and training a workforce that is not going to be focused on 
welding pipes and relying on the oil industry. 

And I think traditionally Louisiana has been known as a blue 
collar, fun loving, strong work ethic place but when large companies that 
are going to diversify the economy need trained individuals, skilled 
individuals, educated individuals, Louisiana is viewed as yes you've got a 
good work ethic but the educational background is not there for the 
development of that industry. Until we change that attitude about 
Louisiana, we are destined to be slaves to the oil industry for some 
decades to come. (...) We don't have a human resource to boast or to 
continue to develop beyond blue-collar woric and going into pipe. 
Personally, I'm tired of having our young, south Louisiana youth destined 
to work in the oil industry or have to leave. (MB-042) 
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Both superintendents felt that in order for the school systems to succeed in 

preparing students for more than blue-collar work, attitudes concerning the importance of 

higher education needed to change. The St. Mary Parish superintendent put it this way: 

There are two things working at odds there. In the 1970s and 80s, people 
could enter the oilfield and make exorbitant salaries. It was not uncommon 
for a dropout to work in the oil filed and come out waving his check in his 
teacher's face making double what the teacher made. So the impetus or 
ethic to go to college was weak. In the boom years the impetus was lost. 
With the decline of oil prices and the economy, there is more interest in 
college. (...) (But) retention in college is always questionable. In the early 
90s, the school board went with college prep courses (in high schools). In 
all, out of 23 courses, 16 are required. Those are stiff regulations for those 
with no interest in college. So the curriculum is tougher than in the past. 
Parents need to get behind it. And in this area there's not a long tradition 
of college educated parents so consequently the thrust to encourage kids to 
go to college is lacking because they made a living without college. The 
economy back then lent itself to that with hunting and tn^ping and a 
prevalence of blue-collar jobs. But as technology changes, there is more 
emphasis on college and vocational training. (MB-039) 

Schooled to Work? 

This current emphasis on college preparatory classes and school-to-work 

programs that ready students for employment after high school are seen as a response to 

the changes in technology and the ever-shifting skills required by employers, including 

employers of businesses that are directly related to the oil industry. However, even 

though this superintendent notes that the high school requirements reflect a shift in 

attitudes about higher education and the needs of industry, vocational education and 

technical training remain a vital and rational direction for many young adults in both 

parishes where blue collar jobs are more available than white collar employment 

opportunities. In this light, the St. Mary parish superintendent reflected on the high 
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school requirements in relation to the real opportunities for young people after high 

school. He first spoke of the curricular emphasis in the state during the 1980s: 

(There) was a superintendent of education in the mid-eighties who wanted 
to go to Vo-Tech. He was a hamburger magnate by trade, a millionaire, 
and his thing was vocational education. He limited the amount of regular 
courses required to eight plus a number of electives which he hoped would 
be voc-ed. It was a de-emphasis on college. So many of that generation of 
students didn't have strong college prep courses. This was reflected in 
college entrance exams and SAT scores. (MB-039) 

During the last decade, the schools have started to require more academic classes 

in an attempt to raise SAT test scores and prepare more students for college. However, 

the St. Mary superintendent sees this trend as presently unrealistic: 

Traditionally our economy shows that only 20% of job entry fields (in the 
state) require a college education. So in effect (by stressing college prep 
courses), we are training 100% of our school population for what only 
20% of our students will do. That's why it's a dichotomy. Maybe those 
figures will flip flop now. (MB-039) 

Whether the thrust of education in the two parishes should ideally flip flop those 

figures by continuing to require and emphasize college prep courses over career and 

vocational training is debated among principals and teachers as well as superintendents 

and school board members. A school board member in one of the communities addressed 

this issue and spoke about the school/business connection and how the economics of a 

community affect the ways and means of education, particularly the curriculum: 

One thing that I think the oil industry does impact the schools is the 
curriculum. We're hearing more and more from oil-related businesses 
about the types of skills they need with workers (and the need) to develop 
curriculum in classes that provides those types of skills, whether it's 
welding or electricians or those types of things. I think it does make our 
curriculum in Louisiana look a little different than curriculums in other 
states. Because those businesses, they've gotten very involved with 
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school-to-woiic programs and school issues. (They) are trying to impact 
our curriculum by telling us what are the skills that need to be addressed in 
the curriculum so (the schools) can send them a woridbrce that meets the 
jobs that we have in this area. (MB-013) 

When I questioned whether students, prepared as a woridbrce or not, shy away from the 

oil industry jobs after experiencing the instability of the bust years with their parents and 

instead choose pursue a university education, she replied: 

Well, evidently not. Most of our kids don't go to college. They go right 
into the work force or they do some type of vocational education program. 
The majority do not go to college. 'Cause I think that there's the need for 
blue collar ~ is that the right term for the more industrial kind of jobs - for 
kids that don't go to college. 

There's some discussion about how that impacts the curriculum. 
Right now Louisiana has, like at high schools in Iberia Parish, a very 
college bound curriculum. There's a lot of focus on that and the question 
is beginning to be 'Why?'. Because the majority of kids don't go to 
college. What is this about having to have four Englishes and all these 
maths and all this science? (...) So there is begiiming to be some 
discussion about that and a shift in the curriculum. At least more than this 
one (college prep) curriculum and have more like a dual curriculum for 
those students who say they don't want to go to college or they're not 
planning to go to college because the work they want to do, they can do 
with a two year program or even an apprenticeship program in the high 
school. 

I would hope that we would not do away with the college prep 
course. I think that we shouldn't focus less on that but that we should have 
more than one focus. We need to offer more options. Louisiana is 
changing as far as the accountability system and the new content 
standards. They are much more rigorous as far as what they want students 
to leam. The scholarship programs that the legislature is putting up the 
money for, that certainly will attract more kids to college. They'll have to 
take that college prep curriculum so that certainly needs to be maintained. 
And I think the more education you have, the more opportimities you 
have. I have a hard time believing that any 17 or 18 year old really knows 
what they want to do. (MB-013) 
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When I asked her if she felt that having middle school students pick a career 

cluster to follow was helpful for students, she commented: 

I don't think that's a waste. Pick something. Pursue that, leam all you can 
about that and if you change your mind later, fine. You learned something 
now go leam something else. (...) Some people say you shouldn't go to 
college until you know what you want to do. Sometimes they don't know 
what to do until they go to college. (...) Even those students who go the 
vocational track if there becomes one, they need to have a certain part of 
the core curriculum so if two years later, five years later they decide they 
want to pursue a college degree they can do it. Of course with the 
community college system if that really gets established and set up that 
will really help those students who get out of high school and don't go to 
college right away. I think it would be easier. (MB-013) 

One middle school principal I talked with noted that the cumcular push-pull 

between college prep and career/vocational education is a constant. When I asked him 

what he thought of the career/vocational curriculum that is available in most schools, he 

began his reflective answer with a critique of the early focus on employment plans that 

are part of the school-to-woric initiative; 

I'm not sure (what I think of vocational education programs). It's not a 
good term I use now. I think that the companies want people... I mean I 
know they have this thing about wanting the people trained. But I think 
what we're hearing is 'If you give us somebody that's educated — who can 
read and write and do math - we'll train them.' I believe that we are 
spending a lot of time and effort and resources.. .1 see it that we are trying 
to get people out of high school that are not going on to college. We 
almost want to have them tied up into little neat packages to go do a 
specific job in a specific area and I think that's the wrong way to take. I've 
had discussions with my counselors and we disagree somewhat. That's 
okay. I'm curious as to why we are asking S"* grade students who don't 
know what shirt they're going to wear on Saturday night to come up with 
a five-year educational plan at this 8"* grade year. 

Of course they're going to change, change their mind, so why are 
we going through all of this if we know they are going to be constantly 
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changing. I would rather see us going to a mode of let's on a regular 
orderly basis expose them to all the different things that are available out 
there and let them know what it's going to take instead of trying to get 
them locked in. I think (...) we're putting a lot of time, effort and 
resources into asking kids to start making decisions. I mean we've got kids 
third year in college that are still changing majors. So why are we putting 
so much effort into having them come up with a plan rather than just 
continuing to expose them to the various facets of life. (MB-002) 

This principal then spoke of the pendulum swing he has experienced between an 

educational stress on career education versus academics: 

And, you know how a pendulum works? This is the third career technical 
vocational swing since I've been in the educational system. And I think 
we've got a little bit further to go and then it's going to (swing back) to 
'Let's look at maybe strengthening the academic requirements.' And then 
we call it back and pretty soon we have kids who have an IQ of 95 we're 
insisting that they take Algebra II and they can hardly read the cover on 
the Algebra II book. Then it's like 'Oh, we've been putting too much 
emphasis on academics.' If this is the end, I think we're about here 
somewhere (in the middle). Unfortunately, we still have a ways to go. And 
our ten-year plans last a year and a half. And then we come up with a new 
one. We never give it a chance to finish what it was supposed to do. That's 
opinion. The swing in the mid-seventies was (...) called career education. 
In the mid-eighties, I forget what the name was, but our career campus at 
the base, it taught everything. I mean we had five or six or seven busses 
from Sr. High going to career campus every two hours. And now we're 
back out here on career options and so forth and that's how we do things. 
And we always give it a different name. (MB-002) 

When I talked with another middle school principal from a school whose student 

population is predominantly middle and upper class, she spoke more of the behavioral 

rather than curricular impacts her students must negotiate as a result of fluctuations in the 

oil industry: 

We don't have a population that picks up and moves. But I think it has a 
definite effect on the lifestyle. When the oil industry is good, it's good. 
And when it's not, it's not. When it's good our children are privileged to a 
bunch of stuff they don't usually have. And when dad no longer has that 
job or doesn't make the salary he used to make with all the perks, like 
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maybe he had a company car and a condo, or maybe he went to a 
convention and was allowed to bring his family... Now that's not stuff 
you live or die with but it definitely has an impact on lifestyle and it has an 
impact on children. Like he might not have that cellular phone because a 
lot of industries suffer if they don't cut jobs. A lot of people here in the oil 
industry are not roustabouts. They are at a different level— middle 
management, upper management. So they might not lose jobs but they 
loose all the extra perks. I don't think it means leaving (here) but attitudes 
might change. These Idds are used to some luxuries that other kids don't 
have and when they don't get them, they pout and get angry. Some kids 
have a hard time coping with that. (MB-047) 

Continuing in the same vein, this principal stressed that most of the students in her school 

are from double income families and will not have to move with job changes in the 

family. However, they may suffer social embarrassment if they are not able to take their 

usual vacations or experience the usual perks that were a part of their father's job: 

There are times when daddy looses his job but often mom is working. We 
have a lot of two college degree parents so one still has a secure job. So 
even though daddy makes less or lost his job, mom is a loan officer at a 
bank or head of a real estate company. So they don't pick up and move as 
quickly as where the dad works 7 and 7 in the yard and the dad's the only 
one working. (...) So that's the big difference. We're not a transient 
school. We don't have that because of the upper income level of the 
students. It's a social embarrassment. If you were able to go on vacation 
and can't go this year it would be embarrassing to say he'd lost his job. 
That type of thing which is just as important to these children. (...) If a 
child never did get to go on a trip, then loosing it doesn't mean a lot. (MB-
047) 

This principal then notes that when the middle and upper income families do have 

to adjust to fewer perks and less income, the experience can pull a family together, build 

character, and lead to "a wonderful teaching moment." 

Hopefully parents who are adult enough not to fall into the same ego trip 
that their kids do say 'Look. We still have jobs though it's not the lifestyle 
we used to have. We still have food and we can do minor trips.' I hope the 
parents wouldn't put their child's worth on the money they had. (MB-047) 
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When I questioned her about her school's participation in the school-to-work 

program, she enthusiastically spoke of the "extemship" component that gives teachers the 

opportunity to experience woric in real life so they can be better career counselors for 

their students; 

We're teaching out of the books. We teach what we feel (students) must 
know to woric but in reality do we know what they need if we've never 
been there. It gives us a better understanding. (...) Now industry needs to 
come to us and see what we have to work with, including parents - the real 
world of school. We have real life and we have real kids with real 
problems and real concerns. (MB-047) 

Clearly the real problems as well as the social, economic, and curricular impacts 

that schools, students, and their families experience and must negotiate in relation to the 

oil industry differ according to the income level and job situation of the particular school 

families involved. Though the above account provides an overview of impacts on a 

middle/upper class school population, most of the schools I visited and the principals and 

teachers I interviewed serve working class students and their families. The principal of 

one such middle school reported that when the oil industry is down, the school door 

swings with some kids leaving and others arriving: 

On one day in January, we had 12 kids drop or add. That was about the 
time companies were downsizing and offering packages. People were 
leaving town for jobs. Some have no work and others leave town before 
they are asked to quit. I see it coming. Some go to Mississippi, some to 
Alabama. (MB-048) 

The enrollment at this school dropped from 1100 in the early 1980s to 600 in 

1988 and down to a low of440 during 1998-1999, the year of our study. Class size and 

therefore staffing was affected when the school enrollment plummeted and the principal 

had to let three teachers go in addition to one assistant principal, one librarian, cafeteria 
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employees and teacher's aides. Programs were also been cut. She spoke of the cuts and 

their consequences: 

The at-risk program no longer exists. My concern is liability and lawsuits down 
the road. When kids don't pass the LEAP (a competency based exam that 
students must pass in order to advance from the 8"* to 9"* grade), they could come 
back and say I didn't pass because you didn't have the programs to meet my 
needs. (...) Over the years we lost art, we lost shop. Shop teachers went into the 
oil industry and they ^dn't want to come back into the school system because 
there was such a vast difference in salaries. We also lost woodworking and small 
engine mechanics. (MB-048) 

Whether school programs were totally lost or simply pared down during an 

economic downturn, schools experienced the effects. One high school principal noted that 

though they did not lose programs during downtimes in the oil industry, they were 

mandated to share art, music, and vocational education teachers with other schools. Due 

to the sharing of staff, these programs were offered less frequently and therefore fewer 

students were served. Also, when staff is shared or transferred, class size increases. 

When I asked both the middle school and high school principal about the school-

to-work and vocational programs in their schools, they both felt that not enough was 

being done. The middle school principal felt that the school-to-work initiative did not 

accomplish enough for her non-college bound school students and perhaps even 

introduced them to job opportunities that may not actually be there for them when they 

graduated: 

We're showing kids not so much all industry but career opportunities that 
are for the non-college bound children. We show that there's a place for 
you. But I guess that's a lie because there isn't really a place for them. (A 
major fabrication company in town) just laid off tons of people not long 
ago. 
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(...) And I don't believe college is for everybody. But I do believe that 
college is for children who at least need the experience of higher learning, 
even is they never finish. I tell parents 'Let them go for a year and 
experience that independence and leaving, even if they don't finish.' (MB-
048) 

The high school principal thought that the vocational education programs in her 

school such as welding had a significant effect on the non-college bound students "by 

providing skills that some students need to make a successful transition from high school 

to work." She felt the most positive about the apprenticeship aspect of the welding 

program, which placed two students in afternoon jobs in the community. However, she 

was also quick to point out that the programs are "much more for males." She noted that 

male students could walk out of school and always find a local job while female students 

were limited to "the vast food chain of clerical type woric." She commented, "If anyone 

thinks it is equal opportunity, it's not." 

An assistant principal I interviewed at another high school first spoke more of the 

social impacts caused by an economic downturn in the oil industry and how these social 

repercussions were felt in the school. She remarked that a number of families get split up 

during hard times because the father leaves the community to find work while his family 

stays behind in order to continue to receive support fix)m their network of friends and 

relatives. "It's hard to uproot Cajuns," she commented, "but some had to go." This 

principal continued to speak of the changes caused by dips in the oil economy noting that 

businesses as well as individuals are forced to relocate during hard times and usually do 

not return to the conMnunity. "Businesses (unlike workers) don't move back from New 
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Orleans and Houston. They just keep merging and downsizing" (MB-049). When local 

businesses do leave town the results not only include fewer job possibilities, but also 

fewer placement positions for high school juniors and seniors in vocational and school-

to-work programs because unemployed adults in the community fill the part-time jobs 

that would usually be available to the high school students who want to work. 

In our discussion concerning the many tie-ins between her school and local 

businesses and the changing needs of business in general, I asked this assistant principal 

if she felt that one of the primary purposes of school should be to teach job and career 

readiness, including and based on the inculcation of the work ethic, she replied: 

Yes, definitely. It's what schools need as their goal. I used to tell them, my 
students, that school is your job and their grade is their pay. Students 
would say 'But I'm not getting paid.' But I'd tell them, 'Yes you are 
getting paid - in future dividends.' They'd understand. It's the reality of 
the job world. But they still had a hard time correlating school as their job. 
They put more emphasis on what they want now. (MB-049) 

This stress on vocationalism (Kliebard, 1999), or the transformation of the 

curriculum as a whole in line with the criteria and protocols of the workplace makes the 

future economic well being of the students the all-consuming purpose of education. 

Under vocationalism, some academic subjects of study are reconstructed or adapted in 

order to meet the demands of the labor market, pushing those subjects that serve "purely 

academic" ends to the periphery, meant only for the small percentage of students who are 

college bound. "When literature, physics, geometry, or a foreign language caimot 

demonstrate its relative relationship to the demands of commerce and industry," notes 

Kliebard, "it is relegated to ritual status, with its value seen almost entirely in terms of 
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admission to college" (pg. 121). Hence, not only are academic subjects reconstructed to 

meet the demands of the workplace, but an educator's philosophy of teaching and 

relationship with her students are also reconstructed. 

Many of the teachers in our study voiced a similar vocationalistic rationale for the 

purpose of education when they spoke of school as pragmatic training or preparation for 

the real world of jobs. For instance, when I asked one of the participating middle school 

teachers if she thought that it was the schools' responsibility to prepare students to enter 

work, specifically oil industry-related employment, she remarked: 

I think the programs I have been connected with at this level, I've seen the 
thrust is, this is what it takes to get this kind of job, to get this kind of 
salary, to have this kind of a life style. Which I don't have a problem with, 
I don't have a problem with being pragmatic about it but I think they are 
concentrating more on this is what it takes to do this. Or, don't leave here 
prepared to do nothing. (MB-015) 

This same teacher felt that being prepared to do something in her community 

pointed in the direction of the oil industry since two-thirds of her students come fi-om 

families in which either one or both parents work in oil. She felt it was important, 

therefore, to familiarize her students with the requirements that certain oil industry jobs 

demand. She accomplished this task by involving her middle school students in a 

research project in which they interviewed members of their families or neighbors who 

worked in the oil industry. The ultimate result of the class research project was a web 

page about oil industry jobs featuring statements fi-om the students' relatives about the 

requirements and specifics of their work. Each student was also represented on the web 

site by their statements concerning their own experiences of being a member of "an oil 

family." The teacher described the project in the following way: 
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I was looking for something that would tie into careers and I like to do 
science- oriented careers. So the web page became a medium where I can 
do both. So the kids will come in and they will first of all have pictures 
they have collected of where their father works or their mother - whoever 
is in the oil industry. They will design that part of the web page that 
describes what their father does. Then they'll do a page about job 
requirements - School, tech educ.„ by interviewing their relative. Also job 
requirements and types of equipment they will have to use. Then they will 
tell us about themselves on their own home page. We will also do a CD of 
it so in class I can put this in and show the Idds what was done last year 
and then continue next year. That's the way I can continue to interview 
families in areas where we have gaps until we have covered the whole oil 
industry. We may then show it to businesses who may support us in some 
way. (MB-015) 

Having businesses support schools in some way, or in many ways, is one of the 

goals behind the school-to-work initiative mentioned earlier. Another one of our 

participating teachers who works in the school district's career center gave her estimation 

of the program and of vocational education, which is its precursor. 

I love school-to-work. The kids are actually out in the community doing 
work with a license. Our kids get a state license to work and take care of 
patients. I've been doing this a long time and you have to be strict with the 
kids and they want the structure. Vocational schools I like too. My brother 
went to Voc-Ed. There's a place for everybody. We have only 13% of kids 
in Iberia Parish go to college and 3% of those actually end up with a 
Masters. Most of our kids get a job and they work with a job for a long 
time and switch to another job and switch, like with a bank. They'll never 
have any retirement because there's going to be takeovers and people are 
let go. And it's not because they are bad workers it's just that that's how 
companies run their businesses now. But a nursing assistant will always 
have a job. We work on social skills as well as clinical skills. (MB-027) 

Yet another teacher who was interviewed and who teaches at the high school level 

felt that the school-to-work program could do more to "hook" students and excite them 

about work in oil related occupations. 

School to work has a big part of community linkage. But there's been 
something missing in it all. One thing is that we (teachers) never go 
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anywhere. We sit here in our ivory tower and expect everyone to come to 
us. Teachers and the school in general. We never go out as a group of 
educators to do anything else. We let the mountain come to Mohammad. 
And when people come in it's always about work. (...) It doesn't hook any 
kid. The hook is when you go out in the community and you're not talking 
about school. I think what I will do with my juniors is have them pick 
some older person to interview. They can practice observation skills and 
all. But kids don't get hooked. It's been good to have blue collar 
professionals come in since we are such a blue-collar community. And the 
divers and welders talk about how much they use geometry. (...) I think 
we need more serious woiic-study. Like the two kids who are welding 
leave fourth hour and go out to (a local firm) and they love it. They realize 
that manual labor is hard but they earn money. They feel so special. (MB-
009) 

One of the vocational education teachers at this same teacher's school - a young 

man who used to work offshore - spoke in a similar way of the importance of exposing 

his students to work skills, attitudes, and experiences that prepare them for later work in 

"a real shop": 

It's nice to be (friendly with the students) but sometimes they take 
advantage of that. You have to be stem with them and they try their stuff 
the first couple of weeks. In a real shop (outside of school), it would have 
been real different. I would have handled them like men, you know. You 
can't handle them that way here so I'd send them to the office. In a regular 
company you can't just send them to the principal. And these guys come 
late to class and I mark them off five points and they get upset. But I tell 
them if they were on a regular job and you come in late three days, they'd 
get suspended or fired. So I'm thinking about getting a time clock and 
have them punch in like a regular job. Just to give them the feel. A lot of 
them say, 'Hey man, I'm never going to do this, welding. I'm going to 
college.' I said the same thing and you never know when you're going to 
need it. You have this trade that you will always have the rest of your life. 
And some of the kids I have this year are really talented. 

(...) But not all the kids are interested. That's why I need to go to (the 
local businesses) to find out what they expect me to teach the kids. I have 
no idea what is expected in a marine fabrication. I know other parts of the 
oilfield, you know, but I don't know the marine side and what is expected 
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to teach these kids. I'm also going to visit the vocational school here. I can 
take some classes at night to learn some different things. (MB-040) 

This welding teacher enjoyed his hands-on work with the students and felt that the 

lessons and skills to be learned in his program would be beneficial for all students, 

whether they are headed for a future on the shop floor or in the boss's office: 

I'm trying to get this program to grow because if you don't have kids, I 
don't ^ve a job. So if I'm keeping them all interested and they can tell 
their fiiends what they've done, then that helps me. I would like to see 
more kids get involved with this even if you are going to college because 
you learn routine work, you leam networidng, you learn different types of 
processes in life, you know. One day you might be a businessman but 
you've got to remember that that man on the floor is the man who is 
putting the money in your pocket. And if you've been in his shoes than 
you know what is expected and what you expect him to do. So that helps 
you out in many phases in life, many different areas. (MB-040) 

When I asked this teacher if he felt that academics figured strongly into the 

welding curriculum, he replied: 

The first month we use the books - they might not experience it hands on 
but they know what to do. Measurements, flections, tape measure - most 
kids don't know that stuff. A lot of math. I used to ask in high school what 
I'd need math for — being artistic I'm on the weak side of math. So I'm 
going to teach them calculators like I have and teach them math. That 
really helps you out working on the floor. The old guys, they do 
ever>^ng in their head. (MB-040) 

Moreover, this young teacher also felt that students in his shop needed to develop 

the artistic ability to envision a finished project three dimensionally as well as 

comprehend the physics involved in the welding process: 

I find that when you look at a blueprint - people look at a blueprint 
differently - but I look at a blue print at the shapes. It shows you all the 
sides of the project so you need to know if you put a one foot plate on this 
side that it's going to have a three foot leap on the other side and in the 
front it makes a three foot joint. So you need to really know what you're 
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doing. You also need to realize that when you weld it, it's going to pull. 
When the heat gets to metal it shrinks and when it shrinks it collapses on 
you. So you know how much pull to put on your metal. So when I look at 
the blueprints, I can see the project finished. 

The applied academic and artistic knowledge that is necessarily a crucial part of the 

vocational project is what keeps this young man interested in teaching the trades to high 

school students. Whether his students plan to go to college or work as a welder aAer high 

school, this teacher feels that the experience is important for "learning life processes." 

What then are the implications and conclusions that can be reached concerning the 

educators' points of view on the ways the local economy interrelates with the hows and 

whys of schooling? How do their narratives coincide with or counter the accounts of the 

oil workers and their spouses in relation to the ways in which economics sh^e our 

relationships at work and within families and communities? I will now turn to the 

concluding chapter to discuss the theoretical, educational, and socio-cultimil implications 

of the findings of this research. 
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V 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Macroprocesses do indeed inhere within the microprocesses and the individual 

actions of the people in the two communities of study. In particular, the systematized 

relations of the oil industry with its taken-for-granted cyclical fluctuations, legitimized 

profit margins, ever-flexible labor requirements, and insecure employment situations 

reside within the narratives of the oilfield workers, their spouses, and the educators with 

whom I spoke. For example, when one oilfield worker concurred that the oil industry had 

to go to contract labor situations with little or no benefits or job security for the 

employees so that the company could continue to make the necessary profit margin, his 

discourse revealed the ideological imprint of the economic system. Or when women in 

the study justified making familial and relational adjustments to their husbands' 

concentrated scheduling demands with statements such as, "You do what you have to do" 

or "I was raised that way so I can't imagine anything different," their responses reflect 

socially constructed economic rationalisms. Likewise when educators spoke of the need 

to figure out what industry needed so they could create a prepared workforce, it is evident 

that they have internalized an economic justification for education. However, the 

hegemony of these ruling ideas or official discourses is, as Gramsci (1971) suggests, 

never total. Thus the narratives of the men and women represented in this inquiry reflect 

but are not completely dominated by the structuring properties of total institution of oil. 
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What then is the nature of the hegemonic relationships that are brought to light in 

this study? Gramsci claims that the hegemony of the dominant ideas always exists in an 

uneasy relationship with ideas and attitudes that are counter-hegemonic and stand in 

opposition to the dominant ideas and values. The uneasiness of the relationship between 

the hegemony of the oil economics and counter-hegemonic attitudes and actions was 

elaborated clearly by some of the study participants who revealed that for them, the 

money is not worth the cost of alienation from family and community. But in most cases, 

the worldviews of the participants were inconsistent and involved a contradictory mix of 

ideas and attitudes, some which reflect an absorption of the hegemonic logic of oil 

economics and some which oppose and resist that very logic. Moreover, some of their 

day-to-day life activities involved them in practices that were also contradictory in 

character. But no consciousness is fixed and great events such as the bust of the 1980s 

contributed to a resistance to the commonsense acceptance of the way things are. When 

offshore workers quit the industry to return to teaching because it was more stable though 

less lucrative, their actions - their agency - contradicted the dominant capitalist ideology 

that values profit-making over quality of life. 

Gramsci referred to this dynamic tension between a near total acceptance of the 

dominant concepts and a thorough opposition to these attitudes as forming the 

contradictory consciousness of most of the producing class with the consciousness of the 

majority of workers falling somewhere in between the extremes. I found this to be true in 

the narratives of oil filed workers and their wives. While on the one hand women spoke 

of the necessity to adjust and cope with the exigencies of their husbands' concentrated 
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scheduling, they also admitted that these perpetual adjustments impacted their family 

relationships in detrimental ways. While men who woriced offshore accepted many of the 

constraints of oil industry woric because they felt good about providing for their families, 

they also questioned those same constraints that caused them to miss so much of their 

children's upbringing. 

The Canalization of Choice 

What the narratives revealed as a whole then is that the participants have varying 

levels and depths of understanding of the way the political economy of oil operates in 

their lives and the ways in which their lives have been enabled and/or constrained by the 

economics and socio-historical relations of the area. But what also needs to be considered 

is the extent to which the choices and identities and rationalisms of the men and women 

in the study represent not a challenge to, but a product of, the capitalist system. The 

economic structure of the oil industry has shaped, to a certain extent, the sociocultural 

and educational structures of the lives of the people in these two communities. Language, 

identity, and choice therefore cannot be divorced from economic, social, and educational 

contexts. I recapture several of the previously quoted passages to illustrate these points of 

intersection: 

Gee, in the long run I hope this is worth it because I mean I never thought 
I'd already own a piece of property that we'd bought and paid for. And 
we're getting ready to build a house. That's exciting and scary. And if he 
didn't work the way he worked we couldn't afford all this extra stuff. I 
have kids in gymnastics, they're in band. They all play sports and I have a 
decent car to drive around in. And he's got his vehicle. I mean, do you 
know what I'm saying? If he didn't work like he's working, no we 
couldn't afford these things. But is it worth it? I don't know. I mean it 
makes life easier. You don't have any struggle. (MB-023) 
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It would seem that consumer capitalism had won the heart and mind of the 

woman just quoted. At the same time, she questioned whether access to commodities and 

a lack of struggle was worth the extent to which her husband's labor power had been 

appropriated. So what constitutes choice for this family, a choice between an absent 

father/husband and an easier life with all the things, has been shaped and molded by the 

capitalist system, by the socio-economic history of the speaker, and by the hegemonic 

presence of oilfield work as the one best choice in the area. 

Choice is also shaped and normalized by family members' social history. Many 

men and women spoke of being raised in families in which their fathers worked offshore 

or in oil-related jobs. In this way they became accustomed to the absence of the male 

breadwinner and therefore accepted those same trade-offs in their own relationships. 

Therefore the agency to exercise choice is constructed by a hierarchy of determining 

factors including one's personal and cultural history. So when one woman commented 

that her husband's unpredictable schedule "wasn't a big problem" and that she not only 

accepted it but also expected it as "one of those things," it illustrates that choice and 

agency are encumbered by individual and collective experiences that can lead to the 

manufacture of consent. 

When consent has been manufactured, making choices and pursuing options 

outside the extreme scheduling and demanding productive practices in the oil patch was 

co-opted and men essentially gave up their life. Again, I refer to a previously quoted 

remark made by a driller: 

There was no schedule. That was the problem. I had no schedule. And the 
strange thing about that is you get used to that. It normalizes and you 
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forget that you have options. You forget about the fact that. ..you forget 
about the option of making plans and even asking for time off. That's what 
I did. I just gave up my life. I didn't have a life and I woke up one day 
without a wife, alienated from my kids, and I said 'Gee, you haven't had 
much of a life at all.' But it kind of warped me. I warped myself. I can't 
blame the environment. I had a choice to stay there or to leave. But when 
your employment opportunities are limited, when you build an income 
level that's taking care of your family and puts three kids through 
college... (MB-022) 

Thus choice as exercised by the family members I interviewed is best analyzed as 

constrained by normalizing practices, scarcity of opportunity, the internalization of 

consent, the embeddedness of capitalist culture, and a specialization of skills. As one 

woman remarked about her husband's ability to make choices and woiic outside the oil 

industry, skills that are learned on island-like oil platforms "don't translate well into the 

real world" where "there are no platforms to operate." She then posed the rhetorical 

question, "So what are you going to do"? (MB-003) 

Focus Groups as Member Checks 

Finding out what the individuals, families, and communities are going to do was 

revisited when I recently returned in March of2000 with other members of my research 

team for a final field visit to the two communities. What was accomplished during this 

site visit was the facilitation of numerous small focus group meetings in each community 

that brought together some of the woricers, spouses, educators, social service providers, 

community leaders, and management personnel who participated in the study. These 

focus group meetings provided us with an updated look at the "produced present" and the 

projected future in these southern Louisiana towns. 
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In the meetings we presented a synopsis of the findings that will be covered in the 

final report and asked for feedback from the community members - in essence, a 

member check on a group level. We also wanted to find out how those who worked in the 

oil industry were faring since the summer of 1999 when we ended our primary data 

collection. The price of gas had risen throughout the country and we hoped that one of the 

positives of this added consumer expense was an upturn in oil-related employment. 

In general, what we encountered in the focus group discussions in both communities 

was a feeling of hesitant optimism for the short run mixed with a fatalistic attitude that, in 

the long run, the oil industry was a dying giant in the area. Consequently, some 

participants predicted that drilling and exploration may pick up in the next few months 

and spark a "boomlet" but, based on past experience, it would not last nor would the 

industry ever recover and thrive again. "Those days are over," one driller repeatedly 

remarked. And few study group participants suggested that it was a good industry for 

young people to enter, unless they had a college degree and "then they could do other 

things so why would they get into oil?" 

When we asked what a fading industry might mean on a community level, as well as 

family and individual level, we got responses that varied from "This community is going 

to be a ghost town," to "Only those companies and individuals who can diversify will 

survive in the coming economy." On an individual level, many people reiterated their 

opinion that higher education offered the surest way out of oil-related job dependency. 

Even if a person planned to enter oil-related work, it was widely felt that higher education 

of some sort was necessary. As one oil wife remarked about the changing industry: "In 
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the late 70s they were crying for workers. They're crying for workers now too but not just 

your Billy Bobs. You can't get the job anymore if you can only read and write and have 

common sense and a strong back. You need skills. Lots of them." This understanding that 

the oil industry, like other industrial sectors, is "going high tech" and therefore leaving 

the undereducated behind was talked about freely within the groups, as was the 

contradiction that it posed: the oil industry is desperately seeking well-trained, highly 

skilled employees while it offers few benefits and almost no job security. A production 

superintendent for a fabrication company put it this way: 'The industry ofifers them 

nothing. So welders job jump constantly. They'll go somewhere else for a quarter more 

an hour." Though job jumping is a common strategy among workers to stay employed 

and get top dollar for their labor power, the focus group sessions once again highhghted 

the constraining aspects of job insecurity that takes its toll on the woricers and their 

families who are dependent on steady wages. As one production manager said in a focus 

group meeting: '*Not knowing is the worst. From the top levels to the bottom, no one 

knows if they'll be on their job next year." Therefore, the study participants continued to 

discuss the multiple and specific ways that their freedom to exercise agency and make 

choices about their life trajectories have been curtailed and structured by the dominant 

economic processes. 

Though 1 did not interview any African American offshore workers during my 

primary data collection (for reasons previously mentioned in the explanation of the 

sample), I did facilitate a focus group meeting during my last visit to the communities 

with several African Americans who had some experience in oil-related occupations in 
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the area. I found that for a number of the African American workers, the uncertainties that 

were talked about by the white workers were often compounded by a lack of contacts in 

upper management positions as well as by on-going job discrimination. These African 

American focus group participants made it clear that race matters in the oil industry. They 

spoke of their experiences with differential treatment and lack of access and that these 

discriminatory differences had been institutionalized and normalized. 

But what also became clear in this focus group meeting of a few African American 

men and women who had lived a life in oil was that the oil industry was originally "a 

savior" that provided a hand-up that had not previously existed. As one focus group 

participant noted, "There was money and opportunity there that blacks had never seen. 

Where else could we make enough to provide for our families"? However, the 

conversation soon turned to a discussion of the all too familiar barriers that kept many 

African American oilfield employees from climbing the rungs of the job hierarchy. "That 

oilfield was a provider," one man remarked, "but a cold provider. They had no heart for 

us. I equate it with a shark." The focus group members recounted how they were the first 

to be fired when a crunch happened, even though some men had over 20 years with a 

company. "Oil turned it's back on us," one worker poignantly stated. 

The Findings in Relief 

The implications of this previously largely unexplored aspect of the interrelations of 

family, work, and education in the two communities was that it brought to light one 

aspect of the differential impacts that families experienced, in this case in relation to race. 

Certainly one of the major implications of my research that I want to clarify is that even 
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though there are general concerns that were voiced in the interviews that point to social, 

political, and economic impacts that affect all families and cross all sectors of the 

industry and both communities, certain impacts on individuals and families are directly 

related to such factors length of residency in a community and the depth of social 

networks, the specific job one holds and the level of income, the stage in the life-cycle of 

the family, family history, family make-up, and of course personal characteristics of 

family members. 

Many of the impacts are not new. For decades now famiUes have had to deal with the 

rotational scheduling and parents have had to develop various adjustment strategies to 

manage the continual leavings and reunions. Some families who had been involved for a 

long period of time adjusted to the work schedules and preferred the 7 and 7 schedule 

compared to the "5 and 2" that is common in other employment. Parents, especially 

mothers, helped their children cope with the repeated departures and returns and the 

frequent disappointments the children experienced when their father misses important 

family events and celebrations. The social and familial implications of the continual 

adjustment to and normalization of the absence of the father/husband is that it often boxes 

women into the traditional role of primary homemaker, thus curtailing her independence 

and her own career trajectory. Thus what was once a valued aspect of the cultural capital 

in southern Louisiana culture - a strong and supportive mother and wife who kept the 

home intact, the grass cut, and the children in line while her husband was off trapping, 

hunting, fishing, or roughnecking — is now becoming untenable. With the employment 

uncertainties and dwindling long-term opportunities now prevalent in the oil industry. 
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two income families are becoming a necessity. More and more women in the study are re

entering the woricforce to augment their husband's income or take over the breadwinner 

role while their hucbands wait for the call that beckons them once again back into oil 

industry work. 

The children in oil families are also breaking a sociocultural pattern of reliance on 

the local social capital of extended kin netwoiks to secure an entiy-level position in oil-

related work. In one focus group session held with high school seniors from the two 

communities, a tiny fraction of the students suggested they were planning to enter a 

career in the oil industry. In fact, only one of the sixty students who participated in the 

focus group meetings reported that he planned to work in the oil industry and only after 

he received his engineering degree. Among the students the predominant reason cited for 

not choosing work in the industry was not the lack of job stability but instead the 

rotational scheduling: the young men, many of whom had fathers who worked in the oil 

patch, did not want to work 7 and 7, or 14 and 14 and raise a family in absentia. 

Moreover, all the students said they planned to go to college or technical school to 

prepare for various professions and trades. Almost a quarter of the 60 students we spoke 

with had an interest in health care careers; only one student expressed an interest in a 

career related to the oil industry. In addition, the majority of the students, similar to the 

many adults in the study, expressed a desire to retum to the community to raise a family. 

They wanted to stay near their relatives and felt that life in the small communities was 

healthier in many ways than life in the cities. The contradiction implicated by the desire 

to leave home in order to get an education that would prepare them for a career outside 
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the oil industry while planning to then return home to their safe, small community to 

work where there are few jobs that are not related to oil embodies the structure and 

agency dialectic. The structure of the economy delimits the number of secure jobs with 

benefits and retirement for oil industry employees at all levels of the job hierarchy thus 

pushing young people from historically blue collar commimities toward higher education 

to gain high-tech and maiicetable skills. Unlike many of their parents, young people have 

more opportunity and agency to pursue some fonn of higher education than did their 

parents and grandparents. However by pursuing an education that will position them to 

enter employment in a sector of work other than the oil industry also positions them away 

from their communities and extended families in many cases since oil industry-related 

work still predominates in the area. Therefore the structuring properties of economics and 

education interact with the structuring properties of culture creating a tension that affects 

the agency with which the actors are able to make their own decisions and choices. 

In order to highlight the central findings I will now present several charts that briefly 

show the differential impacts families and oil workers reportedly experienced in relation 

to their various situated characteristics. The first chart focuses on the two main types of 

employment held by the oil workers in my sample - production and drilling - and the 

differential impacts that were commonly discussed in the interview data. 
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Drilling vs. Production 

Production Drilling 

Stability/ 
vulnerability within 
the industry 

Historically the most stable type of 
employment but current restructuring 
has left workers vulnerable to layoffs 
and uncertainties 

The first to experience the 
impacts of oil price 
fluctuations; therefore early 
layoffs and early hire-backs of 
workers 

Trade-offs in day-day 
impacts 

Relatively predictable schedule and 
good pay, though recent changes 
have decreased the predictable aspect 
of the work 

Less predictable schedules and 
medium pay 

Personal health and 
safety 

Low danger High danger 

Other relevant issues A move toward contract labor 
resulting in less on-the-job training, 
less job security, and therefore less 
company loyalty among workers 

Increasing safety regulations 
on rigs 

Where concentrated Morgan City (East St. Mary Parish) New Iberia 

The next chart concisely displays the findings that clarify the differing impacts of 

offshore activity that families and individuals experienced in relation to place. 

Morgan Citv vs. New Iberia 

Morgan Citv New Iberia 

Dependency on offshore oil 
industry 

Very dependent with little 
economic diversity 

Dep)endence on offshore 
activity is somewhat buffered 
by other economic activities 
such as agriculture 

Migration Proportionately more in and 
out migration 

Impacts of migration are less 
noticeable 

Formal and informal support 
networks 

Many oil families have little 
support network, especially if 
they are newcomers 

Oil families have strong kin 
and non-kin support networks; 
less out migration 

Impact on community 
institutions (schools, 
hospitals, etc) 

Direct and noticeable impacts 
related to changes in offshore 
activity (tax revenue, number 
of students) 

Impact of changes in offshore 
activity somewhat buffered by 
other economic activity 

Other factors Positive attributes are hunting, 
fishing, deep cultural ties 

Proximity to Lafayette helps 
area economy; cultural ties 
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The general concerns that cross all sectors of employment and both conmiunities 

are related to the level of unpredictability experienced by woricers and their families. The 

less predictable the situation (job position and schedule), the greater the impact. Changes 

in job position or woiic scheduling presents significant adjustment problems for woricers 

and their families. Likewise, changes in oil revenue presents major adjustments for 

schools and other community institutions. Unpredictability is also mediated by the extent 

of social networks on which family members can rely. For long term residents with 

strong social networks, changes in the economy are buffered by personal contacts and 

family and institutional support. 

Clearly, what the residents of these two communities have historically 

experienced and are presently dealing with is particular to their entanglement with the oil 

industry and the constructed cultural and social history of the area. Work matters and so 

does culture. But it is also important to note that everyone — the 'his" outside the bayous 

of southem Louisiana and the "them" along those waterways — is affected by the 

widespread changes in industry, economics, and US society in general. Many secure jobs 

have been downsized or eliminated and replaced by temporary work situations with little 

or no stability or health benefits. Changes in technology across many job sectors require 

specialized and added education and/or training. Changing social expectations that fathers 

and husbands will be more highly involved in the raising of their children pulls at many 

men and reworks the relational dynamics in families. More women are entering the 

workforce due to the economic imperative of needing two incomes to support a 

household. Many children are not choosing to pursue careers similar to those of their 
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parents. So while the story that has been collectively told by the people from these two 

communities specifically locates the social, political, and cultural impacts of a certain 

economy, their story also echoes what is happening in the woik and family lives of the 

downsized auto workers in Flint, Michigan or the small-time farmers in the Midwest. In 

general, woiic, or the lack of it, matters. 

Theoretical Implications 

The structure and agency dialectic has been elucidated and made explicit through 

the narratives of the participants in our study. What became clear in the hundreds of 

accounts of family and work life was that the structuring properties of the political 

economy of the oil industry mediated the language, action, imaginations, emotions, and 

employment and educational choices of the people (the actors, the agents) with whom we 

spoke. Their capacity to exercise power and control their own lives was bounded by their 

experience and history, but was clearly not reducible to these situated characteristics. The 

oilfield employees and their spouses actively participated in the production and 

reproduction of interactions that shaped their lives and the variable relationship between 

capitalism and the settings of the household, the school, and the workplace. Thus 

theorizing power in relation to the life choices of the study participants underscores 

Wolfs (1999) contention that power is a structuring force that initiates action or agency -

a call that initiates a response. 

The powerful oil industry called to many who resided in the economically 

underdeveloped southern Louisiana region. Black and white, skilled and unskilled, men 

and a scant number of women responded to the call and sought out jobs in oil because 
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they offered a better opportunity for making a living than did harvesting the fields or the 

inland waters. For several generations, sons followed their fathers onto the rig and the 

platform reproducing their fathers' patterned social and economic relationships at work 

and at home - in essence, reproducing the working class in an industrial economy. Thus 

during the industry's steady rise before the bust of the 1980s, many individuals, families 

and entire communities became dependent on the oil economy. This economic 

dependency and lack of viable employment alternatives in effect canalized choice for 

those who were not willing to leave the area where they were deeply rooted. 

Giddens (1970) contends that the relations of power are always two way. 

However, the narratives of the study subjects made it evident that their power to exercise 

autonomy and fi-eedom of choice was limited and constrained by the economics of the 

area and their desire to stay put if at all possible. So while this desire to stay in the area 

close to family networks and the familiar environment constrained their autonomy and 

contributed to collective justifications of "the way the oil industry is," it also enabled a 

cultural continuation of connection to family and place. Consequently, external 

economic and cultural structures became internalized structures of feeling or habitus 

which mediated individual and collective social action. 

Habitus, which Bourdieu defines as "a subjective but not individual system of 

internalized structures, schemes of perception, conception, and action" common to 

members inhabiting similar social worlds (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, p. 86) functions 

as a kind of mediating link between the individuals and their social world, between 

economic structures and social practices, and between social reproduction and cultural 
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production. Seen in one light, the mediating force of habitus can act as a form of self-

sabotage that contributes to the hegemony of the oil industry in the area and keeps many 

people dependent on an unpredictable and ever-shifting economy. It follows in this 

analysis that the cultural devotion to family, land, and certain patterned social practices 

smothers the possibility for social and economic change which leaves oil wives with little 

choice but to cope and oil workers with little choice but to leave their families for long 

intervals to work. 

Seen in another light, the system of internalized structiu'es and schemes of 

perceptions and actions that are at once personally subjective and collectively constructed 

sustained many of the local residents of the two communities during the inevitable 

fluctuations in the oil industry and provided them with the capacity to develop 

resourceful strategies. However, the habitus of the individuals in the study did not in the 

last instance define the particular nature of the individuals nor did it determine their life 

trajectory. But in a more multileveled sense, habitus dialectically enabled and constrained 

the construction of the study participants' identity and action. For example, the strong 

work ethic that defines many of the men in our study and contributes to company loyalty 

enables them to be productive employees but constrains their initiative to oppose 

company policies that negatively impact their family lives. Therefore, the dual nature of 

the internalized structuring properties of habitus are fundamentally recursive in character 

and demonstrate the mutual dependence of structure and agency. 
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Pedagogical/Educational Implications 

Americans, similar to many other nationalities, look to the nation's schools to 

solve certain social, political and economic problems. This ideology runs throughout the 

discourse of the parents and educators as they spoke of their faith in education as a 

panacea that can produce the kinds of young men and women who are morally and 

intellectually fitted to the ever-changing needs of society and the workplace. This 

symbolic and practical function that school is seen as serving was expressed in varying 

ways in our many discussions, especially in relation to the changing needs of the oil 

industry. What are the pedagogical implications of this interaction between the political 

economy of oil and the ways and means of education in the two communities of study? 

If, as Dewey criticized in Democracy and Education (1916), the perceived task of 

schools is to prepare human capital for a world of jobs that is constantly shifting, they 

will surely fail in this mission. Students are not raw material that can be turned into 

salable finished products; nor are they reducible to the probability of their final career 

destination as defined less by capabilities and interests than by race, gender, class, the job 

that their father's held and who they know. Thus the explicit connection between the ends 

of education and the perceived needs of the job market by necessity leads to sorting 

students according to arbitrary abilities and socially constructed career goals. What is 

missing in this vocationalistic ^proach to education is the teaching and development of 

critical thinking skills that would serve a student as he/she enters the workforce to sell 

their labor power. Paulo Freire (1994) wrote eloquently of the dangers of an education 
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that focuses too heavily on professional training for woric and too little on social, 

historical, and political issues: 

But the truth is, regardless of what society we are in, in what world we 
find ourselves, it is impennissible to train engineers or stonemasons, 
physicians or miners, dentists or machinists, educators or mechanics, 
farmers or philosophers, cattle farmers or biologists without an 
understanding of our own selves as historical, political, social, and cultural 
beings ~ without a comprehension of how our society worics. And this will 
never be imparted by a supposedly purely technical training (p. 133). 

Freire's call for an educational strategy that promotes the learning of a full range of skills, 

abilities, and interests including a comprehension of how society worics, echoes Dewey's 

contention that the aim of applied education should first and foremost be to transform 

society and the organization of work within it rather than to adapt woricers to the present 

regime of business and corporate needs. It was Dewey's radical contention in the early 

decades of the 20"* century that emancipatory vocational education would fight 

oppression and exploitation in the workplace and help to rework how society works. 

In both of the parish school systems, the school-to-work/career prep programs 

introduce many students to possible career paths and certify a small percentage of 

students through hands-on, on-the-job training. Nurses aids and welders who have gone 

through a two year program at the high school level can enter the field with a relatively 

good paying job. However, many more students fall through the cracks and neither go to 

college nor leave high school being able to do much more than work at a local fast food 

restaurant. As the director of the school-to-work program in one of the parishes noted, 

'Two-thirds of the high school graduates that cross that stage are heading directly into the 

workforce. And they're not prepared." Or remembering the words of one of the parish 
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superintendents, "Our economy shows that only 20% of job entry fields in the state 

require a college education." Or in the words of the president of one of the parish school 

boards, "Most of our kids don't go to college.(...) We need a dual curriculum (that allows 

for) those students who say they want to go to work." 

These reality based perceptions of the school population and the direction that the 

majority of the students will follow after high school imply that the schools are missing 

the boat in several ways. First, with the expressed changing attitudes of parents, students 

and employers toward the importance of higher education, academic classes need to be a 

central part of the curriculum and made accessible and "doable" even for students who 

need mentoring and assistance. Second, the reality of the relatively few who do enter and 

complete college from the two parishes indicates that a progressive and comprehensive 

program of career and technical training should be made available for anyone who wants 

to gain particular skills and experiences that will serve them as their central vocation or as 

skills they can fall back when needed. And third, public schools cannot be expected to 

alone shoulder the load of producing fully and broadly educated persons who have the 

capacity and agency to pursue a variety of satisfying careers and professions. They need 

the partnership support of parents, technical schools, on-the-job apprentice programs, 

colleges and universities, and diverse local businesses and industries. 

One of the central imperatives that underscores progressive and comprehensive 

career and technical training is that the students who choose to pursue welding or 

construction or one of the other programs have the feeling of "becoming somebody." It 

was apparent in the many conversations we had with people in the two communities that 
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entering a trade such as welding or electrical engineering or mechanics or boat building is 

still respected and valorized to a certain extent and the road to "becoming somebody" has 

not narrowed to only include doctors, lawyers, or computer programmers. The vast 

majority of men in the area are still involved in some form of hands-on woric. So the 

current emphasis on higher academic standards and college prep courses in high schools 

without a corresponding comprehensive technical/trade career program seems to leave 

2/3 of the students who leave high school wanting to start woric in the gap between 

college and a hard place. What several of the educators we interviewed envisioned as a 

goal was a program that blended the two options: a vocationally oriented high school 

strand of classes and work experiences coupled with classes in academics which not only 

stress application but also etuich the social and historical knowledge of the students. 

Programs similar to this already exist in the high schools in the two parishes. But what 

seems to be missing is the necessary mentoring component. 

An exceptional example of such an educational and technical training program 

that builds personal and professional skills is the compagnonnage program in France that 

evolved out of the medieval French guild system. As in the Middle Ages, the 

compagnons or qualified journeymen concentrate on preparing apprentice youth to 

become "skilled artisans, conscientious citizens, and solid family men" (Herzon & 

Herzog, 1998). The young men enter compagnonnage at the age of 16 or 17 as an 

apprentices and immediately begin an entry-level job in the trade he has chosen. Possible 

trades to concentrate on include cabinetmaking, masonry, metalworking, pastrymaking, 

or automotive bodybuilding. 
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For two or three years, the apprentices undergo intensive training which includes 

professional, academic, and vocational components. They then complete a small but 

challenging project in their trade and pass a government exam to formally become an 

aspirant. As an aspirant, the young man resides in five to eight of the ISO or so maisons 

in France. The aspirant undertakes increasingly demanding jobs in his trade as he studies 

with various master craftsmen throughout the country. After five or six years, one may 

ask to become a compagnon. If his skills and character are acceptable to the 

compagnons, he executes a minutely planned master work and is initiated as an itinerant 

compagnon who will remain in a maison for another year or more teaching and mentoring 

the younger boys, while woridng days in a well-paid outside job. After this he selects a 

city or region in which to establish himself and becomes settled there. 

French employers regard compagnons as the aristocrats of their trade. They are 

sought after, expected to set standards for other workers, and deferred to in problematic 

situations. They belong to a network of craftsmen who share a common background, 

assist each other in obtaining jobs and/or clients, and participate in restoration work as 

well as contemporary projects in construction, factories, or small businesses. 

In France, Herzog and Herzog report that this demanding program appeals to a 

growing number of French adolescents who have experienced rejection during middle 

school and ventures into high school. In turn, many have rejected the schools. They see 

compagnonnage as a way around and beyond the impasse of school. Many are fi^om 

working class backgrounds or rural in origin although a new and growing minority of 

middle class boys are entering the program. The Herzogs report that the parents of these 
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middle class boys support their sons' decision to enter the program due to the growing 

awareness in France that a college or university degree does not necessarily guarantee a 

white collar job. 

The academic classes which are now a required part of the companonnage 

program are small (12 - 18) with a stress on active participation rather than lecturing. 

Course content is adapted to the particular trade whenever possible. The technology 

course in each trade is a mix of science, math, history, and art and taught by a near-peer, 

usually in his 20s. This academic instruction is considered by many aspirants to enhance 

their capacity to function in their trade. "These youths are learning subjects they earlier 

rejected," note Herzog and Herzog, "and perhaps believed they could never master" (pg. 

8). 

I am not arguing that a companonnage master craftsman program is a panacea for 

the many students in areas like southern Louisiana who find themselves stuck somewhere 

between wanting to pursue a college education and wanting to stay in the smaller 

communities that predominantly offer work for skilled craftsmen and technicians. But I 

do contend that there are aspects of this model that have the potential to promote an 

educational strategy close to what Dewey and Freire suggest is important in a truly 

democratic and radical vocational/academic educational program; the opportunity to 

develop a full range of knowledges, skills and abilities which prepare self-confident and 

well-regarded craftsmen/professionals to not only perform well on the job but also be 

leaders in their communities. 
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'The public school is the willing pack horse of our social system," notes Kliebard 

(1999) in Schooled to Work. "Schools in America take on important responsibilities 

ranging from safe driving to sex education with mixed successes. Yet lawmakers 

continue to heap new responsibilities on schools and teachers" (pg. 219). Whether 

schools, and more particularly the active agents who constitute them, are willing or not to 

take on the multiple responsibilities heaped upon them, this statement does pose as 

important question: Do schools have the power to address matters of urgent necessity? 

My sense of it is that the ability of public schools to address matters of urgent 

necessity such as producing a vast variety of educated persons capable of living 

productive and rewarding lives depends on the school's abiUty to form alliances and 

partnerships with mentors, businesses and craftsmen, and colleges and universities that 

are committed to carrying some of the educative responsibility for our young people. For 

students such as those in the focus group sessions in Morgan City and New Iberia who 

expressed a desire to get a college education and then return to work in their 

communities, a companonnage-like program that trained some of them as skilled and 

valued technicians and professionals to fill positions that have economic as well as 

cultural value and status may offer one avenue for both economic and human resource 

development needed in the area. 

In sum, all work or occupational cultures are embedded in specific cultural and 

historical formations. Work is not detached from the rest of life but an integral part of 

who we are, where we live, and how we live with other people. We labor in our work. 
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which in our early years takes place in schools, and in turn are made or constructed by 

that labor. Woric matters. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

In light of the study limitations, one suggestion for further research is to conduct 

an in-depth study of the schools' connection to the local, state, national, and global 

political economy. What are the specifics of the multiple and differential ways students 

are schooled to work in particular locations? How does the political economy of oil shape 

the educational trajectories of variously situated students? Studies that examine the 

interplay between school and schooled ideologies and economic ideologies are presently 

needed as public schools are under attack for not being cost effective or effectively 

educating the students. Including the voices of students in such a study would be an 

imperative and a corrective measure to the lack of those voices in this study. 

Another school-based research study might follow a cohort of students for 8 or 10 

years as they complete their last years of high school and enter work or start some form 

of higher education or training. By mapping their movements in and out of the 

community and across college and work experiences, we might more accurately be able 

to gauge the impacts of the "new economy" on young people. Are the majority of them 

turning their backs on the unpredictable oil industry? Do they gravitate back to their 

communities to raise their families? Do they continue to participate in deeply rooted 

cultural practices? 

Another suggestion for further research is a comparative study across international 

locales to trace the movement of capital, labor, and culture and how the locales are 
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connected by maricets and other institutions. The two communities we studied could be 

compared to two Mexican or Venezuelan coastal communities where men work in the oil 

industry and the same major oil companies run the show. How is the in-migration and 

out-migration of the conmiunities different? How does a drop in the price of a barrel of 

crude differentially affect the communities? How do households in other cultures and 

socioeconomic structures respond to the conditions of being in an oil family? 

In general, any study that connects the dots between the woric of making a living 

and the work of personal and socio-cultival identity and practices would complement and 

extend this study. And what remains ultimately most important in these further studies is 

that we maintain the radical stance, practiced by anthropologists, of closely following the 

way workers, their families, and other invested commimity members feel and think about 

their work and its relation to other realms of their lives. As Calagione, Francis, and 

Nugent (1992) wrote in Workers Expressions, "Cultural and historical processes cannot 

be understood without paying close attention to the aesthetic and narrative forms that are 

embedded in and shape both quotidian activities and production" (pg. 2). Because work 

and education are central to the way in which we make ourselves and are made, I stand 

committed to social science research that furthers an understanding of the complex 

relations people enter into in the production and reproduction of the conditions of life. 
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