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PREFAC E
Finding Women at Boeing

This book began with a single box at the Boeing Historical Archives that was 
marked “Women at Boeing.” In 2000 I had the truly wonderful opportunity 
to work for a year as an intern at the Boeing Historical Archives. Most visi-
tors to the archives wanted to know about technology and airplane parts, 
but I was intrigued by the social and cultural history contained in that box, 
tucked away in other areas of the archives, and embedded in Boeing’s his-
tory. At the time of my internship, my knowledge of women’s employment 
at Boeing was limited to some rudimentary ideas about Rosie the Riveter, 
derived mostly from the popular poster and its attendant story. I assumed 
women had flocked to Boeing during World War II, had patriotically done 
their duty, and then retreated back to the home. But, as I read through the 
newspaper articles, company meeting minutes, and oral history interviews 
contained in the “Women at Boeing” box, this story became more com-
plicated. I found that women had not simply retreated to the home at the 
war’s end, and, rather than serving as a “stop- gap” labor force, women 
were integral to developments and shifts in company culture during and 
long after World War II. Yet, as the “Women at Boeing” box revealed, 
women’s stories were not widely or deeply known or fully integrated into 
the company history contained in the thousands of other archival docu-
ments that have preserved company history. I wanted to know more about 
women’s work lives at Boeing. What did it mean to be a woman at Boeing, 
a company known for male expertise and technology? This book is the 
rather unexpected result of my effort to answer that question.
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Traditionally, women have been positioned apart from technology, 
both rhetorically and structurally. The historian David Noble argues that 
technology was “defined from the outset as masculine” and that “the idea 
of technology became the modern measure of elite masculine identity.”1 
Women have been described in both popular culture and in engineering and 
scientific workforces as “the antithesis of the scientist.” Noble describes 
an ethos of “masculine millenarianism” that was “all at once militaristic, 
misogynist, monkish, apocalyptic, and transcendent.”2 Certainly Boeing’s 
identity is tied in with images of masculinity and technology. The company’s 
name is synonymous with airplanes, aerospace and military technology, 
male Boeing CEOs, and Seattle. My focus, however, is on the role of gender 
in workplace culture at Boeing: the people, work rules, and negotiated and 
imposed expectations that have shaped both men’s and women’s experi-
ences. In aviation and aerospace histories corporate culture is regularly 
defined as the business decisions of CEOs while technology is posited as 
the driving force behind company decisions. However, that perspective 
often conflates corporate culture with the leadership of a few select men 
and leaves out the experiences of women and the role of gender.3 Scholars 
have shown how corporate cultures are a negotiated process that involves 
more than just technology.4 Studies of gender and sexuality in particular 
have shown how social and cultural considerations order the workplace.5 
My archival sources have shown me that Boeing’s history has as much to 
reveal about gender and workplace culture as it does economic currents 
and technological developments. In this book I seek to show how all these 
things are linked.

When we place women at the center of Boeing’s history, it becomes clear 
how concerns over gender shaped the company’s culture and history, as 
well as the experiences of the employees. Women’s history as a field has 
flourished in recent decades, and recovering women’s stories from the 
archives has revealed how gender has shaped power relations, politics, 
and work. Yet, as Susan Armitage notes, “The topic of women’s work in 
the Pacific Northwest has yet to be investigated in a systemic way.”6 The 
Pacific Northwest is a vastly understudied region that deserves more atten-
tion than scholars have paid to it, particularly in women’s and business 
history.7 Similarly, scholars will need to examine the region more fully to 
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gain a better understanding of how gender has shaped women’s work in 
the West. As Susan Lee Johnson notes, after the wave of scholarship on 
women’s and gender history in recent decades, gender should be fully 
integrated into western history but is not.8 While this book does not com-
prehensively address women’s work in the West, I take seriously Johnson’s 
call to western historians to “get with the program” and take gender history 
into full account.9 Margaret Jacobs concurs and argues that “the field of 
western women’s and gender history has made little impact on the larger 
field of western history.”10 It is my hope that this work contributes to the 
larger conversations going on about women’s place in the history of work 
in the West.11 Beyond the American West, I also seek to engage labor his-
tory and studies of workplace organization more broadly.

Studying Boeing’s corporate culture, as well as women’s and gender 
history, opened up new questions for me about the relationship between 
gender and sexuality in corporate capitalism. Boeing’s corporate culture 
relied on heteronormativity, whereby heterosexual norms are assumed to be 
“normal” and thus taken for granted, which has enforced social hierarchies 
and an unwritten code of conduct. As Michael Warner notes, heterosexism 
is so deeply embedded in social institutions and relations that it is rendered 
invisible: “So much privilege lies in heterosexual culture’s exclusive ability 
to interpret itself as society.”12 Jonathan Ned Katz similarly points out that 
studying heterosexuality challenges the dominance of heterosexual norms: 
“We discover that the heterosexual, the normal, and the natural have a his-
tory of changing definitions. Studying the history of the term challenges its 
power.”13 While the concept of heteronormativity has influenced scholars 
to examine the social, cultural, and political constructions of sexuality, 
its links to capitalism are less clear. Rosemary Hennessy critiques this 
“well established convention of segregating the history of sexuality from 
the history of capitalism.”14 Chrys Ingraham calls on scholars to think 
more carefully about the ways in which heterosexuality is constructed and 
empowered and to analyze links between heteronormativity, gender, and 
capitalist relations; as Ingraham argues, “institutionalized heterosexual-
ity” needs to be understood in connection with the “gender division of 
labor and the patriarchal relations of production.” Ingraham also argues 
that the “material conditions of capitalist patriarchal societies are more 
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centrally linked to institutionalized heterosexuality than to gender and, 
moreover, that gender (under the patriarchal arrangements prevailing 
now) is inextricably bound up with heterosexuality.”15 At Boeing, as at 
many corporate workplaces, the power of heterosexuality was tied directly 
to ideas of the patriarchal family, with assumptions that primarily white 
heterosexual men would assume the status of “head of household,” with 
women assuming lower- paid and supportive roles, much like the assump-
tions of private family roles.16

Although others, particularly those with ties to or investments in Boeing, 
might disagree, this study is not an effort to portray Boeing, Boeing leaders, 
or Boeing workers in a negative light or to vilify anyone. I am trying, rather, 
to understand the larger social processes at play in how ideas about work-
ers’ identities shaped workplace relations. Boeing stands as an example 
of the ways in which corporate cultures can inhibit the opening of work-
place opportunities and the complex, and often hidden, factors that shape 
workplace organization and experiences and employment discrimination. 
As the work of scholars such as Noble and Hennessy suggest, technology 
and business, particularly engineering, have long been gendered male 
and associated with heterosexual privilege within corporate capitalism. 
A recent study by Anthony Greenwald and Thomas Pettigrew suggests 
that most employment discrimination operates in implicit ways through 
“ingroup favoritism” rather than through explicit displays of hostility.17 
Work spaces across the United States are marked by a history of gendered 
conditions of labor that enable employment discrimination. While Boe-
ing’s history is not unique, the archival sources that form the foundation 
of this book are unique. They provide a rare opportunity to delve into the 
everyday workings of a corporation to see how ordinary interactions both 
reflected and shaped ideas about gender. As a major American corpora-
tion located within the city of Seattle, the Pacific Northwest region, the 
American West, and the global aerospace industry, Boeing provides an 
intriguing case for examining workplace culture across many different 
levels and for enhancing our understanding of how the workplace evolved 
over the course of the twentieth century. I seek to use Boeing as a means 
to glean insight into the large- scale capitalist processes that have come to 
define postwar corporations, especially government contractors.
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Although Boeing provides insight into broader business patterns, very 
little is known about the company, other than the celebratory accounts 
released by the company or the technological histories written by engineers 
and those interested in aircraft and aerospace technology.18 The limited 
public knowledge about Boeing reflects the challenges of studying postwar 
corporations. Many studies of business culture are concentrated at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century through the 1930s and chronicle the rise of big 
business.19 Post– World War II corporations were very different from their 
predecessors and are difficult to study because they are larger, have more 
direct ties to the federal government, and are greater bureaucracies. The 
aviation industry in particular presents enormous obstacles to scholarship 
because it relies very heavily on subsidiary manufacturing facilities and 
government contracts and regulation.20 In the postwar years the aviation 
and aerospace industry became increasingly bureaucratic and dependent 
on national defense spending, thus becoming the “military- industrial 
complex,” to use the term popularized in the postwar era.21 While there 
is extensive work on the corporate cultures of aircraft manufacturers and 
defense industries during World War II, and especially the maintenance 
of a sexual division of labor, what happened after the war in aviation and 
aerospace firms remains less clear.22 While this book provides insight into 
the operations of one powerful and influential firm, more broadly it offers 
a path to a better understanding of postwar American business history and 
the role that gendered expectations play in workplace culture.

It is vital to understand the power of corporate culture if we are to make 
progress in creating work environments that promote, rather than discour-
age, equal employment opportunity, equal pay, and a sense of respect and 
value for all workers. The economist Nancy Folbre points out that, for many, 
equal opportunity is defined as “the absence of unfair discrimination.” 
She argues that this definition presents equality as a “buoyant cork that, 
left to itself, would always surface.”23 Equal opportunity, she points out, 
takes work, commitment, and a sense of collaborative focus. As Estelle 
Freedman points out, “Even small, unconscious biases can accumulate 
over time to create major inequalities.”24 It is my hope that this book con-
tributes to a historical documentation of past experiences of inequality, 
as well as consideration of how workplaces can be organized equitably.
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Introduction
The Boeing Family

In November 2013 Boeing leaders presented a labor contract to the Inter-
national Association of Machinists (IAM) that would have guaranteed that 
the 777X would be built in the Puget Sound region but that would also 
have frozen pension benefits, increased health care costs, and cut back 
on wage increases for new employees. Jeffrey Johnson, president of the 
Washington State Labor Council, called on Boeing’s history of exempli-
fying a corporate culture based on conceptions of family to explain why 
union members rejected the proposal. He spoke of “machinist families” 
with “three generations of workers employed by Boeing” and recalled 
the power of Boeing’s past to shape both present and future expectations: 
“While Boeing is no longer a family company, the workforce has strong 
family traditions.” Although it seemed company leaders had disentangled 
themselves from the responsibilities that a familial ordering implied, workers 
had not. While membership in the Boeing family sometimes meant conflict 
between workers and managers, and even among workers themselves, it 
also entailed loyalty and obligation: “It would have been unthinkable for 
grandparents or parents to sell out younger workers and future workers, 
many of whom are sons and daughters or nieces and nephews, and prevent 
them from earning a secure retirement future.”1 Johnson also argued that 
the vote symbolized workers’ efforts to preserve middle- class families, a 
comment that exposes the economic vulnerability industrial workers feel 
in the twenty- first century amid the shift to neoliberal capitalist policies. 
As David Harvey notes, neoliberalism “proposes that human well- being 



Introduction

2

can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms 
and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private 
property rights, free markets, and free trade.”2 In practice this concept has 
meant loosened corporate regulations and the decline of social and state 
services and benefits. In this economic environment, job opportunities 
have declined and workers struggle to retain long- term employment and 
stable pay and benefits. As this introduction explains, workers’ views of 
recent shifts at Boeing have been shaped by expectations of familialism. 
The brief company history offered here concludes with an overview of the 
remaining chapters, which all seek to explain how ideas of a workplace 
family have shaped the work environment and been challenged over time 
by social and economic pressures.

Johnson’s comments about “family traditions” underscore the weight of 
familialism as an organizing principle at Boeing. Familialism, or the Boeing 
“family,” encompassed a sense of empowerment and stability, sometimes 
real and sometimes perceived, derived from a sense of belonging. It is the 
goal of this book to examine how ideas of a company family were intertwined 
with the expectations and goals of workers and corporate managers over 
the course of the twentieth century, with a particular focus on how ideas 
of gender shaped workplace culture. Boeing’s need for a sense of employ-
ment stability to combat the unstable cycles of the aerospace industry, 
and capitalism more broadly, motivated company leaders and managers 
to search for stability through a corporate culture based on the ideology of 
familialism. The construction of the Boeing “family” sustained a sense of 
belonging and stability for some workers, though it also gendered work-
place opportunities and expectations in ways that excluded other workers 
and, in some cases, exacerbated inequalities. Beginning in the 1930s, the 
focus on familialism led to company traditions that emphasized fraternal 
relations between white heterosexual men. These traditions faced contra-
dictions and challenges during and after World War II from social rights 
movements, economic shifts, and changes in labor conditions, especially 
the increasing number of women entering the paid labor market. For most 
of the twentieth century, however, Boeing leaders, and some workers, 
utilized familialism, and in particular the loyalty to company and concern 
for its welfare that familialism implied, to navigate the unpredictability of 
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the market and workforce structures and the challenges of changing social 
orders based on race, gender, and sexuality.

Boeing was not unique in shaping corporate culture around ideas of 
family. References to family and “familial corporate rhetoric” were enor-
mously popular in U.S. businesses and corporations beginning in the early 
twentieth century.3 Corporate managers and leaders, and even workers, 
embraced familial metaphors to describe workplace relations.4 Familialism 
was especially linked to industrial labor as corporations grew larger and 
employers acted to curb the influence of unions and bridge the sudden dis-
tance between workers and management.5 The idea of a corporate family 
reinforced the idea that workers should have close- knit connections with 
their coworkers as well as with company managers and leaders and also 
feel a familial sense of obligation and cooperation. The family metaphor 
became more prevalent; it was another tool in a series of corporate efforts 
to provide services and benefits to employees in order to maintain a stable 
workforce, protect profits, and avoid conflicts with employees, unions, 
and the federal government.6 As the authors of the landmark study Like a 
Family note, the family metaphor also offered a way for industrial workers 
to make sense of their environment and develop strategies for building 
camaraderie and ethics of care and well- being among workers, even while 
creating opportunities for “conflict as well as reciprocity.”7

Family metaphors in all kinds of settings have much to reveal about how 
labor politics have been negotiated within capitalism. While the home has 
traditionally been linked with morality, and business and the market with 
rationality, the family metaphor reflects how home and business are linked.8 
It is the home, and reproductive labor, which (invisibly) upholds capitalist 
accumulation through patriarchal relations.9 As Rosemary Hennessy notes, 
patriarchy “has been necessary to most socioeconomic systems in the world 
and has been fundamental to capitalism’s exploitive human relations.” 
She provides a useful definition of patriarchy as “the structuring of social 
life— labor, state, and consciousness— such that more social resources and 
value accrue to men as a group at the expense of women as a group.”10 
Evoking traditional family roles can be a way to exert patriarchal power 
and establish rights that exclude people in significant ways.11 A number 
of historians have pointed out that traditional ideas of family suggest an 
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artificial split between public and private worlds.12 The patriarchal family 
upholds capitalist power because it retains men’s power over women in the 
home and in the family, undermines worker solidarity by making women 
and minority men compete for jobs, and does not recognize women’s con-
tributions to men’s successes and economic advantages in the workplace.13 
Nancy Folbre argues that the wage labor system began to disadvantage 
women as early as the seventeenth century: “As long as women were 
assigned primary responsibility for reproductive work, their productive 
contributions and their collective bargaining power would remain quite 
limited.”14 Kathi Weeks similarly argues that “the family and its ideology 
help to obscure the costs of productive labor by privatizing, feminizing, 
and naturalizing much of the work involved in its reproduction.”15 Since 
the 1930s, and the origination of Social Security in particular, the bread-
winner family model has been upheld in public policy as well as corporate 
design.16 As Hennessy points out, patriarchal capitalism is upheld through 
heterosexuality, which “helps guarantee patriarchal regulation of women’s 
bodies, labor, and desires.”17 At Boeing, a familial sense of belonging was 
tied to an established hierarchy based on the assumptions and norms of 
patriarchal capitalism.18 The Boeing “family” protected a vision of the “ideal 
worker” as white, male, and heterosexual, even while workers themselves 
contradicted this identity and social rights movements pursued change 
and increased rights and recognition for nonmale and nonwhite workers.

The construction of a workplace family at Boeing was a process, culti-
vated over the course of the twentieth century, in which leaders, managers, 
and workers negotiated how the company would organize work and the 
characteristics that would define that work while maintaining the com-
pany’s stability. As the company grew, the corporate culture changed as 
new relationships among corporate leaders, managers, unions, and work-
ers were negotiated and sometimes contested. The family metaphor was 
particularly important at Boeing because the shop- floor “home” was not 
stable. Federal and commercial contracts were cyclical, which led to volatile 
employment conditions. The family metaphor at Boeing was a way to try 
to conceptualize and manage the company’s relationship with the federal 
government. In the mythology of the American family, as the historian 
Stephanie Coontz demonstrates, the family is seen as a bulwark against the 
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supposed “intrusion” of the federal government. As she argues, however, 
this image is false because the nuclear family, as celebrated by the image 
of a mother, father, and children as a solid and independent unit, has never 
existed: “The strong nuclear family is in large measure a creation of the 
strong state.”19 Boeing leaders, as well as employees, readily embraced 
identification with the nuclear family model as a source of comfort and 
protection against economic and social changes. Company leaders and 
employees also viewed themselves as an independent company family, a 
solitary unit that acted with the state but was not determined by it. Ironi-
cally, however, it was the state, through federal contracts, that allowed 
Boeing to develop an identity as a private, independent family company. 
Boeing, then, like romanticized images of the nuclear family, developed 
an image of self- reliance, despite being reliant on the region, the state, 
and the federal government.20

The company’s corporate culture upheld the Boeing “family.” Boe-
ing’s corporate culture is best defined as the expectations (both written 
and unwritten) for workplace relations and the ways in which employees 
responded to those expectations. It encompasses the day- to- day operations, 
the regulatory policies of management, and the unspoken assumptions of 
employees. As Clark Davis notes in his study of the growth of the white- collar 
workforce in the early twentieth century, corporate cultures went beyond 
the inner workings of any single firm and pulled in broader societal values 
and norms: “Corporate cultures, both formal and informal, functioned only 
when congruent with prevailing middle- class practices and mores, or when 
designed to subtly reshape rather than contradict these norms.”21 Gary 
Alan Fine points out how the power of organizational cultures is localized: 
“Each workplace operates within a cultural context in which local features 
of interaction influence how employees conceptualize their workplace 
self.”22 Fine’s concept of an “idioculture,” in which workers share customs, 
beliefs, routines, and traditions, provides insight into the organizing power 
of workplace cultures: “Members recognize that they share experiences, 
and these experiences can be referred to with the expectation that they 
will be understood by other members.”23 Anthony Greenwald and Thomas 
Pettigrew’s recent study of employment discrimination proves the power 
of shared expectations and identities among employees. As they argue, 
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“Ingroup- directed favoritism is, in the United States, a more potent engine 
for discriminatory impact than is outgroup- directed hostility.” Discrimina-
tion is often subtly blended into workplace culture or “hidden even from 
those who practice it.”24

In corporate settings like Boeing, the family metaphor helped reinforce 
the “idioculture” that Fine observes, and it obscured the practice of gen-
dered employment discrimination. Coontz notes that the “language of 
private relations and family values” results in both a “contraction” and a 
“deformation of the public realm,” with corrupting influences on diversity 
and equality. The language of family can lead to “suspicion of people who 
are different and attempts to exclude them from ‘the family circle.’”25 
Dana Cloud also argues that the familial metaphor has a “domesticating 
rhetorical effect” in that it “encourages cross- class identification between 
workers and their employers.”26 But while both men and women have 
lost power as workers as corporations have gained more power, women 
remain disadvantaged by being concentrated in the lowest- paying posi-
tions. Estelle Freedman points out that, “in a sense, women workers are at 
a disadvantage because they do not have wives.”27 Boeing’s “family tradi-
tions” emphasized opportunities for white male workers to have steady 
employment with access to mobility, fraternal networks, and a long- term 
career. Boeing workers were used to periods of unemployment, but the 
familial ordering offered a sense of normalcy and stability amid the capital-
ist chaos, at least for some workers. As David Harvey points out, capitalist 
economies routinely experience crises, and within the capitalist system 
there are “innumerable possibilities for crisis to occur.” Periods of crisis, in 
fact, “enforce some kind of order and rationality” in the capitalist system, 
even while exacting “tragic human consequences” such as unemployment 
and financial ruin.28 The Boeing “family” served the regulatory function 
that Harvey defines and “normalized” periods of crisis by creating an 
“idioculture” of “ingroup favoritism” whereby some workers, especially 
white heterosexual men, could expect company leaders, managers, and 
coworkers to look after their best interests.

Familialism stabilized the workforce, as well as the expectations of work-
ers, in ways that the company’s product line could not. It offered a way to 
govern employees and check the power of unions, and for male employees 
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it offered a sense of stability that higher wages and the uncertainties of the 
airline market could not. As the authors of Like a Family note, the family 
metaphor worked to encourage norms defined by “a broad network of 
obligation, responsibility, and concern” in which workers provided social 
welfare benefits for one another and also built a sense of community.29

The family metaphor has remained popular within organizations striving 
for loyalty as well as a competitive edge; as Folbre observes, organizations 
use references to “symbolic kin” because “emotional connections to other 
people reinforce reciprocity and trust” as well as build solidarity.30 Boeing 
leaders engineered company culture with the hope of creating a workforce 
family that would hold people in place. They adhered to white, heterosexual 
family norms in an attempt to stabilize the labor force during enormous 
political, social, and economic disruptions. The family metaphor offered 
common ground upon which the terms and expectations of the workplace 
were negotiated, though it was also dynamic and offered a number of ways 
for workers and managers to articulate and understand change. As the 
rest of this book will show, workers did not always uphold the tenets of the 
Boeing family or maintain the loyalty to company policies and procedures 
that the familial metaphor suggested, though the expectations of family 
loomed large in workplace culture for most of the twentieth century and 
its legacies carried into the twenty- first century.

Boeing provides a case study for understanding how social and cultural 
relations fundamentally shape business enterprises and vice versa. The 
case of Boeing helps us better understand the capitalist gender division of 
labor and employment discrimination. As scholars such as Ruth Milkman, 
Rosemary Hennessy, Karen Ramsay, and Martin Parker have pointed out, 
capitalism does not require a gender division of labor but has historically 
used a division of labor built on sex and gender norms. Capitalist eco-
nomic structures and ideals rely on unequal employment opportunities 
that are upheld through gender and sexual norms.31 As Weeks suggests, 
in the neoliberal context of recent decades, the lines between production 
and reproduction have been blurred so that, amid the flexible wages of 
neoliberalism, “productive and reproductive labor increasingly overlap,” 
which has empowered corporations at the expense of workers.32 Work 
has expanded while wages and equality of opportunity have not. In what 
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Hennessy terms “postmodern patriarchy,” late capitalism is character-
ized by dual wage– earning families, consumption, increased power of the 
welfare state and decreased power of husbands, and increasing numbers 
of alternative families and households headed by single mothers.33 Amid 
these capitalist shifts, the family metaphor allows business and corporate 
leaders to assume less responsibility for the social and economic well- 
being of their workers, while shifting the caretaking burdens to workers 
themselves.34 Opportunities have opened for women as patriarchal notions 
of the family and work have declined somewhat (or perhaps more accu-
rately, have been hidden and repackaged and repurposed in new ways) in 
government and corporate policies, but women remain disadvantaged, 
especially as notions of earned economic citizenship have become tied to 
paid work, for which women continue to make less.35 As feminist theorists 
have argued, corporations, and capitalism more broadly, often mistakenly 
get represented as invasive powers that exert total controlling force.36

Materialist feminism offers a useful lens through which to view the 
ways in which cultures of labor hide the processes of gendering and dis-
crimination as “natural” outcomes of capitalism. As Chrys Ingraham points 
out, “Materialist feminism argues that the nexus of social arrangements 
and institutions which form social totalities— patriarchy, capitalism, and 
racism— regulates our everyday lives. They are not monolithic, but con-
sist of unstable patterns of interrelations and reciprocal determinations 
which, when viewed together, provide a useful way of theorizing power 
and domination.”37 This study seeks to expose those “unstable patterns of 
interrelations and reciprocal determinations” of capitalism to show how 
patriarchal labor relations have been negotiated on a daily basis among 
workers, managers, and corporate leaders in ways that maintain patriarchal 
capitalist power.

An examination of daily workplace relations reveals the larger pat-
terns of gender employment discrimination that disempower women. To 
understand how corporate capitalism enforces gender norms and creates 
an appearance of stability and equality at the macro level, it is imperative 
to examine the construction of gender norms and inequality on a micro 
level. As Gary Fine notes, organizational cultures can disempower people 
in small but significant ways: “While culture is often conceptualized as 
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a social good, situations occur in which idiocultures have destructive 
ramifications for morale or work outcomes.”38 An examination of Boe-
ing’s corporate culture shows how corporate capitalist power at the micro 
level is composed of day- to- day negotiations based on compulsory gender 
binarism and unwritten and assumed norms. As Estelle Freedman points 
out, “Structural discrimination operates through the everyday practices 
of individuals.”39 Ramsay and Parker similarly note that, “if we look at 
organizations as cultures, they begin to appear as webs of meaning that 
are constructed through the everyday practices of actors. Dress, language, 
symbolism and so on become the unrecognized material out of which the 
organization is built.”40 The case studies in this book expose this “unrec-
ognized material” to provide insight into how corporate bureaucracies 
have functioned in recent decades. At Boeing, it was the unspoken and 
unwritten role of convention that allowed the workplace to function, though 
in ways that maintained inequality. More broadly, the Boeing case reveals 
the corporate investment in enforcing gendered norms in the workplace. 
Weeks notes the “gendering of work” results not only from the practice of 
enforcing and adhering to the gender division of labor but also because of 
“the ways that workers are often expected to do gender at work.”41 This 
study offers a unique opportunity to learn from the everyday encounters 
among company leaders, managers, and workers to understand how Boe-
ing’s workplace norms and the gendered expectations of postwar corporate 
capitalism were formed.

To understand Boeing’s corporate culture, the power relations that 
supported that culture, and how it changed over time, it is necessary to 
understand the economic and social shifts Boeing underwent from the 
1930s to the present day. The next section provides a brief overview of 
Boeing’s history of corporate growth in order to contextualize the case 
studies that follow.

How Boeing “Grew Up”

To understand the debates and anxieties over the union contract with 
the 777X guarantee, one must look to Boeing’s past. While a complete 
institutional or economic history of Boeing would take volumes, a brief 
history of the company’s growth provides the necessary background for 



Introduction

10

understanding how its image and workplace culture have been shaped 
by economic considerations as well as changing demographics within the 
workforce, such as the employment of more women. The growth of Boeing 
from a small “family” company in which workers all knew one another 
to a global corporation by the twenty- first century challenged the family 
metaphor and eventually made the metaphor impossible to maintain, 
even while the historical memory of “family traditions” still looms large.

Despite the dominant position Boeing would eventually occupy in the 
aerospace industry, the company’s beginnings were humble. As the Boe-
ing News reported, the company started “with a one- room shop on Lake 
Union and only a handful of employees” in 1915, when William Boeing 
constructed twin- float seaplanes with navy engineer George Westervelt.42 
The founding headquarters were a far cry from the high- rise the company 
headquarters would eventually occupy. One resident born and raised in 
the Green Lake area of Seattle recalled Boeing’s early plant and described 
streetcars that circled Lake Union and went past “Boeing’s little old plant” 
but also noted that the area still had “cow paths and wooded areas, old 
rickety sidewalks.”43 During World War I Boeing received some military 
contracts, which boosted both production and payroll. At the time of the 
U.S. entry into World War I, in 1917, Boeing employed 28 people; by May 

FIG. 1. The wing room at Boeing, 1922. Courtesy Library of Congress, Prints and 
Photographs Division, LC- USZC2- 6344.
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1918 the company employed 337 people. When the war ended, however, so 
did the company’s growth, and by 1919 Boeing employed only 67 people. 
In order to survive the decline, the company began to build furniture.44

Although women began helping to build airplanes at Boeing during 
World War I, they were not employed in large numbers and worked mostly 
as seamstresses, sewing the fabric covering on the wings.45 The few women 
who worked elsewhere in the company tended to be in positions that adhered 
to the traditional sexual division of labor, such as stenographer, book-
keeper, and telephone operator. Helen Holcombe was a notable exception; 
she was the company’s first woman engineer, hired in 1917.46 In October 
1918 the Boeing workforce totaled 190 employees, including 30 women 
(15.8 percent).47 The engineering department grew to 20 by 1920, with 
Holcombe still the only woman. In the 1920s government orders picked 
up with the introduction of new military aircraft, and by 1933 the company 
had expanded from a “one- room shop” to comprise thirteen buildings, 
fourteen shops, and an average yearly staff of 1,500 men. By January 1939 
the company employed 3,000 workers.48

World War II ushered in the company’s most dramatic growth. As a top 
defense contractor Boeing grew to an unprecedented degree. By February 
9, 1945, employment at the Seattle plants and other plants together totaled 
45,008.49 The company hired women in substantial numbers for the first 
time during World War II; by the war’s end women made up nearly half 
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of Boeing’s workforce. The postwar years, however, were less certain and 
brought periodic layoffs. From a wartime peak of 31,750 on February 9, 
1945, total employment at the Seattle Boeing plant had dropped to 17,722 
by February 1948.50

Some recovery took place amid Cold War spending in the 1950s and 
1960s as Boeing moved into aerospace research and design. Postwar poli-
cies such as the GI Bill, whose benefits flowed overwhelmingly to men, 
along with the masculinist imperatives of the burgeoning field of aerospace 
research and development, led to the dramatic growth of engineering as 
a skilled, white- collar professional occupation for men.51 David Noble 
points out that in the “enchanted enclave of space enthusiasts” there was 
a “preponderantly male domain equally marked by imagery of exclusively 
patriarchal procreation.”52 Structurally, as well as rhetorically, engineering 
technology was coded male, with support services rendered female. In the 

FIG. 2. Male workers preparing patterns for the B- 17F bomber in 1942. Courtesy 
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, FSA/OWI Collection, 
LC- USE6- D- 008366.
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1960s and 1970s women made up only 2 to 3 percent of the scientific and 
engineering workforce but constituted 92 percent of clerical employees.53

Cold War federal spending changed the economy and the landscape 
throughout the American West, and Seattle was no exception.54 Boeing, 
and Seattle, began to rely on federal spending, especially given the vast 
fluctuations in the commercial market. In 1985 Boeing CEO Frank Shrontz 
commented that one of the keys to Boeing’s success was the company’s 
“balance between government and commercial business.” As he explained, 
“When commercial business has been down, government and defense 
has been good.”55 However, in reality the two divisions were not so easily 
separated. The huge influx of capital that was necessary to make advance-
ments in commercial aircraft manufacturing came from Boeing’s reliance 
on military spending and federal contracts.56 The Supersonic Transport 
(SST) program is one example of these links. The program was both a mili-
tary and a commercial endeavor and illustrates the blurred lines between 
military and commercial that the Cold War produced; although the SST 
program was funded by a federal contract awarded in 1966, it was run by 
Boeing’s commercial aircraft division until the program’s cancellation in 
1971.57 Cold War spending could not stave off all economic downturns.

In the late 1960s the company began a series of massive layoffs in 
what came to be termed the “Boeing Bust.” In 1967 employment at Boe-
ing reached a peak of nearly 150,000 workers, with more than 100,000 
of those employed in the Seattle area.58 Shortly thereafter, however, the 
market for commercial airliners deteriorated, and from 1967 to 1971 Boe-
ing laid off three- fourths of those employed in the commercial aircraft 
division.59 The situation was so dire that, in an effort to save money, the 
company stopped weeding the flowerbeds, mowing the lawn, cleaning 
some washrooms and toilets, and watering plants.60 Between early 1970 
and October 1971, the size of Boeing’s workforce shrank from 107,962 to 
61,826.61 At its lowest point, in October 1971, total employment was 53,300, 
with 37,200 employed in the Seattle area. By July 1974 employment had 
risen to 74,000, with 53,500 employed in Seattle— still nowhere near the 
1967 peak of 150,000 workers, 100,000 of them in Seattle.62 The morale of 
former Boeing employees and Seattle residents deteriorated so badly that 
two local real estate agents put up a now infamous billboard that read, “Will 
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the last person leaving Seattle turn out the lights?”63 One Boeing leader 
characterized such “violent swings” as part of the “economic realities” of 
the aircraft industry, where there are “few winners and many losers.”64 As 
a result of the downturn, some workers began to take early retirement.65 
Things did not look up until 1983.66

Economic uncertainty in the 1970s changed the relationship between 
Boeing workers and company leaders. During the massive layoffs of that 
decade more than seventy- nine hundred engineers lost their jobs. At 
the end of the layoffs in 1972, slightly more than seventy- four hundred 
engineers remained at Boeing.67 In the face of an uncertain job market, 
the image of engineering began to change, even at Boeing, where cyclical 
employment was common.68 One 1972 study indicated that some engi-
neers believed it was “Boeing policy” to retain engineers only as a way to 
gain competitive advantage on government contract bids.69 Some of them 
thought that employment at Boeing could mark one for life: “Engineers 
seeking employment in the Seattle area and elsewhere soon find their 
aerospace background a handicap, the industry having a reputation for 
waste of manpower.”70

To ease the economic downturn, company leaders pursued new areas 
of business, such as computer production, and opened new divisions, 
including Boeing Computer Services (BCS). In the 1970s company leaders 
decided to change the name from Boeing Aircraft Company to the Boeing 
Company in an effort to reflect their diversification into new areas, such 
as telecommunications. As Boeing reorganized its operations and added 
new divisions, the ranks of management swelled and the firm became 
more bureaucratic.71 Despite an upswing in the commercial market, Boe-
ing began to lose ground in the 1980s to a rival company, Airbus, and thus 
began to strategize new ways of organizing the company.72

Amid these disruptive employment cycles women were slow to move up 
the company ranks. They were concentrated in clerical and manufactur-
ing positions, while their numbers in management and engineering, the 
highest- paid positions in the company next to the top managers, remained 
low. In 1974, for example, Boeing employed just 330 female engineers.73 This 
figure decreased in 1979 to 227, which was just 2 percent of the total number 
of engineers Boeing employed. By 1989 only 1 in 15 Boeing engineers was 



Introduction

15

a woman; out of 978 engineers total, only about 6.5 percent were women. 
Women’s numbers were smaller in other occupations as well. By 1989 only 
20 percent of Boeing production workers were women and only a handful 
of company executives were female.74 The president of the Pacific North-
west branch of the Society of Women in Engineering, Suzanne Hakam, 
observed in 1989 that women were underrepresented within Boeing’s 
ranks of management because “managers tend to come from technical 
backgrounds that traditionally have attracted few women.”75

Boeing leaders recognized the shortage of women in positions of author-
ity. In the 1980s the company began efforts to boost the number of women 
employees, especially in management. In 1988 the Boeing News observed, 
“Training and recruitment toward increasing the number of women and 
minorities in management and upper- level positions is the direction of 
the 1980s.”76 Boeing’s corporate culture, however, could counteract such 
efforts at parity. As Dana Cloud notes, neoliberal downsizing and gender 
discrimination have gone hand in hand: “In the context of constantly 
threatened layoffs, there is pressure not to complain about being passed 
over for promotion.”77 Martha Gimenez also points out that the disappear-
ance of the family- sustaining wage has been “exacerbated by the fact that 
employers, to cut labor costs, impose wage cuts at the time new contracts 
are negotiated and/or demand a lower starting salary for many blue and 
white collar jobs.”78 By the mid- 1990s men still dominated the ranks of 
employees; in 1996 women made up 22 percent of Boeing’s workforce 
and represented only 10 percent of managers (with most of that number 
concentrated in the lowest ranks of management) and just 5 percent of 
engineers.79

By the 1990s the company had diversified the workforce in a number of 
ways, though not necessarily in ways that empowered workers or sustained 
the family metaphor. Boeing began, for example, to reduce labor costs 
through downsizing and outsourcing. Some manufacturing work moved 
outside of the United States. For example, although the town of Everett 
remained the final assembly point for the Boeing 787, nearly 70 percent 
of the parts for the 787 were manufactured outside the United States and 
then shipped to the Puget Sound area for final assembly, which required 
only three days of work. One analyst notes the irony of this strategy: “In 
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outsourcing, Boeing is really doing what once would have been unthink-
able: copying the Airbus model.”80 Boeing was also following the lead 
of other large manufacturing and retail businesses in the United States: 
between 1990 and 1995 Sears cut 185,000 jobs, IBM cut 122,000 jobs, and 
General Electric cut 76,000 jobs. Boeing, in contrast, cut 57,000 jobs.81 
These numbers suggest the declining job opportunities afforded by the 
neoliberal context. Efforts to build and retain a loyal workforce and nurture 
familial relations between and among workers and corporate leadership 
are no longer paramount.

Beyond just Boeing, corporate America has shifted to embrace share-
holder value as the central purpose of corporations. Karen Ho argues that, 
in this “shareholder value perspective,” corporate leaders, managers, 
and employees alike view employment as “outside the concern of public 
corporations.”82 The political economists Bennett Harrison and Barry 
Bluestone point out how the economic restructuring of the 1980s affected 
wage levels and led to a “startling deterioration” in good jobs since the late 
1970s and a “mushrooming” of low- wage and part- time work.83 Nancy 
Folbre points out that the new normalization of the “footloose corpora-
tion,” in which multinational corporations are less centralized and less 
tied to their home country, has further increased corporate power at the 
expense of workers: “The mere threat of job loss has enormous impact, 
discouraging both unionization and demands for higher wages.”84 Wall 
Street reconceptualized the corporation in the 1980s, transforming it from 
a “long- term social institution into an aggregation of stocks in individual 
portfolios.”85 Social welfare programs, in this process, seemed “ineffi-
cient” and at odds with corporate purpose; rather than addressing social 
inequalities or social welfare, corporate purposes shifted to vague and 
unbinding notions of a democracy based on ideas of shareholder value.86 
The increased leveraging of the rhetoric of “shareholder value” was evident 
in Boeing’s communications with employees; in a 1986 memo to employees, 
for example, company president and CEO Frank Shrontz noted, “We have 
a paramount obligation to return top value for the funds entrusted to us by 
the government and by our stockholders. Our future success as a major 
aerospace contractor depends on it.”87 According to the neoliberal view, 
corporations are not responsible for maintaining jobs, which explains why 
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Boeing’s decision to move more work outside of the Puget Sound region 
seems to make sense to some in the paradigm of neoliberal capitalism, but 
it is also profoundly painful to workers and union leaders who resist the 
devolution of the family norm and the job stability it seemed to promise.

As part of the shift to globalizing capital, Boeing leaders, in line with 
other corporate leaders, moved away from local and regional identifica-
tions. In March 2001 Boeing CEO Phil Condit shocked Seattle residents by 
announcing that Boeing corporate headquarters would move from Seattle to 
an as yet undetermined city. One news report called the announcement the 
“Boeing Bombshell.”88 Since its founding in 1916, Boeing had functioned 
as an integral part of the economy and image of the Seattle metropolitan 
area in both physical and emotional ways. Boeing was the top employer 
in the Pacific Northwest, and Washington State lawmakers went to great 
lengths to ensure that Boeing remained in Washington. Nevertheless, 
company leaders argued that moving Boeing’s headquarters would trans-
form the company into a modern diversified corporation. They viewed 
Boeing’s strong history and relationship with the Pacific Northwest as a 
problem and wanted to separate the company from the major production 
spaces of the commercial plant headquarters in the Seattle area in order 
to facilitate global growth.89 Company officials also argued that in order 
to conduct transnational business they needed a headquarters “within 
easier reach of [Boeing’s] far- flung businesses.”90 The relocation of the 
headquarters was a move away from the family metaphor and was also 
consistent with the transition to globalizing capital since the 1990s. Boe-
ing’s corporate relocation is part of a broader trend of large corporations 
strategically shifting their headquarters. Companies such as Bank One and 
PepsiCo have recently moved their corporate headquarters in an effort 
to be closer to financial markets.91 In May 2001 Condit announced that 
headquarters would move to Chicago, and he revealed that, for company 
leaders, Chicago’s transportation infrastructure and “access to global 
markets” had tipped the balance in its favor.92 Illinois state senator Lisa 
Madigan, a Democrat, observed that the neoliberal context provided room 
for corporate perks but no social welfare programs: “how disingenuous the 
argument is that it’s a tight budget year, and we can’t fund human services 
at the level they should be.”93
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Boeing’s new office space overlooked the Chicago River, a very different 
view and setting than the low- rise industrial location in South Seattle.94 
Condit went so far as to refer to the company as the “new Boeing” and 
announced plans to lead it into its most extensive diversification efforts to 
date by focusing on financing, in- flight Internet services, airplane main-
tenance and overhaul, and satellite- based movie distribution. The “new” 
Boeing in fact spelled the end of the family metaphor and familialism and 
was rooted in the changes the company had experienced over the course of 
the twentieth century. By 2001 company leaders and workers had negoti-
ated several large boom- and- bust cycles of employment, the growth of 
company unions, an increasingly diversified workforce, and new levels 
of management and corporate bureaucracy.95

Condit’s ceremonious arrival on the runway at Midway International 
Airport in May 2001 signaled Boeing’s official move to Chicago and the 
company’s new global identity. Chicago Sun- Times writers David Roeder 
and Fran Spielman characterized Condit’s “triumphant trip” to Chicago 
as an outlandish theatrical performance. Indeed, his arrival reveals much 
about the performance of global capitalism. Condit arrived on the run-
way, descended from the plane waving “like a victorious politician,” and 
walked onto a red carpet to shake hands with state and local politicians and 
dignitaries, including Illinois governor George Ryan and Chicago mayor 
Richard M. Daley.96 As his Boeing Business Jet loomed in the background, 
Condit praised Chicago’s energetic image to members of the press who had 
gathered beside the runway: “The word I use a lot is vibrant. Things are 
going on. Things are happening in this city and that’s important to me.”97 
In the Chicago Sun- Times one editorial reported that Condit had ordered the 
“staging” and that company leaders wanted the plane in the background 
to highlight Boeing’s product line. The editorial outlined the reactions of 
Chicagoans to Condit’s arrival plan and to the Boeing move more broadly; 
they noted that some viewed Boeing’s “attention to detail and secrecy” as 
“obsessive and controlling,” while others chalked it up to “the orderliness 
of Boeing’s engineer- dominated culture.” Condit, however, dismissed the 
antics as “normal for any big corporate relocation.”98 Condit, as well as 
workers, recognized that the neoliberal context had empowered corporate 
leaders to ignore “family traditions” and move jobs to other locations.99
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Boeing has a long history of partaking in various spectacles to debut 
company products and business decisions, though in the past such per-
formances were tied to a regional identity. In June 1934, for example, the 
Boeing News described the scene of “Indians in colorful headdresses, war 
paint and full regalia; cowpunchers in ten- gallon hats, scarlet shirts and 
chaps; creaking stagecoaches and galloping Pony Express riders” that 
greeted a Boeing 247 transport from United Air Lines when that company 
opened service into “the famed Round- up town of Pendleton, Oregon.” 
The stunt aimed to draw a “contrast between the old and new in western 
transportation methods.” As part of the exhibition, the 247 took “two loads 
of Indian passengers” for a flight, “their feathers and beads making an odd 
picture inside the cabin of the 247.”100 Company leaders in 1934 embraced 
a regional identity and traditions based on popular assumptions embedded 
in the American West, including the assumption that Indians represent the 
opposite of modernity, and they worked to emphasize the modern technol-
ogy of airplanes manufactured in the West. As Philip Deloria observes, in 
white American culture, Native Americans have been portrayed as embody-
ing, among other things, a “technological incapacity” and an “inability 
to engage a modern capitalist market economy.”101 Boeing’s promotion 
was certainly tied into this colonial history of assumptions of white racial 
and technical superiority. In contrast to the 1934 image, however, by 2001 
company leaders wanted to cultivate an image of a global corporation on 
the cutting edge of technology in a manner that did not emphasize Boe-
ing’s links to the Pacific Northwest or the American West. Both images, 
however, belie a sense of economic vulnerability; leaders, even while they 
touted the technical superiority of the company, were in fact suspicious of 
the idea that the company’s setting was a liability.

The company has long battled public perceptions of the Pacific Northwest, 
though this shared history helped workers develop a common identity and 
shared history. Seattle, along with much of the Pacific Northwest, has often 
been characterized as an unusual location for a prosperous industry like 
Boeing. Best known for resource extraction, it did not seem like a place that 
would facilitate industrial manufacturing. As Eugene Bauer characterizes 
it, “Seattle was an unlikely site for an airplane factory. Tucked away in the 
remote northwest corner of the country, the area was a vast ocean of timber, 
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lakes, rivers, mountains, and islands.”102 Even as the company expanded 
it was still imagined as being in a frontier far removed from the nation’s 
industrial heart.103 A 1950 history of Washington State described Boeing 
as a “Western pioneer,” underscoring the company’s postwar significance 
and the surprising rise of a big business on the western frontier.104 To 
many, it seemed unusual to have both manufacturing and corporate head-
quarters in such a place. In the 1950s the Bureau of Business Research, a 
collaborative organization made up of corporate leaders and faculty at the 
University of Washington, noted, “By any standard of measure the Boeing 
Airplane Company is one of the few very large industrial firms with both 
headquarters and major manufacturing facilities located in the Pacific 
Northwest.”105 The company’s move to Chicago, then, provided a way for 
company leaders to distance themselves from both the responsibility of 
dealing with day- to- day labor problems, as the family metaphor suggested 
they should, and from images of the company tied to popular perceptions 
of the Pacific Northwest.106

Although Boeing’s move to Chicago was rhetorically powerful in dis-
rupting the family metaphor and regional history, it did not significantly 
or immediately alter the company’s Puget Sound workforce; it required 
only 400 to 500 workers to move, or roughly .02 percent of the company’s 
worldwide workforce of 198,000, of which 78,000 were based in Seattle.107 
Yet, the effects of the move were far reaching. After hearing of the move, a 
strong sense of “mourning” developed among Washington residents and 
Boeing workers. Gov. Gary Locke pointed out that the move would leave 
a “void in our economic and cultural life.”108 Workers noticed that the 
move was at odds with the family metaphor; they expressed deep concern 
about what it meant for future Boeing work in the Pacific Northwest and 
questioned the company’s respect for and loyalty to the workers. One 
technical- support employee at Boeing voiced doubt that Seattle lacked 
good business conditions or global opportunities and noted, “I think I 
understand the logic, but I don’t think it’s necessary.”109 Another worker, 
Rebecca Cranz, who had been with Boeing for ten years, expressed worry 
that her job was threatened and underscored how removed she felt from 
company leaders and their decisions: “I have no idea what’s going to hap-
pen. It would have been nice if I had found out a little earlier.”110 To many 
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workers and union members, Boeing’s move seemed to violate a shared 
history of familialism, in which both the company and its workers weathered 
the ups and down of the aerospace industry together and displayed both 
loyalty and respect toward one another. Mark Blondin, president of Lodge 
751 of the International Association of Machinists and Aerospace Workers, 
observed that the move went against the traditions of the company since 
its founding in 1916 by William Boeing: “This decision is a blow to our 
entire community. Bill Boeing must be turning over in his grave to learn 
his company is being ripped from its roots and moved cross country.”111

Boeing leaders dismissed workers’ concerns over the demise of the Boe-
ing family as being out of touch with twenty- first- century business realities. 
In a comment that highlighted the growing chasm between Boeing work-
ers and leaders, Boeing’s chief administrative officer, John Warner, told 
the Seattle Times, “I don’t expect, ever, the ordinary man on the street [in 
Seattle] to really understand this arcane language of corporate strategy.” 
Similarly, when Condit traced the company’s Seattle roots he characterized 
them, and workers’ expectations of corporate loyalty, as simplistic and 
outdated: “That’s the way [Boeing] grew up. . . . It’s just a different company 
than it was five years ago.” Staying in Seattle posed a problem because, 
according to Condit, people “almost naturally” linked Boeing to Seattle.112 
One management researcher, Jim O’Toole, observed that these reasons 
were somewhat out of the ordinary: “Most of the time when corporations 
move, they do it to get closer to their work force, or for tax reasons. I have 
never heard of a company changing its location to change its culture or 
its perspective. This could be a first.”113 Boeing’s move certainly included 
economic considerations, but it also removed company leaders from the 
familial workplace culture and its attendant traditions. The emphasis 
on individuality and self- reliance the company had developed in earlier 
conceptions of family values also fit the developing neoliberal context, 
with its focus on combating “all forms of social solidarity that hindered 
competitive flexibility,” such as trade unions.114 Thus, the family metaphor 
was flexible and utilitarian.

In addition to moving company headquarters, Boeing began to hire CEOs 
and top executives from outside the Seattle area. Historically, Boeing had 
utilized the local “old- boy network,” with CEOs and top executives who 
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had come from the University of Washington’s engineering department 
and risen through company ranks. As the company diversified, however, by 
outsourcing work, moving company headquarters to Chicago, and hiring 
more women and minorities, Boeing began to recruit workers from outside 
the Seattle area. Changes in leadership also partly explain the recent trend 
among large corporations to move their headquarters. CEOs and corporate 
executives now hail from all over the world as opposed to the location of the 
corporate headquarters. One relocation specialist noted, “When [leaders] 
had the old- boy network, they all lived in that town.”115 Karen Ho points 
out how corporations have aligned more closely with Wall Street since the 
1990s and workers have less opportunity for upward mobility. Managers 
are less likely to be former shop- floor workers than “financially trained 
MBAs and ex- investment bankers.”116 In 2005 W. James McNerney, who 
was born and raised in Rhode Island and at the time worked at 3M in Min-
nesota, “became the first outsider to run the Boeing Company.”117

Understanding Boeing’s growth, and the place of workers within that 
process, is key to understanding the end of the family metaphor and the 
present- day tensions. Capital accumulation has grown at the expense of 
workers in recent decades, as industrial jobs in the 1970s and 1980s were 
replaced with service- sector jobs that pay less and offer less job security.118 
That Boeing no longer supports workers in the same way was evident in 
the November 2013 union vote on where the 777X would be built. After 
the vote, an article in Time called the International Association of Machin-
ists an “old school union” filled with members who had “worked decades 
to build a solid middle class existence.”119 Boeing, meanwhile, began to 
take bids from all over the United States to see which city would give the 
corporation the biggest tax breaks and the most lucrative incentives. The 
activist Ralph Nader wrote a letter to McNerney calling the “squeeze” put 
on workers “unseemly” and arguing that “Boeing’s systemic campaigns 
for corporate welfare are shameful. Your company is one of the major 
corporate welfare kings in America.”120 As Nader pointed out, neoliberal 
tenets have been increasingly common in empowering corporate leaders 
and profits at the expense of workers. Workers are acutely aware of this 
vulnerability, which helps explain why the IAM voted to accept a revised 
contract for building the 777X in the Pacific Northwest in January 2014. 
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One thirty- year- old mechanic noted, “I don’t ever want to gamble. I’ve got 
a family to take care of.” Another worker who had been at Boeing twenty- 
five years echoed these fears, showing the vulnerability that both older 
and younger workers feel: “At this stage in my career, I’m not willing to 
take that chance.”121 Similarly, Nancy Stapleton, a sixty- year- old worker, 
argued that her “yes” vote was a way to protect future workers: “I call 
this protecting our younger generation. There’s a lot of jobs at stake.”122 
Another worker from a “three- generation Boeing family,” whom the Los 
Angeles Times described as looking “briefly stricken” when asked how he 
voted, noted the pain that his “yes” vote cost him: “I voted for it. I’m not 
proud of that.”123

These quotes suggest the profound shifts the company has undergone 
in recent decades. Over the course of the twentieth century, Boeing grew 
from a small, fairly monolithic “family” company based in the Pacific 
Northwest to a diversified global corporation with workers all over the 
world and corporate leaders removed from the daily interactions on the 
shop floor. This book examines the power struggles Boeing workers and 
leaders have faced as the company became a powerful global corporation 
with a workplace culture organized around business principles like “share-
holder value” rather than the idea of family or traditions.

Organization of the Book

This book is organized around case studies that analyze the tensions accom-
panying Boeing’s growth and diversification, especially the employment 
of white women, racial minorities, transsexuals, and other nonmale and 
nonwhite workers. Each case study considers how the family metaphor 
operated in the context of negotiating workplace conditions. Although the 
negotiations varied according to context, in all cases the familial narrative 
worked to organize the workplace in unequal ways. I consider all Boeing 
workers, as all were included in descriptions of family, though not in 
equal ways. While this broad view to some degree obscures the historical 
development of particular kinds of occupational tracks, it also offers an 
opportunity to compare workers’ experiences in a manner that exposes 
the dynamics of workplace inequalities.

To set the context for the case studies, chapter 1 traces the development 
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of the family metaphor at Boeing in the 1930s, when the company’s growth 
first picked up and when company leaders began to organize corporate 
culture around the concept of the Boeing “family.” As both David Harvey 
and Dana Cloud point out, the family metaphor is not about sharing power 
but about retaining power and concentrating it in the hands of management 
and the upper classes. Harvey notes that strata that are “organized through 
family and kinship” have “managed to hang on to a consistent power 
base.”124 Cloud argues that the “family values ideograph— in concert with 
the ideographs ‘responsibility’ and ‘opportunity’— ultimately encourages 
the dislocation of attention away from structural social problems and onto 
private life and personal responsibility.”125 Chapter 1 shows how, in general, 
corporate culture attempted to unify workers, unite the interests of employ-
ees with their employer, and build a monolithic workplace identity around 
white patriarchal heterosexual fraternal norms even as the company grew 
larger and labor organizing gained momentum. The subsequent chapters 
all examine different episodes in which Boeing’s corporate culture and its 
self- image as a family were challenged by social, economic, and cultural 
changes. Chapter 2 details company leaders’ resistance to hiring women 
and African Americans during World War II, despite labor shortages and 
lagging production rates. Boeing had to hire more women to keep up 
production rates but at the same time reconcile diversified employment 
policies with the familial culture that had set a workplace standard of 
fraternal relations between white heterosexual men. Chapter 3 looks at 
the “EEO era” and the frustrations of women managers who tried to work 
their way up through Boeing’s “old- boy” network, which blocked equal 
employment opportunity mandates. The Boeing family had to become 
more flexible to incorporate affirmative action programs into workplace 
organization, though the gendered traditions of the company’s past muted 
the possibilities for more radical change. Chapter 4 analyzes the case of 
Jane Doe v. Boeing Company, in which a male- to- female transsexual in the 
traditionally male engineering department was fired for dressing as a 
woman and subsequently sued on the basis of employment discrimination. 
The chapter examines the disruption to the family metaphor, as well as 
the heteronormative culture it promoted, that occurred as a result of the 
case. Chapter 5 looks at two remarkable events that both began in February 
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2000: a strike by Boeing engineers and a class- action lawsuit waged by 
women employed by Boeing in the Pacific Northwest. These events show 
how neoliberal capitalism was at odds with the family metaphor to such a 
degree that a metaphor of “teamwork” emerged as a way to manage Boe-
ing’s growth and its shift toward global capitalism. Workers, as this chapter 
shows, were resistant to these changes, even while women acknowledged 
a past that never offered equality of opportunity.

Collectively, these case studies reveal that Boeing’s corporate culture 
attempted to uphold masculine heterosexual fraternalism as a vital corporate 
strategy for most of the twentieth century. While such policies generated 
inequality, they also helped company leaders and managers navigate the 
profound social, cultural, and economic anxieties of corporate capitalism in 
the postwar period. When that culture shifted, it caused new rifts between 
workers, managers, and company leaders and exposed the power that 
company leaders had over workers in new ways. The chapters that follow 
offer a view of how Boeing’s corporate culture emerged as a key strategy 
for negotiating change and maintaining corporate power. Boeing leaders, 
and sometimes workers, attempted to construct and maintain the Boeing 
“family” because it was a way to try to hold together a company that was 
growing while creating uniformity. This uniformity made it easier for com-
pany leaders to manage a stable workforce, and it provided some workers 
with a sense of job security that came with monetary and cultural benefits. 
This study, then, provides an examination of how corporate culture, and 
capitalism more broadly, upholds gender and sexual norms that permit, 
and foster, employment discrimination.
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CHAPTER 1

Fraternalism and the 
Boeing News in the 1930s

The March 1932 issue of Boeing’s company publication, the Boeing News, 
introduced a new feature that offered Boeing employees’ “news of inter-
est.”1 Titled “Shop Notes,” the section focused on the various shop- floor 
departments that housed the growing blue- collar, mostly male, workforce. 
Employees were to report stories and announcements to their shop- floor 
supervisors, who would in turn report them to the “shop reporter.” The 
newspaper described the section as a way to honor the linkages between 
the company leaders and managers and the rank- and- file workers: “BOE-
ING NEWS is your paper and we want your news to be published in it.”2 
Typical is the December 1937 feature, which reported, among other things, 
that Alton Reese’s wife had given birth to a baby girl; Carl Fields, who was 
affectionately nicknamed “Grandpapa,” had been promoted; and Wayne 
Thompson had recently purchased a new Ford V- 8.3 Publicly recognizing 
life experiences as honored “shop traditions” reinforced and celebrated 
men’s role as husbands, fathers, and most of all, company workers. The 
language of “family” increasingly permeated the Boeing News as the com-
pany expanded in the 1930s, but in ways that assumed fraternal bonding 
between men. This chapter analyzes passages in the Boeing News to show 
the development of Boeing’s corporate culture and the growing pains it 
experienced throughout the 1930s. Boeing employed the family metaphor 
to counter the increasing fragmentation of Boeing’s workforce in the 1930s 
amid the challenges posed by the Great Depression, the company’s growth, 
and unionization efforts.
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In the 1930s the Boeing “family” became a version of fraternalism that 
upheld masculine solidarity. As Boeing grew larger and managers assumed 
greater power, company initiatives like the Boeing News tried to retain the 
feeling of a “shop- floor” company and to build a company “family” based 
on fraternal norms and assumptions of masculine solidarity, between work-
ers and management and among workers themselves. Workers were not 
entirely accepting of the family metaphor and struggled against corporate 
culture even while adhering to some masculine norms and traditions, 
especially in union efforts. As Francine Moccio notes, “Fraternity is the 
very foundation upon which proto- trade unionism was built,” and fraternal 
societies of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries “served valuable 
familial and community functions in an unstable economic environment.”4 
Because fraternal organizations were “overwhelmingly male” with “gender 
solidarity” as the “uniting factor,” women have had a difficult time break-
ing into blue- collar professions and unions coded as male. Fraternalism 
since the early twentieth century in skilled blue- collar jobs has meant 
“wiring together formal and informal cultural forms of male bonding and 
gender solidarity for purposes of organizational efficiency and commercial 
expansion.”5

At Boeing, fraternalism offered a way to talk about company and worker 
solidarity despite the boom- and- bust cycles of the aircraft industry. Unlike 
earlier forms of familialism, the Boeing “family” was not familial in the 
sense that Boeing was the father, though a certain degree of paternalism 
toward women and minority workers did exist. Whereas earlier models of 
corporate familialism were more focused on benefits and paternalism and 
corresponded more closely to the patriarchal family structure, disciplinary 
control at Boeing was exerted less by a paternal authority figure than by 
a rigid social hierarchy that was enforced daily on the shop floor through 
workers’ interactions with their managers and coworkers. In the pages of 
newsletters, in hiring and promotion practices, in shop- floor relations, and 
in Boeing- sponsored social events it was assumed that Boeing workers 
should identify with one another in terms of race, gender, and sexuality 
and through a shared masculine work experience and history. Corporate 
discourse helped to solidify a masculinized work space. Although the Boe-
ing “family” would change in reaction to social and economic challenges, 
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the fraternal expectations that were set in the 1930s, both by the company 
and by union efforts, had a lasting impact on company culture throughout 
the twentieth century. Fraternalism helped to build and uphold workplace 
hierarchies that set the stage for a workplace dominated by white patriar-
chal heterosexual norms.

The Company Publication as Management Strategy

Company publications like the Boeing News became a routine part of corpo-
rate management strategy beginning in the early twentieth century. They 
emerged in conjunction with paternalistic company- sponsored programs 
designed to monitor and shape workers’ characters. This was a shift from 
earlier times, when employers had left issues of employee motivation and 
identification with the company to shop- floor supervisors or to managers.6 
Company publications supported company welfare and personnel manage-
ment programs by using the family metaphor to rhetorically assign workers 
an important place within increasingly large corporate bureaucracies. As 
Roland Marchand argues, “We may justifiably remain skeptical of the 
power of the family metaphor . . . to reshape worker consciousness. But 
this imagery often functioned in tandem with efforts to decrease worker 
alienation through humanizing systems of employee representation and 
paternalistic welfare programs.”7 Corporations also began to institute 
programs of personnel management beginning in the 1920s.8

Like other corporations, Boeing recognized that publicity and public 
relations were important parts of efforts to maintain a cohesive company 
“family” amid economic and labor tensions. The institution of the Boeing 
News was part of a larger company attempt to bolster employee identification 
and company image and to manage employees. Beginning in 1922 Boeing 
began publishing the Joystick, which later became the Boeing News.9 In 1930 
Boeing’s newly established public relations department began to publish the 
Boeing News. In 1939 company president P. G. Johnson created the position 
of public relations manager and hired Harold Mansfield to fill it because he 
recognized “the increasing significance of public relations.” The position 
was eventually elevated to “vice presidential status.”10 In the first issue of 
the Boeing News, Johnson noted that the company’s growth necessitated a 
company publication: “It is my belief that the Boeing family has grown so 
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rapidly, our activities are so varied, our personnel so separated, that the 
time has come when all of us should be kept informed, about what the 
other groups are doing. That explains the Boeing News.”11 Many company 
publications emerged after periods of strained relations between labor 
and management, such as labor strikes.12 The Boeing News grew alongside 
union efforts to organize workers. By 1934 the company was facing the 
challenges brought on by the Great Depression. Workers were ready for 
union organization and reportedly displayed an “overwhelming opinion 
in favor of some form of organization.”13

The Boeing News had wide distribution; in addition to providing it to 
employees, company leaders gave it to the media, company customers, 
libraries, and top military personnel. Boeing’s plants in Wichita and Canada 
had their own plant publications. Company leaders were in fact rigorous 
in making sure that workers received the publication. One former Boeing 
manager at the Seattle plant recalled, “On publication day stacks of the 
magazine were placed at the various exit gates where the guards passed 
them out as they carried on their routine inspection of employees’ lunch 
buckets and parcels at shift change.”14 These distribution methods suggest 
the presence of some tensions in the Boeing “family” and the imposition 
of corporate culture on workers, but they also highlight the centrality of 
corporate culture in the workplace. The Boeing News devoted so much copy 
to emphasizing the camaraderie, fraternalism, and shared backgrounds 
of Boeing workers that it would be easy to forget that Boeing leaders were 
the ones who published and circulated the Boeing News. But the publica-
tion reflected the company’s growth into a powerful corporation with an 
increasingly hierarchical structure. By the 1930s the ranks of management 
at corporations like Boeing began to increase. Corporations gave more 
power to managers, rather than workers. As Julia Ott points out, even 
while corporations rhetorically began to tout ideas of a “shareholders’ 
democracy,” with employees “owning” a part of the corporation, corporate 
leaders controlled the distribution of the shares and retained power over 
the company.15

The changes in the “Shop Notes” feature of the Boeing News mirror the 
growth of the company in the 1930s and increased company efforts to 
manage unity. Although initially a page in length, the “Shop Notes” feature 
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soon took up several pages and editors changed the name of it to “Personal 
Notes about Our Personnel.” By the early 1940s the feature sometimes ran 
five or more pages and included information on new plants, departments, 
and shops. As the company expanded, such sections were needed in order 
to maintain a sense of familiarity among workers. Company leaders were 
increasingly removed from the ever- growing shop- floor departments, and, 
as Boeing grew, it was less likely that employees would know one another 
or about the functions and dynamics of other shops. The Boeing News also 
published a small column called “From the Observer’s Cockpit” in the 
early 1930s, but the column on company happenings was short and often 
focused on news of the military representatives and corporate leaders.16 
In contrast the employee- centered “Shop Notes” and “Personal Notes 
about Our Personnel” functioned as spaces where company leaders tried to 
integrate the lives of shop- floor supervisors and employees into corporate 
culture in a way that would otherwise not have been possible.

In the late 1930s Boeing News editors added “All in the Family,” compiled 
by company leaders to share important company news. A 1939 installment 
asked workers to consider the link between the Boeing family of workers and 
the company’s technological innovations, conjuring the sense of family to 
describe the pride workers felt after filling an order for Boeing 314 clippers 
purchased by Pan American Airways: “Whether or not we had thought of 
ourselves in exactly that light, undoubtedly it was the ‘proud parent’ feeling 
that welled up inside of us the moment the first Clipper said goodby [sic] to 
home and struck off to make a living in the South Pacific.”17 In addition to 
promoting high work standards, “All in the Family” messages reinforced 
a sense of belonging and promoted a vision of the company as stable, 
inclusionary, and supportive— many of the characteristics one might expect 
from a family member. Similarly, “Personal Notes” used the language of 
family and home to describe workplace relations. In 1934, for example, an 
assembly shop contribution to “Shop Notes” equated the shop floor with 
the familiarity of hearth and home: “Jack Finney has returned to the fold 
after an absence of several months. Welcome home!”18 As discussed below, 
the language of fraternalism increasingly took center stage in the Boeing 
News as the company battled the challenges of the Great Depression and 
witnessed union organization of its workers for the first time.
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Labor Tensions, Corporate Confidence, 
and the Great Depression

Fraternalism became especially important in the 1930s because the com-
pany’s future seemed uncertain and stability seemed elusive because of the 
Great Depression. Although the decade started on an optimistic note, the 
turbulent 1930s affected Boeing’s employment levels. Company leaders 
worked hard to minimize any sense of impending economic doom and to 
instill a sense of confidence in workers regarding the company’s future. The 
end of the 1920s and beginning of the 1930s brought significant company- 
wide development, and Boeing continued to expand despite the Great 
Depression. In 1928 William Boeing declared that it was time to “build 
up” engineering and research, so expansion of the Seattle plant included 
an administration building to accommodate the growing engineering 
department.19 Company leaders celebrated a purported stability in a time 
of economic crisis and stressed Boeing’s capabilities in outmaneuvering 
the economic crisis. The front page of the November 1931 Boeing News, for 
example, defiantly declared, “Depression? Far from It!”20

Employment rose to twelve hundred in 1932 in order to meet army and 
navy orders (for P- 12E pursuit planes and F4B- 4 fighters).21 Those numbers 
were a far cry from Boeing’s employment levels just thirteen years earlier, 
when the company had employed only sixty- seven people and built fur-
niture in an attempt to survive the downturn.22 Harold Mansfield, public 
relations manager and editor of the Boeing News, noted, “Throughout the 
generally bad business year of 1932, the plant on Duwamish [River] was 
bustle and hum.”23 The plant did take some steps to try to maintain stable 
employment levels. In June 1933 the company standardized the work 
week to five days “as a means of providing maximum employment.” Yet 
in 1931 the Boeing News declared Boeing to be exceptional in the generally 
bad business climate: “We’ve forced the depression to give our plant a 
mighty wide berth. . . . Depression? Far from it, indeed!”24 The publication 
emphasized the significance of the company to the surrounding region, 
and in 1934 the Boeing News boasted, “With local expenditures aggregat-
ing almost $3,000,000 for the year, our company played an increasingly 
important part in the affairs of Seattle and the surrounding district during 
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1933.” While most of this figure ($2.5 million) was in salaries and wages, the 
company also noted the significance of local purchases and expenses.25

That optimism, however, had faded considerably by the mid- 1930s. 
Mansfield notes, “That spring of 1934 everything seemed to be going 
backward. Everything.”26 In 1934 Congress passed antitrust legislation that 
barred aircraft manufacturers from participating in airmail delivery and 
airline services. Boeing had been engaged in the airmail business, so after 
the new law went into effect the company had to reorganize its operations 
and focus solely on aircraft manufacturing. The forced restructuring had 
a significant impact on workforce levels. In 1934 Boeing employed 1,738 
people, up about 500 from the 1932 total of 1,200. By January 1935, only 
613 people were on the company payroll.27 Out of that number, 73 were 
engineers, who worked long hours six or seven days per week while design-
ing the Flying Fortress.28 In 1936 business started picking up again when 
Boeing began to sell B- 17 bombers to the army; employment levels once 
again rose, with more than 3,000 workers on the job by the beginning of 
1939.29 In the mid- 1930s, however, the plant situation was, as Mansfield 
characterizes it, “critical. . . . The plant was operating in the red.”30

William Boeing was so disgusted with the new federal regulation that he 
left Boeing and the aviation industry altogether and began to raise horses.31 
People in Seattle and employees alike mourned the departure of Bill Boeing 
and worried about the impact of the changes on the company and region. 
A 1934 editorial in the Seattle Times that was reprinted in the Boeing News 
paid tribute to W. E. Boeing as a pioneer in the aviation industry and a 
voice announcing displeasure at the intrusion of the federal government 
into Boeing’s business. From the perspective of “Mr. and Mrs. Boeing,” 
the editorial was in the form of an open letter that promised to inform the 
company’s founder about what residents thought of recent events: “Seattle 
remembers ‘Bill’ Boeing as a daring experimenter in a new field at a time 
when men now prominent in government probably were uncertain whether 
a heavier- than- air machine really could be made to fly.” The editorial went 
on to describe a history of shop- floor togetherness and the significance of 
the company to the local and regional identity and economy: “The Boeing 
Company started with three men in a building that wouldn’t house one 
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of its minor departments now. . . . Today, his is the biggest industry and 
the largest payroll in Seattle. . . . Seattle has reason to feel proud of ‘Bill’ 
Boeing; so has the United States.”32 In the absence of Bill Boeing, com-
pany leaders focused on trying to build a company that retained a sense 
of camaraderie and continued to grow despite the bad economic climate 
and the new rules of operation.

The departure of Bill Boeing meant that the paradigm of a company 
family could take root more firmly, though in a way that was different from 
how other companies were using the family metaphor from the turn of 
the century through the 1930s.33 In the absence of its founding figure, the 
company began to organize around fraternalism, or ideas of commonal-
ity among male workers. Bill Boeing remained important to narratives 
of the company’s progress and growth, but company leaders had to find 
new ways to talk about the significance of work at Boeing after he left. In 
the wake of Boeing’s departure, and especially after the postwar period 
(as discussed in subsequent chapters), the company’s familialism became 
more of an assumed identification on the part of workers and management. 
Conceptions of skill, advancement, authority, friendship, and camara-
derie all relied on a fraternal social order that emphasized masculine  
heterosexual norms.

These fraternal norms emerged out of a search for stability in an unstable 
and shifting work environment. After the forced restructuring, Boeing 
had a shortage of cash, which made it difficult to pay workers and to keep 
employment levels steady. In his narrative of the changes at Boeing during 
this time period, Mansfield emphasizes the unity of the workforce and the 
willingness of employees to sacrifice for the greater good of the company, 
recounting how employees effectively worked out a plan for sharing jobs, 
with one group on for two weeks and then off while the other group worked: 
“Then, when the plan was put into effect, a lot of them came down on their 
time off and worked without pay.”34 Mansfield’s romantic assessment, 
however, masks the very real strains that the instability of the mid- 1930s 
caused and the toll it took on employees’ faith in their employer. Even in 
the 1920s Boeing employees worked under tenuous conditions, with erratic 
paydays, wage rates, and work schedules.35 The “Shop Notes” feature of 
the Boeing News often welcomed back employees who had been laid off. In 
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1933, for example, the machine shop reported that night shift had “reac-
quired” about 50 percent of its employees.36 Similarly, in 1934 the finishing 
shop noted the layoff of a “shop clerk, timekeeper, nurse and assistant 
jack- of- all- trades” who had been with the company for eight years.37 Also 
in 1934 the finishing shop noted “a few of the other boys have been laid 
off— only temporarily, we hope.”38 One labor relations expert has noted 
the sharp divisions between shop- floor and salaried workers at Boeing in 
1933, describing the benefits salaried workers received that hourly work-
ers did not, including regular working hours, sick leave, a better insurance 
program, vacations, and even hot water in the washroom. Hourly workers, 
on the other hand, “could be called to work whenever their services were 
needed and sent home when they were not needed. A union might help 
control the sometimes unequal, and, it seemed to many hourly workers, 
unfair distribution of wages.”39 By 1934 shop- floor workers were fed up with 
the uncertainties and began assembling the infrastructure for a union.40 
As John McCann notes, “By the mid- thirties, the choice was no longer ‘no 
union’ or ‘union’— but which union.”41

Much of the material in the Boeing News asserted the existence of unity 
between the Boeing workforce and management and stressed that, despite 
the economic hardships that placed labor and management in very different 
positions, they shared the same goals. The publication, however, was care-
ful to distinguish between managers and company leaders and shop- floor 
workers in union efforts, noting, “Any steps toward organization should 
originate with employees themselves.”42 The “Personal Notes” submis-
sions indicated that some workers were not identifying with the company 
but were beginning to display loyalty to the union. The machine shop, for 
example, commented on union solidarity in 1934 when it noted, “The boys 
in the heat treating room report 100 per cent organization— they all wear 
union suits.”43 Unions, for some, seemed to provide the stability that the 
corporate family metaphor could not. The Boeing News sought to wrest 
control of the workforce, and employee loyalty, away from the union.44

Divisions within the Boeing “family” were based on not only rank in the 
company hierarchy but also occupational divisions. When Boeing work-
ers organized under union representation, they split along occupational 
lines. Beginning in 1936 shop- floor employees organized under Boeing’s 
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contract with Aeronautical Mechanics Union Lodge 751, a branch of the 
International Association of Machinists (IAM).45 The labor historian Robert 
Rodden notes that the union organization effort was fairly easy and that 
union- management relations into the 1940s were good: “The IAM’s first 
contract with Boeing, signed in 1936, was followed by more than a decade 
of good relationships with the company.”46 McCann notes, however, that 
“the company’s relaxed attitude toward unionization and willingness to 
deal with 751” derived from two factors: that the business of aircraft manu-
facturing required stable access to a skilled workforce and that federal 
legislation such as the Wagner Act helped facilitate unionization more 
broadly.47 The IAM’s long history of barring women and people of color 
reinforced the power of white male employees.48 As a result, the sense 
of fraternalism, stability, and authority thrived among the white male 
workers. When the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) certified Local 
Lodge 751 in 1937, about one thousand Boeing workers were members. By 
May 1939 membership had risen to twenty- one hundred.49 By December 
1939 membership stood at more than four thousand.50 In a relatively short 
period of time, then, Lodge 751 had positioned itself as a white fraternal 
organization with a distinctly separate identity and interest from company 
leaders and managers.

In 1939 Lodge 751 created a union newspaper, Aero Mechanic, which 
featured some of the same organizational language as the Boeing News, 
though in ways that sought to solidify fraternalism among shop- floor work-
ers rather than between workers and company leaders. The first issue used 
the language of family to announce that the union newspaper had been 
“born” and was still in the process of working out logistics, “like a new- 
born babe.” The newspaper offered ten dollars to the winner of a contest to 
name the new publication and issued only two guidelines for the contest: 
do not make the name long, and do not use the word Boeing in the title.51 
Aero Mechanic also included an employee “Shop News” section that was 
quickly renamed “Shop Dial,” though the commentary was markedly more 
biting and included references to wages— something not mentioned in the 
employee sections of the Boeing News. In the first issue, for example, the 
bench shop reported, “So many of the boys have been leaving Boeing’s to 
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go to work at the Navy Yard for more money, that soon they’ll be able to 
build planes instead of ships in Bremerton.”52 Also in the first issue was a 
column by the president of Lodge 751 that emphasized accessibility and 
fraternal bonding: “This, Brothers, is the first issue of YOUR PAPER, edited 
by your fellow workers and the news articles and criticism, we hope, will be 
furnished by all of you. Remember that this is your paper, like the Local, 
belongs to you and not any office, group of officers or any other click [sic] 
or group.” The column went on to note that working- class identities and 
norms were to be celebrated in Aero Mechanic: “Don’t think that you must 
have a brilliant education to express yourself here, we want your ideas in 
good homely language that you use every day on the job. Talk to all of us 
as if we were the fellow alongside on the job.”53

Engineers fought for a separate organization based on their identities 
as professional workers. As one engineer, Richard Henning, recalls of his 
experience working at Boeing in the 1930s and 1940s, “We were petition-
ing the NLRB for a separate vote to have our own professional organization 
completely separate of the shop union. We could not accept the idea of 
professionals being told how much they could earn and how they were 
to work on the job by a shop union.” Henning goes on to describe how 
Boeing engineers eventually got their own union, the Seattle Professional 
Engineering Employees Association (SPEEA), which was created in 1944 
and was approved by final vote in 1946, “in spite of the shop union and in 
spite of an all- out effort by the Boeing Company Labor Management V.P. to 
convince the engineers that they had their best interests at heart, and that 
we really didn’t need a union organization.”54 Despite this early disagree-
ment, Henning notes, “relationships with the Company were cordial.”55

The instabilities from the forced restructuring in 1934 and the Great 
Depression threatened to exacerbate a sense of helplessness and reliance 
on the whims of both the federal government and the economic context. 
The construction and promotion of fraternal norms, by both union and 
company leaders, helped alleviate some of the economic and social divi-
sions and promoted a sense of fraternal stability and solidarity, even while 
divisions between ranks of workers and between workers and management 
remained and tensions sometimes surfaced.
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Tensions in Reporting “Family” News

The evolution of the Boeing News makes it clear that workers did not always 
rise to the expectations set forth by company leaders and the family meta-
phor. The first “Shop Notes” feature mentioned a shortage of items to 
report, and the Boeing News editor chided departments for not providing 
news items and sought to encourage greater future cooperation: “Other 
departments certainly have more news than is published here. Next month 
Boeing News wants to see every department included and we would like 
to have plenty of news from each shop.”56 Yet, even when contributing, 
workers did not always display the enthusiasm that company leaders 
sought. The floor supervisor of the cable shop humorously pointed out 
the unpleasantness of submitting news for consideration and offered the 
following poem for one 1934 issue:

I’m quite a brave man when danger is near,
To run I never choose,
But one task makes me shiver and sets me aquiver,
That’s writing for Boeing News.57

Similarly, the assembly shop reported, “The ‘fatal day’ arrives again and 
as usual the mind is blank, the pencil broken and the shop’s reporter on 
night shift. Oh well— .”58 When the machine shop reported, “We were hop-
ing our idea of a moratorium on shop notes would go over big this month 
but the boss vetoed the proposition,” the Boeing News editor replied in an 
“Editor’s Note” that “the press knows no holiday.”59

While comical in tone, such excerpts also showcase the various ways that 
shop- floor workers sought, and exerted, a sense of ownership over their 
own departments and maintained a distance from corporate management. 
Submissions for “Shop Notes” sometimes seemed to mock the status of 
shop- floor news in the workplace while focusing on the significance of 
employees’ labor and workplace demands for that labor. The finishing shop, 
for example, listed a few marriages, births, and parties for its December 
1933 entry and then noted that building the newest airplane design was in 
fact their top priority: “That’s all for now. We’re so busy chasing new pursuit 
parts that we can’t very well concentrate on news.”60 Similarly, in April 
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1933 the dope shop, where lacquer was applied to fabric skins, reported 
that “transports are keeping everyone so busy that there’s little time for 
anything else, including our news column.”61 Another entry admitted that 
motivation was lacking when the regular reporter was away: “Our official 
Boeing News correspondent, Roy Andrews, now is on vacation and his 
pinch hitter isn’t exactly inspired, it seems— thus the lack of more news.”62 
Such sentiments belie both the comical nature of many of the entries and 
the level of negotiation that took place on the shop floor about the place 
of shop- floor employees in helping to shape workplace culture, even while 
the Boeing News was an instrument of corporate power.

In general, the Boeing News entries from the late 1930s and early 1940s 
were more polished and routine, while the entries from the early 1930s 
reflect some stress over reporting news items and a less- than- inspiring 
level of shop- floor cooperation, perhaps not surprising given the turbulent 
economic situation plaguing the company in the early 1930s. Even with 
the establishment of routine reporting, however, workers continued to 
display some resistance to management strategies. Company leaders and 
workers were beginning to feel their interests conflict and diverge even 
as the company sought to solidify a workplace “family.” One 1939 report, 
for example, chided inspection department workers for a seeming lack 
of cooperation: “Your correspondent would like to point out that news 
is scarce because members of the Department have not contributed any 
items. He would appreciate any cooperation from the gang in turning in 
news items, pictures and cartoons of interest. Leave them in the Inspection 
Booth.”63 Aero Mechanic, too, sometimes reported difficulty in obtaining 
worker support and loyalty. One shop news report, for example, stated, 
“If it hadn’t been for the new members being initiated on our last meet-
ing night it would have been a pretty sorry looking meeting. What holds 
you guys back?” Aero Mechanic, like the Boeing News, found it necessary 
to remind workers to submit news items and to sign up and show up for 
member events. One shop noted that the time demands of the union could 
be difficult to navigate in concert with work duties: “Since this is our first 
issue and time is short, we won’t have very much to say.”64 The economic 
context and the instability of the workforce no doubt made keeping up the 
pace of news submission difficult.
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Growing Pains and the “Boeing Spirit” 
during the Great Depression

Part of what kept the business of submitting news items difficult was the 
same reason that a company news medium was needed and instituted in 
the first place: the rapid expansion and contraction of the company during 
the 1930s amid the challenges presented by the Great Depression. As the 
company weathered the crisis of the Depression in the early 1930s, the 
company saw an upswing in growth in the late 1930s; this cycle made it 
imperative for company leaders to try to foster unity between workers and 
management and temper unionization efforts, which threatened to frag-
ment corporate culture. The Boeing News was an effort to maintain stability 
and retain worker confidence in corporate management decisions. After 
the significant downturn in the mid- 1930s, employment levels rose. By 
1939 the company had more than three thousand workers, or more than 
double the number at the beginning of the 1930s.65 Throughout the 1930s 
the “Personal Notes” and “Shop Notes” sections were often dedicated 
to welcoming new workers to the various shop departments at Boeing.66 
The wood shop observed the growth in both itself and the company, and 
its reporter noted that, at least from the perspective of its workers, the 
growth made the task of submitting newsworthy items easier: “Well, its 
Boeing News time again and with our crew increasing at the rate it has 
been for the past few weeks, in the future we should be able to fill several 
volumes.”67 The column then went on to welcome ten new workers to 
the wood shop. In 1940 the finishing shop similarly reported on the “fast- 
growing brotherhood of paint splashers.”68 New additions of shops, such 
as the material preparation shop and the factory manager’s office, were 
also noted, and the column provided a space for these shops to introduce 
workers and departments to one another.69

The Boeing News functioned as a space where company leaders could 
address the volatility of aircraft manufacturing. The publication informed 
workers of the ups and downs of the aircraft industry and attempted to 
soften the blows of company downturns, as one “All in the Family” column 
from the late 1930s makes evident. A May 1938 issue included a piece on 
the difficulties of working on a contract basis, such as high overhead costs 
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and high initial investment for labor and materials. The piece concluded 
that it was in the interest of both management and labor to produce the 
most competitive wage because “a continuous flow of new business must 
be secured.”70 Boeing workers were expected to shoulder part of the 
burden of the high manufacturing costs through loyalty to the company 
and acceptance of wages that might not increase on a yearly basis. A guest 
columnist for “All in the Family,” Ben J. Pearson, who worked in the sales 
department, picked up on these themes when he urged workers to maintain 
productivity in order to ensure government contracts for Flying Fortresses 
as part of the national defense rearmament program: “The biggest thing 
that we can do toward getting this business, which would mean jobs for us 
all, is to meet our schedule and deliver two B- 17B’s in May.”71 A worker’s 
response, titled “An Appeal to Ourselves,” was printed in the Boeing News 
in April 1939. The response suggests that some workers identified with the 
responsibilities and expectations that company leaders had established: 
“Our opportunity is to achieve greater fame by proving to our customers that 
we can meet and even surpass their demands. To do this we must assume 
the responsibility of our individual jobs; we might realize the importance 
of assignments; we must cooperate with each other and the management, 
with faster production as our common objective.”72 Signed “An Hourly 
Employee,” the letter suggests the possibility of tensions between managers 
and employees on the shop floor, as well as the significance of work culture 
for motivating workers— and that workers themselves were an important 
part of this process. And Boeing’s status as a defense contractor meant 
that familial endeavors were about more than an effort to secure workers’ 
loyalty; there was also an effort to discipline workers to be good citizens 
of the state. For workers, it was about trying to achieve status and stability 
through long- term employment in a volatile, often unpredictable industry.

Despite the tensions caused by the turbulent employment cycles, the 
union organization efforts, and the growing distance between company 
leaders and shop- floor workers, Boeing had constructed a sense of stability 
that helped company leaders and workers weather the Great Depression. 
A sense of optimism often permeated the pages of the “Personal Notes” 
reports and paid homage, often in comical ways, to the Depression. One 
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1932 item, for example, reflected a sense of removal from the economic 
instability and the social changes manifest during the Great Depression: 
“Bob Hamlin, one of the ‘old faithfuls’ in this department, still has a cheerful 
outlook on life in spite of the depression, for he is planning to be married 
shortly. Good luck to you, Bob.”73 Boeing seemed to offer a foundation for 
creating family stability at a time when the Depression was putting strains 
on male breadwinners and families. Talk of marriage in the “Shop Notes” 
feature was often framed not as a risky endeavor, even while marriages 
were often abandoned or put on hold during the economic instabilities 
of the Great Depression, but as a normal part of a worker’s life, as seen 
in the engineering department’s report that Phil Close was “shaping a 
little love nest, and will soon be splitting his pay check on a 95 to 5 basis, 
with Phil on the short end.”74 Another entry made note of a wave of mar-
riages: “Among those who will be running up the middle aisle this month 
are Ralph Berg and Wayne Sheridan. Who started all this? We wish them 
the best of everything.”75 The passages reflect a sense that employment 
at Boeing could, ironically, insulate people from the effects of the Great 
Depression, despite the turbulent employment cycles, and provide a living 
wage to support more than just a single man.

Some passages did note the effects of the Great Depression on family 
life. A 1934 entry from the dope shop, for example, pointed out, “From 
observations in this shop, the depression must still be on. We’re unable to 
report a single June bride or new arrival. The only thing June has produced 
thus far is a lot of nice weather for picnickers and fisherman [sic].”76 The 
economic collapse did in fact cause people to delay marriages and birth 
rates to decline, though they had been declining prior to the Great Depres-
sion. To many, having children during a major downturn was an economic 
risk.77 At Boeing, however, at least according to the Boeing News, it seemed 
more newsworthy to comment on a month without a birth or marriage, such 
as when the assembly shop ended a news report in 1932 by noting, “No 
new babies; no new marriages; no new divorces. Final score— even up.”78 
More often than not, the “Personal Notes” entries displayed a humorous 
optimism about family changes, such as when one worker reportedly noted, 
“This depression’s awful. Chuck Becvar gets a baby boy. Warren Mowery 
gets a boy also, and we get no cigars.”79
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As the 1930s wore on, the reporting of marriages and births came to 
dominate “Shop News.” For the production planning department, births 
were so common that their entries referenced the “Production ‘Proud Pappy’ 
Club.”80 That department reported in 1939, “Our old ‘one- a- month’ club is 
still going strong. This time we report the birth of two bouncing baby boys. 
The proud daddies are George Choate and Don Joy.”81 Such excerpts reflect 
both the routine nature of family additions as well as the sheer growth in 
numbers at the company. Celebrations of births were conducted on the 
shop floor: “Joe Romoseth reports the glad news of a baby girl, Jo Ann, 
born week before last. The proud papa’s chest expansion has increased 
about four inches, and we are looking for the cigars.”82 Such celebrations 
are explained not just by the structural changes of the company but also 
by its shifting culture.

Along with the increase in employment levels at the end of the 1930s, 
there was a sense of stability derived from the shop- floor “family.” Its 
members included a growing cohort of men around the same age and in 
the same stage of life, and they came to dominate the shop floor at Boeing. 
Workers were increasingly like one another, as humorously observed in 
an entry submitted by assembly shop plant 2 in 1940: “That all airplane 
mechanics are screwy is a fact; that they may get pickled as a pastime is 
well known, that lots of them are building boats is a popular rumor, that all 
the rest are married, we know.”83 With unionization and with the growth of 
the company, employment at Boeing did not seem as risky as it otherwise 
might have seemed in an industry plagued by cyclical layoffs. As these men 
aged and advanced their careers at Boeing, they together celebrated the 
milestones of family norms such as getting married, welcoming babies, 
buying new cars and homes, and taking vacations. The “Shop Notes” in 
the Boeing News helped to build this sense of shop- floor camaraderie and 
institutionalized such events as the norms of worker identity. On the shop 
floor, and in the pages of the Boeing News, there was an assumed bonding 
over family norms. Boeing’s corporate culture relied on heterosexual 
norms, which enforced social hierarchies and an unwritten code of con-
duct. Indeed, Boeing’s corporate culture upheld heterosexual norms as 
the cornerstone of workplace order.

For white men, who constituted nearly all of the Boeing workforce until 
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World War II, a corporate culture built around family norms provided a 
sense of inclusion and recognition of men’s importance as breadwinners 
for their families. They also gained fraternal networks of support that 
were both social and material. The November 1939 issue of the Boeing 
News highlights these themes. The template shop reported on a wedding 
shower of sorts for a newly married Boeing worker: “Monday morning Elton 
passed the cigars, and the same day at lunch time the boys of the Template 
Shop presented Braddock with a beautiful set of dishes, two pyrex cooking 
dishes and a rolling pin, in exchange for the promise that they would all be 
invited to dinner.”84 Boeing News editors included photographs of workers’ 
children, identified as the “Second Generation,” and declared, “Of all the 
‘papas’ among Boeing personnel, 100 per cent of them are proud papas 
and rightly so. If you don’t think so, just casually ask any of them how the 
baby is getting along!”85 These entries all celebrated Boeing workers’ 
identities as heterosexual married men who supported one another as 
well as their families and who relished their roles as husbands, fathers, 
and workers. Such characterizations paint a picture of company stability, 
cohesion, and camaraderie.

The portrait of domestic harmony presented in the Boeing News did not 
mean that there was no tension in the predominantly white male spaces 
or in the heterosexual model of workplace organization. Contradiction 
and tensions within the family metaphors used by corporations in the 
first decades of the twentieth century were also not uncommon.86 One 
1938 Boeing News story, for example, attempted to enlist cutting humor to 
comment on employee relations and dismiss any notion of homosexuality 
at Boeing: “Two of our young men have forsaken single blessedness. John 
Brockway and Bob Hillman have set up housekeeping together on Beach 
Drive— they really should pass out cigars.”87 Boeing’s corporate culture 
did not directly recognize any social relations other than institutionalized 
heterosexual order. The heterosexual order that was institutionalized in 
Boeing’s corporate culture allowed such stories to be dismissed as humor-
ous. Celebrated relationships that made it into the “Personal Notes” were 
those within the bounds of heterosexual marriages, such as the report that 
“a romance in the dope shop culminated September 9 in the marriage of 
Clara Bercot and Clyde Ault, both members of the shop.”88
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The heterosexual ideal that familialism celebrated was also institu-
tionalized in the family wage ideal that the welfare state upheld. Margot 
Canaday notes that the Social Security Act of 1935 cemented a “gendered 
imbalance” into the welfare state by creating a system “designed to shore 
up men as family breadwinners.” In omitting categories of work dominated 
by migrant workers (farmworkers, casual laborers, and domestics), it also 
created a system in which benefits went primarily to white men.89 As she 
argues, the welfare state “was both gendered and (hetero)sexualized as 
well. Men were the beneficiaries of marital perks but also the targets of 
marital imperatives. The latter could be quite punitive, but both types of 
incentives were necessary to make heterosexuality work as a system that 
was even more binding for women.”90 Alice Kessler- Harris notes that even 
into the 1960s “the idea of gender difference remained embedded in mar-
riage patterns and family lives, social tradition and economic possibility.” 
In the family wage ideal, women were supposed to work for their families, 
not for individual rights: “Women were educated, trained, and taught to 
earn in order to ‘help’ their husbands[,] to raise their families’ standards 
of living, and to enable their children to stay in school.”91 Lodge 751, too, 
reflected the assumptions of the breadwinner family model. In 1939 a 
women’s auxiliary for Lodge 751 was founded. Called the Clipperettes, 
the women largely organized social events and acted as a support network 
for Boeing families. The Clipperettes sought “better living conditions for 
the workers and their dependents,” goals that fit within the paradigm and 
assumptions of the heterosexual breadwinner model.92 The organization 
assumed, for example, that members would be a “wife, mother, sister” or 
“daughter of the Aeronautical Mechanics.”93

By the 1930s these heterosexual family norms were so institutionalized 
in Boeing’s workplace culture and the company so relied on for a family 
wage that workers began to talk in terms of “generations” of workers. 
The engineering department reported in February 1939, “Bert Norberg 
and George Snyder passed out the cigars, and then took home a couple of 
employment application blanks for use about twenty one years hence when 
their young sons finish their engineering courses.”94 Although humorous, 
the report shows the expectation that shop- floor workers would pass mas-
culine heterosexual shop- floor traditions on to a new generation and keep 
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those traditions in the Boeing “family.” One 1933 “Introducing” column 
told the story of how Albert Walloch came to work at the company: “His 
parents moved to Seattle— that was in 1920— and he came along. Here his 
father joined the Boeing organization and a few months later Al Walloch 
followed in his steps.” The publication noted that, while he almost became 
a bookkeeper, “tradition stepped in” and he became a sheet- metal worker, 
eventually rising to assistant foreman and then manager of the control 
surface shop.95

Generations of workers were further expanded to include grandchildren 
as the number of “old- timers” who had been with the company since the 
1920s, and sometimes earlier, began to grow. One entry, for example, 
observed about the birth of a grandchild, “After much questioning it finally 
came out that Tim Strigen is a proud grandpapa. His reluctance to reveal 
the secret lies in the fact that a granddaughter arrived instead of a grand-
son. Tim claims shyness in any dealings with the ladies. This tiny miss, 
however, has already caused Tim to trim his ‘mustachio’ a little closer.”96 
While comical, the entry plays on the pervasiveness of masculine norms 
in the shop- floor departments, making it seem as if women, or anything 
feminine, were a matter of strangeness.

Masculinity, Boeing “Stags,” and Welfare Capitalism

By the end of the 1930s, with the company workforce growing and an 
institutionalized sense of camaraderie being cemented on the shop floor, 
company leaders began to institute even greater changes. In addition to 
cultivating identification of workers with the ideal of the Boeing “fam-
ily” through venues like the Boeing News, the company worked to shape 
workplace culture by sponsoring company recreation leagues. For large 
corporations like Boeing, the family metaphor was intrinsically linked to 
welfare capitalism, in which corporations undertook company- sponsored 
recreation and social welfare programs. Several scholars have explained 
the rise of welfare capitalism in American business as a means of combat-
ing the rising influence of unions and fostering a sense of loyalty among 
employees.97 As Joan Sangster explains, welfare capitalism is an organized 
system that corporations implemented to maintain a loyal workforce and 
that was characterized by “the endeavor to create a Company culture 
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of consensus, deference and accommodation” in order to regulate the 
workforce.98 A key turning point for welfare capitalism occurred in the 
1930s and 1940s, when it began to expand as a result of World War II and 
because of decreased resistance and influence on the part of unions.99 In 
line with these larger changes, as well as the swelling ranks of employees 
on the company payroll, Boeing added a personnel department in 1939. 
The personnel department provided assistance with safety and health 
programs, company insurance, and follow- up for new employees, as well 
as assistance to current employees in “finding the kind of work for which 
they are best suited” and resources for further training and education. 
The new department also helped with the growing number of “employee 
activities” and was ready to offer “assistance with employees’ personal 
problems, insofar as it is welcome.”100 In 1939 company leaders organized 
a basketball team to play the Seattle Community League and made plans 
for an “inter- company basketball circuit” so that various departments, 
such as the already- organized engineering department, could play one 
another.101 The company even had a bowling league that spanned Boe-
ing’s plants in Washington and Canada.102 In 1939 the Boeing Camera 
Club boasted sixty- seven members and, fittingly, awarded the blue ribbon 
for the 1939 competition to a picture of a smiling baby.103 Salmon derbies 
and ski parties were other popular activities by the late 1930s.104 The new, 
expanded corporate culture could serve as a means to attract workers to 
one another, as well as to the company. Skating parties, for example, which 
began in the winter of 1939 and were held several times per month, offered 
a place for social mixing for both Boeing employees and their friends. The 
Boeing News offered pictures of one such party, including one of a young 
man helping tie the skates of a young woman, and noted that the parties 
“are thoroughly enjoyed by all.”105

Masculinity and a sense of shared heterosexual family norms were 
central to company activities. “Stag parties” held on weekends and after 
work helped solidify the fraternal networks being built on the shop floor. 
One purchasing department report provides insight into some of the activi-
ties at these parties: “A while back the boys from the department enjoyed 
an evening in the quiet revelry of a congenial stag party. The evening and 
morning were spent playing a bit of poker and black jack, and refreshments 
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were served.”106 A report from a year later shows such parties had become 
an expected part of company culture: “The Purchasing Department’s stag 
party came off as scheduled. The boys attending managed to maintain their 
equilibrium throughout the evening, even though that was difficult at times 
probably from lack of sleep. Some left early, intending to ski the next day, 
but recuperation was more the general idea. All in all, and skipping a few 
question marks, the party was a huge success, with the promise of more to 
come.”107 Within the “Shop Notes” feature, celebrations of men’s hunting 
trips and adventures were quite common, though, like the observations 
about living arrangements, they were always within the context of mas-
culine heterosexual norms. While these were “off- hours” celebrations, 
the very reporting of them in the Boeing News institutionalized them as 
an important part of shop- floor culture, departmental camaraderie, and 
loyalty. Other activities, however, were more overtly tied to shop- floor 
performance and work roles. The inspection department had monthly 
get- togethers, which were “planned to combine business with pleasure— to 
promote friendliness within the group and educated old and new members 
alike in the problems of inspection.”108

Rising through the Ranks

While humor and recreational activities display the loyalty and genuine 
affection workers had for one another, many Boeing News sections were 
dedicated to celebrating the accomplishments of workers, especially as 
workers rose through the company ranks. Thus, the “Personal Notes” 
were a way to give recognition to other workers, as well as managers. As 
the company grew and added new workers, the Boeing News became a way 
to mark different generations of workers and celebrate “old- timers.” One 
“Introducing” column noted, “At one time Charles Thompson was just 
one of three men in the welding shop of the Boeing Airplane Company. 
Today, he is the foreman of seventy- eight men in this branch of the fac-
tory.” The column also noted that he “learned the aircraft welding trade 
by diligently working at it.”109 Another “Introducing” column, published 
in 1934, compared engineer Lyle Pierce, employed with Boeing since 
1922, to a Horatio Alger character; Lyle had “headed west, with no one to 
see” and “with no promise of a job,” though he had heard of the Boeing 
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Airplane Company and decided to apply.110 Such celebrations helped 
cement worker identification with other workers, Boeing career paths, the 
development of artisanal skills over years with the company, and a sense 
of workforce stability.

Company leaders, in addition to workers, used the Boeing News as a 
venue in which to promote and celebrate longtime employees and workers 
who had been promoted. The Boeing News functioned as a space in which 
to celebrate men who were moving up through the ranks of workers. The 
December 1933 issue of the Boeing News, for example, celebrated “Shop 
Veterans” and listed an “honor roll” of employees who had worked for 
Boeing for ten to fifteen years. Many of those on the “honor roll” were 
listed as “foreman,” which reflects the growing ranks of the company and 
the promotion of workers from the shop floor.111 By the 1930s, many of the 
company’s shop- floor supervisors were men who had joined the company 
prior to 1920 and worked their way up. For example, W. S. “Dick” Weimar 
started with the company in 1917, working “on the bench” doing welding 
and brazing. In 1918 he was promoted to supervisor of the welding and 
brazing department, and in 1928 he was promoted to supervisor of the 
machine shop.112 The “Introducing” section also functioned as a way to 
highlight workers who had risen through the ranks.113 The April 1932 issue 
of the Boeing News included a list of shop- floor supervisors throughout 
the company ranks. Of the thirteen such supervisors listed, twelve had 
started before 1921 and eight of them were made foremen by 1929.114 By 
the early 1930s, then, Boeing had a well- documented cohort of men who 
had begun as shop- floor employees. Their rise was celebrated in corporate 
culture in the 1930s as evidence of opportunities for promotion and male 
advancement.

Aero Mechanic, however, pointed out that managers had the power to 
parcel out promotions according to their own designs. The wing shop, 
for example, complained of “favoritism on the part of management” in 
1939. The shop noted that managers pulled men from other shops to train 
them as “lead men for the riveters” despite there being “men in this shop 
who have considerable seniority and are capable of handling these jobs.” 
Aero Mechanic also served as a place where workers could air grievances 
about the union. “There is a case or two where the lead men receive less 
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pay than the men under him,” the contributor noted, asserting that “this 
department will get things done if the Brothers will use their Union for the 
purpose it was established to keep and improve conditions and wages.”115 
The complaint shows that shop- floor workers increasingly identified the 
union as a source of power for changing workplace conditions and as a 
means of fighting for advancement and better working conditions, even 
while it could also be a source of tension and a site for abuse of power. By 
1939 the growing “brotherhood” of the union movement competed with 
a corporate culture seeking to establish a Boeing “family” based on fra-
ternal associations between employees, managers, and company leaders.

Like other company leaders who used the familial metaphor in the 
first decades of the twentieth century, Boeing leaders wanted to keep the 
sense of a small shop even as growth made doing so difficult. As Boeing 
expanded, it was less and less likely that workers would know one another 
or mirror a close- knit family. Even by the 1930s Boeing was not really a 
“family shop” where employees knew one another. News features such as 
“Introducing” were ironic in that, if the company was indeed a close- knit 
family, as the Boeing News liked to promote, there would be no need for 
such introductions. Boeing News editors sometimes acknowledged this 
tension, though the publication still assumed a level of familiarity. Even 
if the realities of the work environment did not allow every employee to 
know the others, there was an expected cohesion based on ideas of race, 
gender, and professional identity. Celebrations of Boeing careers, promo-
tions, and retirements certainly gave the impression of stable, long- term 
employment opportunities.

Boeing’s growing links to the University of Washington (UW) helped 
company leaders build a network of engineers, thus generating an image 
of the company as a place to cultivate a professional identity and career. 
By the late 1930s, and even more clearly by the postwar period, UW was 
seen as a key to advancement through the company ranks, particularly for 
those who had studied engineering.116 In the early 1930s the connection 
between UW and Boeing was still fairly limited compared to later, but aware-
ness of the opportunities available at UW were building in the 1930s.117 In 
1932, for example, the Boeing News reported on a former employee in the 
engineering department who had left to attend engineering school at the 
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University of Washington.118 Similarly, some “Personal Notes” entries 
indicated that some workers viewed education at UW as a way to move 
off the shop floor and up the ranks at Boeing: “One of our new men, Joe 
Kearny, is essaying the iron- man role. He is working on the second shift 
at Plant No. 2, and carrying a full course at the University of Washington 
so he can get his full and rightful share of sheephide.” The entry went on 
to direct some humor Kearny’s way in a tone characteristic of shop- floor 
submissions: “Unless business is much quieter at night than during the 
day, he’s gonna be a fine example of ‘Two Sleepy People.’”119 The “Intro-
ducing” columns often pointed to UW educations. One such case was that 
of Jack Kylstra, who gave up farming in Yakima to enter the University of 
Washington’s civil engineering program. He started at Boeing in 1924, 
eventually earning a promotion to project engineer on several different 
plane models.120 Alumni of UW often saw their names in the celebratory 
announcements of shop- floor promotions. One 1939 issue of the Boeing 
News announced the promotion of two UW engineering graduates. R. J. 
Minshall, who joined Boeing in 1918, was promoted to design engineer in 
1928 and chief engineer in 1936, and he then became a vice president of 
engineering in 1938. In 1939 Minshall was promoted to vice president and 
assistant general manager. Jack Kylstra took his place as chief engineer.121

By the late 1930s Boeing had more than doubled the size of its workforce, 
and it anticipated continued growth and the need for more engineers. 
The company had also made the case for its significance to the city of 
Seattle, and UW, the state’s preeminent research university, had paid 
attention. By the postwar period, Boeing’s connections to institutions of 
higher education, and UW in particular, were crucial to the company’s 
development. Boeing’s ties to educational institutions such as UW help to 
explain the company’s ability to support the high level of innovation and 
flexibility that the airplane and aerospace industries demanded.122 Boe-
ing’s relationship with UW also allowed for the creation and maintenance 
of the gender hierarchies that upheld Boeing’s corporate culture. Boeing 
relied on UW to provide a stable and skilled workforce. The engineering 
school in particular provided a steady supply of skilled workers, most of 
them men, and cutting- edge knowledge and research capabilities. As 
chapter 2 shows, this partnership took on particular significance during 
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and after World War II, when the company devoted increased attention 
to engineering.123

In the 1930s the view that engineers were the premier workers at Boeing 
was in the process of being formed. To land a job in Boeing’s engineer-
ing department was a sign of maturity and increased authority, as the 
inspection department made clear in one “Personal Notes” column in 
which it reported that Fred Stover, a former inspector, had “graduated to 
the Engineering Department.”124 Particularly in the years prior to World 
War II most Boeing leaders were trained at UW, especially in the univer-
sity’s engineering department.125 Boeing’s links to UW serve as a good 
example of the company’s position in the urban- industrial complex. In 
1963 Boeing Magazine (a monthly publication produced in addition to the 
Boeing News and geared toward a public audience) featured an article on 
Boeing’s long affiliation with educational institutions.126 According to 
this article, “Since 1917, when company founder William E. Boeing hired 
two promising engineering students from the University of Washington, 
it has been the company’s philosophy to attract and retain the top techni-
cal talent from the nation’s colleges.”127 Boeing’s relationship with UW 
played an important role in the company’s efforts to advance airplane 
manufacturing and aerospace research. It also helped company leaders 
navigate capitalist instabilities by providing a reliable and steady network 
of professionally skilled men.

Boeing News versus Aero Mechanic

The Boeing News issues of the late 1930s show the central place the publica-
tion occupied in corporate attempts to manage growth. Workers were still 
expected, as part of their work, to report news that fit the family metaphor. 
The “Personal Notes” section in the April 1939 issue includes all of the traits 
that characterized the concept of the Boeing “family” by the late 1930s 
and early 1940s. The bench shop entry reported celebrating the birth of a 
baby with the established fraternal tradition of handing out cigars: “Carl 
Lantz came through with cigars last week. It was a husky boy. By the way, 
Carl, you had better check with Max Estep, who claims he is two cigars 
behind.” In the same issue the assembly shop at plant 2 highlighted the 
centrality of heterosexual marriage in the lives of shop- floor employees 
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and in maintaining capitalist accumulation: “Our chief shop clerk is looking 
better now that his wife is home to do the cooking (and keep him in nights).” 
The wing shop highlighted the established significance of non- shop- floor 
activities in the lives of employees, and perhaps the skepticism toward 
corporate management, by using humor to report on men’s adventures 
together: “Extensive plans are being laid these days by Cliff Emery and 
Roy Burnette who are really planning a big vacation. They are mapping 
out a fishing trip to Alaska to start in a few weeks, and we hope they bring 
home the bacon.”128 The reports continued on for several pages, which 
illustrates the growing numbers of employees.

Celebrations of the breadwinner family model continued into the 1940s. 
The Boeing News, for example, continued to run a series of photographs 
of the children of current Boeing employees. One “Second Generation” 
feature, for example, noted that workers in the template shop congratulated 
a fellow worker on the date of his child’s first birthday.129 Other features 
highlighted domestic bliss through childrearing and promoted workers 
as responsible for upholding such traditions. For example, a 1942 issue of 
the Boeing News displayed a picture of a grinning man surrounded by his 
coworkers. The accompanying text explained how the workers in shop 432 
pitched in and presented the man with eighty- nine dollars to mark his new 
role as a father to triplets. The image and caption depict fatherhood as an 
experience that bonded men at Boeing and reinforced an atmosphere of 
fraternalism and camaraderie.130 As images like this one suggest, in the 
1930s workers and management began to identify as members of the Boeing 
“family.” In the pages of newsletters, in hiring and promotions practices, 
in shop- floor relations, and in both Boeing-  and union- sponsored social 
events, company and union leaders assumed that workers should iden-
tify with one another in terms of race, gender, sexuality; the Boeing News 
attempted to create a shared work experience and history. Conceptions 
of skill, advancement, authority, friendship, and camaraderie all relied on 
this established social order, which crystallized in the 1930s. The white 
heterosexual male breadwinner model came to define corporate culture 
and to provide a sense of order and stability in the workplace, though union 
efforts showcase the fractures within this sense of order and stability.

Aero Mechanic, too, pushed for fraternal solidarity, but among union 
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members and for the purpose of creating a separate blue- collar shop- floor 
identity. Like the company and the Boeing News, Lodge 751 and Aero Mechanic 
sought to establish fraternal traditions based on heterosexual camaraderie. 
In 1939, for example, the machine shop reported in Aero Mechanic that “the 
turret lathers were sporting a bunch of cigars on September 12 in honor 
of the birth of a baby boy, 7½ lbs. to the wife of Herbert Borger.”131 Het-
erosexual marriages were also celebrated, as when the “great fraternity in 
the Welding Shop” reported, “Clee Hoffman and Don Simmons, energetic 
and hopeful men in the Welding Shop, were baptized into the royal and 
most benevolent order of henpecked husbands.”132 The key difference, 
of course, between the entries in Aero Mechanic versus those in the Boeing 
News is that Lodge 751 encouraged fraternal traditions to bolster the ranks 
of the union rather than corporate culture. Aero Mechanic also talked about 
“generations” of workers, but, rather than celebrating workers, it called on 
Boeing workers to sacrifice some of their time to union organizing “for our 
children” so that the next generation of workers could have higher living 
standards and better working conditions.133 The growth of the company, 
and the spread of corporate management strategies, were making that 
goal increasingly difficult, though also more urgent in the eyes of union 
organizers.

By the early 1940s and the U.S. entrance into World War II the growth 
of the company and changing demographics presented new challenges 
to both corporate culture and union organization. The May 1942 issue of 
Aero Mechanic reported on the tensions caused by World War II, company 
growth, and the increased hiring of women:

It’s been a long, long time since 702 crashed the news, but now that we 
have a new and great active paper we can let the rest of the plant know 
that we’re still alive and kicking. We have a swell bunch of fellows, and 
oh yes, girl clerks too, with a darned good boss and assistant. But despite 
this fact, many of the boys have quit and many others are undecided as 
to whether or not they should. It’s quite a temptation when other com-
panies jingle from 15 to 25 cents more per hour in front of their noses, 
not to mention better traffic conditions and other facilities. Of course, 
we realize that handling 25,000 people is no picnic and mistakes are 
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bound to happen, but why is there such a lack of interest in holding good 
loyal and skilled men? It seems to be a lack of foresight. If these men 
were the everyday growlers and complainers, we might understand. 
But, loyalty should be recognized.134

As the next chapter shows, World War II exacerbated all of the tensions 
experienced in the 1930s to an unprecedented degree. Wartime shifts 
challenged the fraternal order, and both company and union struggled to 
preserve worker solidarity, particularly as employment levels skyrocketed 
and the company hired more women than it ever had before. With these 
changes, white male workers felt a new vulnerability. Company leaders, 
union leaders, and male employees would look to the social order of fra-
ternalism built in the 1930s to try to weather the challenges brought by 
World War II.
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CHAPTER 2

Manpower versus Womanpower 
during World War II

In 1939 the Boeing News ran an article headlined “Boeing Craftsmen,” which 
pointed out that shop- floor development was a routine part of the Boeing 
“family.” The article noted that men in the cable shop, for example, were 
“trained in the Shop because skilled men are not available otherwise.”1 
Workers were “homegrown” and achieved their skill through time with 
the company and experience on the shop floor. Aircraft manufacturing, in 
other words, was specialized work. In fact, 90 percent of those employed 
in the aircraft industry in 1939 were skilled and semiskilled workers. Thus, 
men skilled in building aircraft were not easily replaced. Most aircraft 
workers spent several years as apprentices before achieving the status of 
fully skilled craft workers.2 At Boeing, workers could expect to be rewarded 
for their loyalty to the company with a career and advancement potential, 
even while the boom- and- bust cycles of the aircraft industry required 
periodic layoffs. Virtually all of these workers were white men. World 
War II, however, would fundamentally alter the fraternal standards that 
had defined the Boeing “family” in the 1930s. This chapter describes how 
Boeing’s white fraternal culture was challenged by the entry of women 
and people of color into the industrial workforce during World War II, 
though the idea of “family” helped integrate women and minorities into 
the company in ways that did not fully challenge white men’s authority, 
or the norms of patriarchal capitalism and the gender division of labor 
more broadly, because they were positioned as supportive workers rather 
than primary wage earners and long- term employees establishing career 
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paths. While wartime conditions made it impossible to maintain a stable 
and homogeneous workforce of skilled white men, company policies and 
culture approached many changes as temporary and precluded more 
radical change.

The entry of women into the industrial workforce supported the idea of 
the workforce as family because women, both at Boeing and in construc-
tions of the nuclear family, were positioned as supportive family members 
who were not suspending the social care roles that upheld capitalism. This 
does not mean, however, that women and minorities were easily integrated 
into Boeing’s workforce. This chapter offers an inside view of the internal 
negotiations that took place as Boeing tried to navigate the challenges 
of the war years. It also shows the angst and worry that company leaders 
experienced as they tried to maintain a sense of cohesion and stability 
despite unprecedented growth, diversity, and disruption.

The war was a turning point for the Boeing “family” in that it required 
the company to do more with less and to refashion ideas of a workplace 
built on fraternal networks. As one 1943 Boeing ad explained, “One of the 
most important jobs at Boeing is . . . simplifying procedures so that, despite 
shortages of skilled workers, production constantly goes upward.”3 In 
order to meet ever- increasing production goals, defense plants across the 
country expanded their efforts to find new industrial workers, including 
women and African American men.4 Wartime demands reshaped Boeing’s 
economic and labor policies and offered new opportunities for untrained 
women and minorities. The labor crisis of World War II forced Boeing’s 
leaders to alter the company image and long- standing employment poli-
cies. One promotional pamphlet described the diversity of workers who 
built Boeing B- 17 Flying Fortresses: “Who are these people, the builders 
of the Fortresses? They are people just like you and your neighbors. They 
are housewives, students, store clerks, former business men, teachers. 
They are middle- aged, elderly; they are youngsters in their latter teens. 
They are a cross section of all America.”5 Although wartime production 
needs ultimately required Boeing managers to rely on this “cross section” 
of workers, company officials resisted permanent changes to the tradition 
of trained white male labor.

The political economy of World War II, and particularly wartime labor 



Manpower v. Womanpower during WWII

59

shortages, strained the family metaphor that had been the foundation 
for Boeing’s corporate culture in the 1930s. Company leaders tried to 
adapt to the crisis of wartime changes while still adhering to the capitalist 
family norm of the male breadwinner model. Family norms outside the 
plant, built into social policy and gendered capitalist norms in the 1930s, 
helped sustain and nurture the family culture inside Boeing even during 
the disruptions of war. The Boeing “family” became a way to maintain 
gender and race hierarchies and foster a sense of stability and tradition 
even when the realities of everyday life did not provide the cohesiveness 
or predictability that company leaders wanted. Understanding how Boeing 
negotiated the hiring of nontraditional wartime workers lends insight into 
the absence of women in industrial employment once the war ended, as 
well as the postwar place of women and minorities at the company. The 
war years opened jobs for women and African American men but in ways 
that also facilitated employment discrimination and gendered views of 
opportunities well after the war was over.

Professionalism and Wartime Growth

During World War II Boeing leaders struggled to balance industry lead-
ership and efficiency with a rapidly growing workforce. The capital and 
support necessary to maintain such efficiency did not come easily. For the 
aircraft industry, in particular, it is important to examine the development 
of professionalism in the industry in the context of government contracts 
and national security developments. In 1940 Pres. Franklin D. Roosevelt 
declared the development of American airpower an urgent priority because 
the United States needed to keep up with German technological innova-
tions. Yet during the late 1930s and early 1940s the aviation industry was 
still in the process of being created. Despite the horror of the Pearl Harbor 
attack and the United States’ entry into the war in 1941, air force leaders 
had to work hard to win support for the increased production of aircraft; 
it was not a smooth transition to wartime production or increased military 
spending.6 In addition, American industry was still recovering from the 
toll taken by the Great Depression. In the 1930s public hostility toward 
women workers, especially those who were married, grew as work became 
more difficult to find and women faced accusations of taking jobs away 
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from men. Most employers, including the federal government, barred a 
household from having more than one job with the same employer. Job 
opportunities for women in heavy industry, beyond the service, clerical, 
and trade areas, were especially affected by this hostility toward women 
workers.7 Thus, where skilled workers could be justified in a burgeoning 
industry such as aircraft manufacturing, the jobs were considered work 
for male breadwinners.

The beginning of hostilities in Europe and the ensuing military buildup 
led to government contracts that helped pull Boeing and other aircraft 
manufacturers out of the slump they had experienced during the Great 
Depression.8 Boeing began production of the B- 17 Flying Fortress in 1935 
in response to the army’s request for a bomber.9 In 1939 the U.S. Army 
Air Corps ordered thirty- nine B- 17s, which led to plant expansion and 
refinancing efforts because of the plane’s high production costs.10 In 1940 
Boeing engineers also began designing the B- 29 (though the company 
would not begin production on the aircraft until 1943). To assist in the 
rapid development of bombers, the federal Defense Plant Corporation 
funded a new Boeing plant in Renton, Washington, and an expansion of 
the Seattle plant.11 During the war Boeing also established eight branch 
plants in western Washington.12 Along with expansion of the plants came 
the need for a larger workforce. The growth at the Seattle plant, the largest 
of Boeing’s facilities, was particularly dramatic. At the end of December 
1940 the company employed 8,427 people in Seattle, nearly triple the 
January 1939 level of 3,000 workers.13

During this growth, the company continued to rely on the family met-
aphor to describe workplace relations and obligations. When Boeing’s 
Seattle plant (plant 2) was expanded in 1940, the company hosted a “house-
warming” party for more than seven thousand Boeing workers and their 
guests. The Boeing News reported that workers and their families danced, 
socialized, and listened to speeches by company leaders, as well as Seattle 
mayor Arthur Langlie. The publication stressed that the celebratory atmo-
sphere was tempered by the more solemn acknowledgment that the plant 
expansion signaled the hard work that was needed to complete the new 
government orders to supply more equipment for the United States and 
Britain to use in the war: “It was a gay party and a good time was had by 
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everyone, but underneath it all was the knowledge that here was a huge, 
brand- new building, in which there will be a tremendous amount of activity 
in months to come.” H. Oliver West, who oversaw production and manu-
facturing in his role as assistant to company president Phil Johnson, gave 
a speech in which he stated that he “would rather have the party called a 
housewarming than a dedication” because Boeing was relying on the hard 
work of employees to complete defense orders and “this job will be the 
factory’s real dedication.”14 West’s comments highlight the ways in which 
references to family functioned as a way to foster employee loyalty during 
the uncertainty of wartime changes.

Building a Workforce

As the military buildup continued, so did Boeing’s need for more workers. 
Company leaders were faced with a sudden need for a massive workforce 
to build bombers, which for the first time required the recruitment of 
workers from outside the Seattle area. People from all over the country, 
and especially African Americans from the South, came to look for work in 
the defense industries.15 Melvin Phillip Winston and his wife, Klara Mae 
Winston, recalled that, among the new people moving to the area, “most 
of them came up and wanted to work at Boeing.”16

By the end of January 1941 the number of Boeing employees in Seattle 
had risen to 10,510— an increase of 2,000 workers in just one month. In 
the months leading up to the attack on Pearl Harbor the workforce in the 
Seattle plant more than doubled, from 10,652 in February to 22,764 at the 
end of October 1941. At the end of December 1941, its workforce had nearly 
tripled, to 28,840 workers. Except for a few months during the spring and 
summer of 1942 and 1943, when the company experienced high turnover 
and labor shortages, employment continued to climb. Seattle employment 
peaked at 31,750 in 1945, an almost a 300 percent increase over the 10,652 
workers there in February 1941.17 By the end of the war the total workforce, 
including employees at the Renton and other branch plants, comprised 
more than 45,000 people, more than five times the number employed at 
the original Seattle plant in 1940.18 By the war’s end, 1 out of every 6 people 
in King County, where the Seattle plant is located, worked at Boeing.19

That rapid growth, however, was not enough. In November 1940 Boeing 
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managers reported a dire need for skilled workers, including tool and die 
makers. In December they called for machinists and welders as well.20 
Competition from the Navy Yard Puget Sound and other defense opera-
tions, many of which paid higher wages, hampered Boeing’s ability to 
recruit experienced workers. H. Oliver West, who was promoted to execu-
tive vice president in 1941, noted, “Our problem is all in the skilled trades, 
those that require actual experience over a considerable period of time.”21

As the labor shortage intensified nationwide after the attack on Pearl 
Harbor, women began to fill jobs traditionally done by men in a variety 
of fields. The defense industry and government agencies such as the War 
Manpower Commission intensified their efforts to recruit women workers 
in 1942, when it became clear that the number of men leaving jobs for the 
military was outweighing the number of women entering the workforce.22 
This recruiting effort did not, however, eliminate doubts about women’s 

FIG. 3. Female workers preparing parts for the B- 17F bomber in 1942. Courtesy 
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, FSA/OWI Collection, 
LC- USE6- D- 008346.
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increased employment in the defense industry or outside the home. As 
late as 1943, with war production in full swing, Fortune magazine reported, 
“We are a kindly, somewhat sentimental people with strong, ingrained 
ideas about what women should or should not do. Many thoughtful citi-
zens are seriously disturbed over the wisdom of bringing married women 
into factories.”23 Similarly, a 1943 Life magazine story on victory gardens 
noted that female students attending a Portland, Oregon, high school were 
“being instructed in house- wifely virtues,” as opposed to receiving train-
ing for work outside the home.24 Despite the need for wartime production 
and the crises that wartime labor shortages presented, discrimination 
against women working in blue- collar positions continued across defense 
industries. African American women in particular bore the brunt of such 
discrimination, and many employers refused to hire them.25

Hiring Women

The war forced Boeing managers to seek unskilled workers, to redefine 
what encompassed skilled work, and to train new workers to do skilled 
work, though the necessity of these changes was not immediately evi-
dent to Boeing leaders. The company president, Phil Johnson, pointed 
out in 1941 that significant change would have to take place in order for 
the company to hire women. Before the war, most wage- earning women 
in Seattle worked in the service industry. Employers who wished to hire 
them for factory work would have to obey state laws that controlled mat-
ters such as rest periods for women workers. Furthermore, factories would 
have to expand plants to include more spaces for women’s restrooms and 
personnel services.26 And, finally, Boeing managers believed they might 
have to hire a woman to work in the personnel office and oversee women 
applicants and employees.27

At an October 1941 staff committee meeting, company officials discussed 
several concerns. They determined that the employment office did not 
have adequate space or personnel to “properly handle women applicants 
in numbers.” Further concerns lay with pay rates and union policies; one 
manager reported, “There are now a number of women on layoff who are 
members of the Union and must be re- employed at their rate of 93 cents 
an hour before we can take on additional women.” Overwhelmed by the 
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changes needed before hiring women, and not yet facing a severe, com-
panywide labor shortage, officials decided to focus recruitment efforts on 
men and “postpone indefinitely the employment of women.”28

In 1942, however, production increased dramatically, and Boeing needed 
a substantially larger workforce. The company boosted production from 
60 planes per month in 1942 to 362 planes per month by March 1944.29 
From March 1942 to March 1944 Boeing increased the number of Flying 
Fortresses delivered fourfold.30 Such rapid growth meant that Boeing’s sup-
ply of men ran out quickly in the early years of the war. Company managers 
realized that they needed to hire women to keep up with production. The 
first female riveters, a group of seven, went to work in March 1942. They 
were trained in riveting, bucking, subassembly, and general sheet- metal 
work.31 The transition to a mixed- sex workplace was not smooth. One 
Boeing worker, Hellen Nelson, recalled, “Women took an awfully bad 
beating in Final Assembly. There was harassment and sexism and that 
kind of thing. It was the first time men and women had worked together. 
There was a great deal of chauvinism. Women were considered too stu-
pid to know how to do anything.”32 Another worker, who eventually quit, 
observed, “I had to work with a man who had never had a woman helper 
before” and he “hated me.”33

Despite such experiences, many women still enjoyed the work and wel-
comed the opportunities for economic freedom, mobility, and the sense of 
independence that wartime work provided. Betty Russell, the first sheet- 
metal worker hired at Boeing, recalled her time at Boeing fondly. Just out 
of high school, Russell joined the Boeing staff in April 1942, and she later 
described her work experience as rewarding: “[I] had a lot of fun. I mean 
there were no women in the shop when I went to work there, but they 
allowed two women to work in a tool crib where they kept equipment and 
tools and so on, but they were boxed in. I worked on the floor, and I was 
the only woman on the floor for quite some time.”34 Russell’s memories 
highlight both the significance of her work experience in her life, as well 
as the anxieties of company leaders who were afraid of mixing men and 
women workers on the shop floor. Russell reported going home to have 
dinner with the crew boss and his wife because the boss’s wife said that 
if women were going to be employed at Boeing, she wanted to know who 
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they were.35 Wartime work offered a chance to make more money than 
was typical for women’s work: “There would be days when we would make 
sixty- two- and- a- half cents an hour. That was good money, five dollars a 
day was good money, and you worked seven days a week.”36 Unlike during 
the Great Depression, women’s work was encouraged and women valued 
the opportunity to earn higher incomes.37

Despite new attitudes toward women’s work, at least for wartime emer-
gency purposes, Boeing leaders continued to resist hiring very many women. 

FIG. 4. Women handing out materials for the production of the B- 17F in the Boe-
ing warehouse in 1942. Courtesy Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs 
Division, FSA/OWI Collection, LC- DIG- fsa- 8d34408.
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In addition to their worries about tensions on the shop floor, company 
leaders were uneasy about maintaining production levels with different 
workers than they normally hired, particularly women. One solution the 
company tried was to lower the minimum hiring age of men from eighteen 
to sixteen years old in May 1942 so that the company could employ high 
school students, as well as teachers on summer hiatus.38 To many, the 
male breadwinner model of employment, built on the ideas that males 
would be long- term employees, carried over from the 1930s and made 
boys attractive candidates for defense jobs. One 1943 Life cover story pro-
claimed “Boypower” and noted that West Coast manufacturers such as 
Lockheed were hiring teenage boys to work in riveting, rivet bucking, and 
drafting apprenticeships, among other jobs.39 Betty Russell recalled that 
the different generations of workers stood out on the shop floor but that 
their presence added a new dynamic to the Boeing “family” and facilitated 
camaraderie: “We just became a sort of family. One young fellow in our 
crew that had just been married a short time, when his wife had there [sic] 
first baby. Why we harassed him, gave him a bad time, but it was fun. It 
was like a big family, you’re in the whole of the work at Boeing.”40 At least 
for some workers, then, the wartime Boeing “family” expanded enough 
to provide a sense of inclusiveness to the new types of workers joining 
the workforce. In addition to hiring white women, Boeing also began to 
employ disabled men, men over forty- five (and thus not eligible for the 
draft or military duty), and men with various physical traits that would 
normally place them outside the bounds of preferred hires. One female 
Boeing worker observed, “I saw several very small persons, some not more 
than four feet tall. One of these was a mechanic in the final assembly shop, 
and very well liked. He is able to work in smaller spaces, such as crawling 
into a wing. Because he is also a skillful worker, he has been advanced in 
less than five months to an ‘A’ mechanic’s rating.” The worker also noted 
the increased opportunities available due to wartime needs and described 
such workers as one example of “persons in the plant who in normal times 
would find employment hard to get.”41

Despite expanding the hiring pool, by the end of the summer Boeing 
leaders realized their labor needs would require more aggressive changes 
to company organization and policies. In September 1942 Phil Johnson, 
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the company president, noted that the “employment of women in the 
Seattle plant has increased from practically zero to 34% in this period. 
Studies show that an irreducible minimum of 8,500 male workers will be 
required in the factory, which places the maximum employment of women 
at approximately 70%. The shortage of manpower has become increasingly 
serious.”42 In order to keep up production, Boeing executives decided that 
they needed to hire more women. By January 1943, just a little more than 
a year after the October 31, 1941, decision to postpone female recruitment 
and hiring, 14,876, or 43 percent, of the 34,087 workers employed in the 
Seattle and Renton plants were women.43

Even with increased recruitment, Boeing could not meet the demand 
for aircraft, so officials tried a new approach: changing processes so less 
skill was needed to assemble planes. In 1943, while still building the B- 17, 
Boeing began production of the B- 29 Superfortress, the plane that eventu-
ally delivered the atom bomb.44 The B- 29 was twice the size of the B- 17 
and more expensive. Company leaders realized they needed to learn how 
to build it more efficiently. In an effort to increase efficiency, engineers 
designed the main fuselage of the B- 29 in the shape of a straight cylinder. 
Corresponding parts were then made at various locations and shipped 
to Boeing’s final assembly lines. This simple design change allowed the 
plane to be built quickly by workers inexperienced in aircraft work.45 As a 
result of increased government funding, simplified assembly processes, 
improved technology, and more efficient worker training, Boeing’s pro-
duction rates soared. In his memoir, public relations manager Harold 
Mansfield describes the shop floor during World War II and notes the new 
production strategies, which included new assembly- line formations and 
changing shop- floor demographics: “There were row upon row of chapped- 
off sections of bodies and wings, each alive with riveters and installation 
mechanics, some men, but mostly women in slacks.” Company leaders had 
figured out how to integrate untrained women into the workforce, and, as 
Mansfield notes, they had “showed convincingly that they were learning 
how to mass produce.”46 The changes during the war, then, were crucial 
to company successes in mass manufacturing.

Boeing publicized this new reliance on inexperienced workers. For 
example, one recruitment pamphlet claimed, “Housewives who have 
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never held a wrench soon make skilled riveters.”47 Similarly, the Boeing 
News characterized a “woman’s place” at Boeing as “just like in the home,” 
suggesting that cutting airplane parts corresponded to “cutting cookies,” 
operating blueprint machines mirrored “ironing,” and driving a carloader 
was similar to “bringing home the Saturday groceries in the family car.” 
Boeing’s supervisor of employee training and education noted in the same 
article, “It’s surprising how short a time it takes the ladies to learn the 
fundamentals of mechanical work.”48 Boeing leaders boasted that the 
company was better prepared to produce planes quickly and efficiently 
while maximizing staffing power— a significant feat given that increased 
labor needs were met largely by recruiting vast numbers of new unskilled 
workers.49

Women, too, found the redefinition of skilled work surprising, and 
somewhat amusing, though it sometimes caused tension between men 
and women workers. For example, one woman commented on the irony of 
her holding the same job classification as her husband. He had worked at 
Boeing for three years as a mechanic and had earned his rank in the com-
pany’s skilled job classification system through experience; she had been 
hired right into the same mechanic position with no previous experience. 
She commented, “Isn’t he going to give me a laugh! Here they are putting 
me to work as a mechanic, and I never had a screwdriver in my hand. Any-
how, I’m not at the same plant.”50 One California woman, who worked 
as an inspector in two different aircraft plants, in 1943 wrote a letter that 
reveals the pride many women felt in their newly acquired skills: “I guess 
I am capable of learning something that I never thought I would be able to 
do in a thousand years.”51 In a later letter, however, the California woman 
also reveals the expectations that most women had about the temporary 
nature of their jobs: “I rather like my job too much but I am not making a 
decision ’cause I don’t think it is going to last too long.”52 Katie Burks, an 
African American woman who was hired as a mechanic during World War 
II and ended up staying at Boeing for forty- three years, working her way 
up to lead mechanic, noted that the job offered new economic opportuni-
ties, though men did not welcome or accept women: “My starting wage at 
Boeing was sixty- two cents. At the time these were decent wages especially 
considering the men both Black and White did not want us there.”53 As she 
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also noted, layoffs were expected for women who were hired for wartime 
work.54 In contrast, some male Boeing employees argued that their wages, 
with pay scales that began at sixty- two and a half cents per hour (or about 
one hundred dollars per month for a forty- hour workweek), were too low 
to meet the cost of living. One male worker recalls, “We were the McDon-
ald’s workers, the fast- food chain workers. . . . We were living from payday 
to payday, trying to make both ends meet.”55 White men, then, were also 
disempowered by a system in which race and gender hierarchies, as well 
as company and union politics, set up wage inequities that entrenched 
inequalities among workers.

Although lack of skill and experience was no longer an obstacle to aircraft 
manufacturing jobs, ideas about who should have access to aircraft careers, 
as well as middle- class status, were still rooted in beliefs about race and 
gender. One Boeing mechanic, a male supervisor who was training a new 
female employee, commented, “No woman is really worth a mechanic’s 
rating.” In his view, “They think they’re better than they are. Suppose they 
can do the work; they don’t care about getting the technical training— they 
just want the money.” Men supposedly were looking at the larger picture 
and investing in long- term careers based on building skills and experience. 
According to the supervisor, “There are lots of fellows who will drop their 
good ratings to become an apprentice [in another position]. That means 
long months of work and going to school twice a week, at low pay, before 
they get back up to a higher level, but it also means they have a rating 
for good, in any aircraft factory anywhere in the country. Show me a girl 
who will do that.”56 Women, in this view, were not dedicated to pursuing 
work in the way that aircraft manufacturing had typically been organized, 
especially in the 1930s and early 1940s. This view, however, ignored the 
structural barriers that kept women out of specific occupations like aircraft 
manufacturing, as well as the cultural barriers, such as the male breadwin-
ner model, which dissuaded many, both men and women, from pursuing 
careers. Many shops at Boeing sought to keep women out as long as pos-
sible, with varying degrees of success. One worker observed, “Some of the 
departments, such as timekeeping, held out for all- masculine employees 
longer than others.”57 One African American woman worker, Ruth Render, 
recalled that the union did not seem to be a resource to empower women 
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workers because “at that time it was the company’s union not the workers’ 
union. That’s just how things worked in those days.”58

Union Politics and Race Discrimination

Union discrimination against women and nonwhite members was com-
mon during World War II.59 Men actively campaigned to restrict white 
female and minority membership because they feared it would “bring 
down wages and hinder union effectiveness.”60 Company leaders shared 
union leaders’ desire to continue filling labor needs with skilled white men 
rather than generally unskilled women and African American men. Archie 
Smith, an African American worker who moved to Seattle from Mississippi 
in 1923, pointed out that discrimination against black job applicants was 
well established: “When I come here, a black person couldn’t get a job at 
Boeing. . . . They’d go there, and go there, and go there, and come back . . . 
and they couldn’t get a job. Boeing wouldn’t hire ’em.”61 Another black 
man described how he had taken engineering classes because he had “an 
ambition” to be an aeronautical engineer but quit after he decided that “we 
just didn’t have no chance.”62 For black men, as with women training to 
be mechanics, pursuing a career seemed out of reach while a job, however 
temporary, seemed more attainable.

Boeing’s contract with Aeronautical Mechanics Lodge 751, a branch of 
the International Association of Machinists, initially delayed the need for 
company executives to construct new policies based on race and gender. 
Lodge 751 was organized in 1935, and the company signed a collective 
bargaining agreement with the union in 1936. The American Federation 
of Labor (AFL) assigned the union to the IAM, which had a long history of 
discriminating against women and people of color.63 Boeing’s contract with 
Lodge 751 prevented the hiring of white women and African Americans 
until 1941 and 1942, respectively.

Despite increased labor needs and President Roosevelt’s 1941 Execu-
tive Order 8802, which called for fair employment practices in labor and 
industry and an end to discrimination by race, creed, color, or national 
origin, Boeing leaders initially stood behind union rules.64 They insisted 
that any discriminatory policies were those of the IAM and Lodge 751, not 
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the company. Under Boeing’s contract with the IAM, all employees were 
required to be members of the union and “questions of eligibility are deter-
mined by the association and are outside the company’s jurisdiction.”65

African Americans in Seattle voiced strong opposition to Boeing’s adher-
ence to the policies of Lodge 751 throughout the war, even after temporary 
union membership was granted. The Northwest Enterprise, a local Afri-
can American newspaper, closely monitored and helped coordinate the 
activities of the Seattle Civic Committee (SCC), which had a membership 
consisting of “Boeing Boys and Girls”— people who sought employment 
at Boeing.66 Several African American organizations and clubs joined 
forces and created the Committee for the Defense of Negro Labor’s Right 
to Work at Boeing Airplane Company.67 Many local black labor and social 
organizations suggested that Boeing was using union policies as a handy 
excuse for its exclusion of women and minorities. In 1940 the Northwest 
Enterprise charged that Boeing was conspiring with Lodge 751 to exclude 
blacks from employment with the company. The newspaper reported that 
the “declaration of Boeing Airplane Company” was “We do not train or 
hire Negroes.” The newspaper also cited the initiation oath repeated at 
each meeting of Lodge 751: “‘I will not recommend for membership in 
this union any other than members of the white race.’”68

Federal and local pressure soon reversed this position, though union 
infighting and politics continued to hamper efforts to end racial discrimi-
nation in Lodge 751. In July 1940, after the secretary of the Seattle Urban 
League met with union leaders and lobbied for black membership, Lodge 
751 voted to admit African Americans to the union. They also voted to 
propose to IAM leaders that a “whites- only” provision in the initiation oath 
be removed. Despite Lodge 751’s decision to admit African Americans, 
however, the national union held sway, and the Seattle local’s decision was 
rescinded by the IAM after charges of communist infiltration.69 Despite 
these setbacks, the Seattle chapter of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) reported in September 1940 
that the black citizens who “struggle for the right to work at Boeing” had 
garnered a promise from the union that it would agree to the employment 
of African Americans at Boeing if company officials allowed it, although 
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no African Americans had yet been hired.70 As Boeing’s workforce grew, 
African Americans became increasingly frustrated at being shut out of 
the aircraft company.

African American protest directed at Boeing and Lodge 751 constituted 
part of larger efforts to end discrimination in wartime industrial plants all 
over the country. But national leaders targeted Boeing, which reveals the 
degree to which wartime growth thrust Boeing into national prominence. 
In October 1940, when the aircraft company announced plans to expand 
its Seattle plant, NAACP counsel Thurgood Marshall sent a letter to the 
president of the organization’s Seattle branch, noting, “We are striving 
through our branches to secure our share of employment in those plants 
receiving Government contracts.” In 1941 the NAACP sent a letter to 
Paul Fredrickson, Boeing’s personnel manager, requesting the company’s 
official policy on employing African Americans. Fredrickson replied, “It is 
our understanding that only those of the Caucasian Race are acceptable 
to the International Association of Machinists.” Characterizing the policy 
as a “flagrant violation” of Executive Order 8802, the NAACP contacted 
the Fair Employment Practices Committee and asked it to investigate.71

Other civil rights leaders also pressed Boeing for change. In October 
1941, at the American Federation of Labor convention, the civil rights and 
trade union leader A. Philip Randolph stated, “One of the most conspicuous 
examples in the United States of race discrimination is at Boeing Aircraft 
Company in Seattle, which from the very beginning of the national- defense 
emergency has refused to employ Negroes.”72 He argued that Boeing 
hid behind union rules and used them as the excuse not to hire African 
Americans.

In response to mounting local and federal pressure the International 
Association of Machinists, and Lodge 751, finally lifted the ban on Afri-
can American union membership in April 1942. Union leaders stated, 
“We have officially gone on record as agreeing to live up to the letter and 
spirit of the executive order whole- heartedly and without reservation.”73 
However, it is clear that union officials begrudged these concessions and 
continued to oppose African American employment at Boeing. James 
Duncan, a national union official and international representative of the 
IAM, stated, “We rather resent that the war situation has been used to 
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alter an old- established custom, and do not feel it will be helpful to war 
production.” Duncan charged African Americans with hindering the war 
effort with their demands. He insisted, “For minority groups to seek to 
establish new conditions or change old established customs now will not 
make for increased production.”74

As Duncan’s comment suggests, the IAM fought against change and 
worked to maintain a racial and gender hierarchy. The union’s system 
of work permits, in which nonunion members had to apply for special 
permission in order to obtain work, underscored the temporary nature 
of employment for white women and African Americans at Boeing and 
across the defense industry.75 The practice also protected the union from 
permanent changes to the membership structure. African Americans were 
not allowed to purchase work permits until April 1942, and they paid 
monthly permit fees in lieu of union membership dues. The permit fees 
were higher than the cost of monthly union dues and were paid directly 
to the union.76 African Americans thus had to pay $3.50 per month for a 
work permit, while white women paid $1.50.77 Workers holding permits 
were still barred from union membership, which meant that they were not 
eligible for the seniority provisions of the master employment contract 
and could not vote in union elections.78

Racial and gender discrimination in unions was prevalent throughout 
the defense industry. In shipyards along the West Coast, for example, the 
Boilermakers and other AFL unions set up a Jim Crow system of auxiliaries 
in which migrants, women, and African Americans were relegated to sub-
ordinate status and did not qualify for the benefits and rights of full union 
membership.79 A similar system was in place for the aircraft industry, which 
Marilynn Johnson characterizes as bad, if not worse, than the shipyards in 
regard to discriminatory policies; in aircraft plants the AFL- IAM banned 
full membership for African Americans, and temporary work permits were 
the only way around this restriction.80

African Americans in Seattle strongly objected to the work permit system. 
One advertisement in the Northwest Enterprise publicized an antidiscrimi-
nation meeting in June 1943 and asked, “Why should Colored workers at 
Boeings pay $3.50 or any amount of money?”81 In 1943 Ruby Black, an 
African American woman employed at Boeing, sued Boeing and Lodge 
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751, charging that her complaints over the permit system resulted in her 
termination.82 In October 1943 Lodge 751 lowered the permit fees for 
minorities to $1.50.83 Despite this change, protesters, particularly the 
Seattle Civic Committee, continued to push local courts to order full union 
membership for African Americans, though the courts did not do so until 
after the end of the war.84

Boeing officials worried that white employees would object to working 
with black employees. In April 1942 managers assigned the first African 
American man they hired to rivet bucking, a job done mostly by white 
women. Anticipating objections from the man’s coworkers, managers laid 
out a plan to deal with complaints. Any white man who protested working 
with the African American man would be “discharged for insubordination.” 
Oddly, after three such complaints and terminations, however, the African 
American man was fired.85 There was no such plan to address problems 
between white and African American women employees; perhaps the 
management believed that no such plan was needed. A 1945 issue of the 
Boeing News portrayed the shop floor as a place of domestic harmony for 
women by including a photograph of the “Homesteaders in Shop 309,” a 
group of white and African American women riveters and buckers who had 
worked together as a team for several years.86 References to the household 
were part of the larger focus on the familial metaphor and suggested that 
women had been smoothly transplanted from the home to a new household 
order on the shop floor at Boeing.

Generally speaking, the defense industry hired more black men than 
black women. The aircraft industry, however, was more willing to hire Afri-
can American women than their male counterparts.87 In 1943, for example, 
of the 329 African Americans on Boeing’s payroll, 285, or 86 percent, were 
women.88 The American studies scholar Chitose Sato suggests that both 
employers and white male employees viewed all women as temporary 
workers, and so aircraft manufacturers were more willing to hire African 
American women than African American men. In addition, employers 
considered African American women less threatening to the established 
workplace hierarchy. Both African American men and women, however, 
had an easier time finding employment in the shipyards, which offered 
more unskilled positions, than in airplane factories. Aircraft company 
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leaders worried that hiring black workers would tarnish the image that 
employers were trying to promote.89 Marilynn Johnson notes that several 
major aircraft companies, including Boeing, instituted discriminatory 
hiring practices. Some companies, including Consolidated Vultee Aircraft 
Corporation and North American Aviation, tried to restrict black workers 
to janitorial positions, which meant the companies had to hire more white 
than black women.90

For many African American women, defense work offered an opportu-
nity for economic mobility. Prior to the war, African American women had 
been restricted primarily to domestic service.91 Izetta Spearman Hatcher 
recalled feeling jealous of her sister, Florice, when she got a job at Boeing 
in 1942: “My sister was one of the first Black stenographers at Boeing. She 
was hired and she worked there so that she had an income so that she was 
able to buy clothing, nice clothing.” Hatcher recalled stealing her sister’s 
clothing until her parents caught her and told her that one day she would get 
a job as well.92 Another African American woman, Elizabeth Dean Wells, 
recalled that when Spearman was hired she was “the only one that was able 
to go into the job” because she was trained as a stenographer. She added 
that black women had not expected the war to open job opportunities for 
them: “one reason why girls didn’t train for office work, was because there 
was no future to it . . . office work was just out for girls.”93 Despite ongoing 
discrimination, then, the war did mark a substantial shift in some African 
American women’s expectations about employment opportunities.

Labor Shortages, “Manpower,” and “Womanpower”

Even with Boeing’s limited acceptance of black and women workers, 
severe labor shortages continued. In the summer of 1943 the company 
announced a need for nine thousand additional workers to meet produc-
tion goals.94 The Seattle Chamber of Commerce launched a drive to help 
Boeing meet its labor needs by “put[ting] every idle person in the city to 
work” and “strip[ping] manpower and womanpower from all non- essential 
businesses.”95 Although the company held on to federal contracts, produc-
tion levels and delivery rates declined as a result of the labor shortages.96 
Boeing issued a statement to the Seattle community: “Only the lack of 
additional labor supply— a factor beyond our control— makes it impossible 



Manpower v. Womanpower during WWII

76

to meet the increased schedules assigned by the Army.”97 The army can-
celed nine contracts with Puget Sound– area textile plants and moved the 
work to other locations in an attempt to move workers from the textile 
industry to Boeing.98

To compensate for labor shortages, company managers began “a race 
to see if efficiency could be increased rapidly enough to meet increasing 
schedules despite continually declining manpower.”99 By simplifying 
manufacturing processes and reducing waste, managers were able to 
lower the company’s operating costs. For example, Boeing reduced the 
cost of building the B-17 airplane by revising the way workers cut sheet 
metal. Greater efficiency and lower manufacturing costs did not lead to 
higher profits, however. Company officials reported a slim net profit of 
1.34 percent in 1942 and less than 1.00 percent for 1943.100 Despite the 
wartime boom, Boeing in fact struggled to make economic gains during 
the war years, in large part because of the high labor turnover rate. The 
Seattle Chamber of Commerce Flying Fortress Committee reported in July 
1943 that Pacific Coast aircraft factories lost, on average, eleven thousand 
workers for every twelve thousand they hired. Boeing leaders believed the 
problem stemmed from “natural reasons growing out of the war, and to 
the recruiting of many persons not normally in the labor market, chiefly 
women with family and domestic obligations.”101 Officials claimed that 
women were much more likely than men to quit, and such claims were in 
line with the complaints of other aircraft manufacturers at the time. Many 
employers argued that women were expensive employees: they had high 
absenteeism and turnover rates, and they required new services and facili-
ties, such as restrooms.102

Turnover and absenteeism among women workers were of special 
concern to Boeing managers. During the first half of 1943, the turnover 
rate was between 5 and 6 percent per month, and 65 percent of the workers 
who left were women. Exit interviews indicate that roughly 60 percent of 
those women gave personal reasons for leaving, compared with 17 percent 
of men. Reasons included moving, illness, child- care issues, marriage, 
maternity leave, transportation difficulties, and domestic duties. Among 
those who did not quit, absenteeism was a recurring problem. Absentee-
ism was particularly high on Saturdays, so company leaders considered a 
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shortened work schedule for women on weekends. However, they decided 
that such a schedule would increase absenteeism because workers would be 
more likely to skip a short shift than a normal one, so managers abandoned 
the idea and settled instead on a program of emblems and pins for perfect 
attendance.103 They discussed creating part- time options for women based 
on the fact that, as Boeing president Phil Johnson reported, “Experience 
in England appears to have been rather excellent in this respect.”104 The 
union, however, rejected a proposal for a five- hour shift, versus the usual 
ten- hour shift.105

Despite the high overhead caused by fluctuating staffing levels, Boeing 
officials were reluctant to make the long- term changes needed to accom-
modate a diversified workforce and to combat absenteeism. Boeing did 
not, for example, provide services that would appeal to women workers, 
such as day care. Although Boeing managers considered offering day care, 
in 1942 they decided that “the Company’s policy will be to encourage and 
afford appropriate publicity for day nursery work but that the Company 
will not participate in any such activities financially or otherwise and will 
take no responsibility in the staffing or conduct of day nurseries.”106 There 
were some options for day care through federal and city agencies, but most 
of the women who turned down jobs at Boeing cited lack of child care as 
the major reason.107

Rather than making long- lasting structural changes, company leaders 
focused their efforts on fostering a sense of family among and apprecia-
tion for Boeing workers. In 1943, for example, company officials instituted 
Family Day, for which they shut down the plant (not a small feat during the 
increased production demands of 1943) and invited employees to bring 
their families to tour the facilities.108 At the event company president Phil 
Johnson addressed Boeing employees and their families, stating, “For 
many of you who are Boeing workers, this has been your first opportunity 
to see the plant in its entirety. We hope it has given you a clear picture 
of the importance of your specific job. There are no unimportant jobs at 
Boeing— every task has a bearing, either direct or indirect, on production 
of Flying Fortresses.”109 Events such as Family Day not only tied workers’ 
tasks to larger causes, in this case the production demands of the war effort, 
but also connected employees’ personal and family lives with their jobs.
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Workers were also offered parenting, cooking, and nutrition classes and 
various other services aimed at creating stable and efficient households and 
healthy workers. For women, the Women’s Recreational Activity Council 
offered classes in “proper dress, makeup, poise, and personality to help 
women workers maintain their FQ (Femininity Quotient).”110 Boeing women 
workers in any position could also purchase “Flying Fortress Fashions,” a 
line of work wear created by the designer Muriel King. The fashions included 
an insignia indicating Boeing divisions and chevrons to display length of 
service, thus identifying women not as regular members of the workforce 
but as a temporary symbol of the patriotic wartime sacrifices that women 
were making; in this conception women were in “service,” rather than 
building careers or supporting families.111 Boeing also had a recreational 
department that offered expanded recreational activities, which included 
basketball, softball, golf, bowling, badminton, horseshoe tournaments, and 
archery. Social events included picnics, dances, theater parties, swimming 
parties, and fishing derbies. Promotional advertisements noted that these 
services benefited Boeing workers because “this employee participation 
in outside recreation develops friendly associations at Boeing. When you 
decide to take a job at Boeing you will find a group of enthusiasts inviting 
you to join their ‘team.’ And you’ll find these people are just as enthusiastic 
about building Flying Fortresses as they are keen about their sports.”112 
As this advertisement suggests, Boeing’s work environment emphasized 
connections among workers as vital to keeping them happy with their 
place in the company and motivated in their work. Company leaders may 
have also presumed that providing opportunities to foster harmony among 
workers was necessary to maintain a sense of fraternalism and counteract 
tensions among new types of workers.

Managers viewed a mixed- sex work environment as particularly danger-
ous and in need of regulation. Company leaders were especially concerned 
after they discovered that a number of women that had been hired as 
temporary workers were prostitutes.113 The family metaphor, however, 
worked to integrate women into the workforce in ways that bolstered ideas 
of the heteronormative breadwinner family model. Marriage between 
men and women workers was celebrated in both the Boeing News and Aero 
Mechanic, as had been the case before the war, though now marriages 
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were highlighted within separate “women’s spaces” in a way that marked 
women as temporary workers who were still primarily focused on building 
heterosexual family units. Aero Mechanic, for example, created the “Aero 
Woman’s Page” for the “Sisters in 751,” though the publication character-
ized the endeavor as out of the ordinary and emphasized gender difference 
as a necessity for a separate female space: “We fully realize that this first 
attempt at a Woman’s Page is rather crude in spots. It lacks the feminine 
touch that is so necessary and that only you Sisters can give it. So contribute 
your offerings and suggestions. Let’s make it a page worthy of the ability 
and spirit of the women builders of the Flying Fortresses.”114

The entry of women into the company and the union threatened to 
erode the fraternalism of the Boeing “family,” though the emphasis on 
regulating women’s sexuality and maintaining white heterosexual norms 
was an effort to alleviate the fears of wartime changes. Karen Anderson 
points out that fears over women’s sexuality underlay much of the hostility 
to women’s employment in defense factories such as Boeing.115 Similarly, 
Eileen Boris points out that “fear of bodily closeness” led employers and 
unions to resist hiring diverse workers. As Boris argues, “White men sought 
to reassert control over their women by maintaining the color line.”116 
Wartime conditions such as the mobilization of new types of workers 
and the movement of black men and women out of the South threatened 
the “racialized gendered regime.” From the perspective of employers, 
maintaining racial, gender, and class categories was also a way to divide 
the laboring forces and thus retain power over labor.117

Company officials knew that hiring more African Americans could 
result in racial tension on the shop floor. In an effort to mitigate such 
tensions, as well as fears over the implications of racial mixing, Boeing 
plants included segregated lunchrooms and restroom facilities.118 Union 
officials suggested that Boeing could go further. In April 1942 the Lodge 
751 representative, James Duncan, stated that the union would support a 
separate but equal approach, claiming the union would “have no objec-
tion to the government constructing an airplane plant in which Negroes 
would be employed exclusively.” Duncan asserted, “Such a plant would 
be competitive, but I think the competition would be welcomed and might 
be a good incentive to both groups.”119
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Duncan’s proposal highlights the racial tensions present in the defense 
industry and in cities across the nation during World War II. These tensions 
peaked in the summer of 1943, when race riots took place in Detroit, New 
York City’s Harlem area, and Los Angeles. As Quintard Taylor points out, 
racial tensions in Seattle also grew as African Americans from all over the 
country migrated to the city in search of work and better living conditions. 
From 1940 to 1950 Seattle’s African American population grew from 3,789 
to 15,666, a leap of 413 percent.120 Clem Gallerson, who worked at Boe-
ing for three years, described the dynamics in his neighborhood as new 
people moved into the area in search of defense work: “We used to tease 
a lot of the southerners that were coming up north. . . . Sharecroppers! . . 
. We called them sharecroppers. Boy, that made them so mad!” Albert J. 
Smith recalled that the term was widely applied to people moving into the 
area, and not just to African Americans from the South: “It was a term for 
everybody then, in a way. A lot of people think it was just for Blacks, but 
no, it was for everybody.” Fred Wingo described an “influx of southern-
ers” who “brought their southern discriminatory ideas with them.” Wingo 
noted that this “influx” produced new anxieties and tensions: “A lot of the 
natives in Seattle didn’t mix well, initially, with the southerners because 
they had different standards, different ideas about life.”121

Dana Cloud’s analysis of black mill workers in the South explains the 
conditions facing blacks in industry during this time period. As she notes, 
they faced “a system of combined race- , gender-  and class- based oppression 
and exploitation, in which an ideology of paternalism, alongside the threat 
of racist violence, made for a muted, though debilitating, segregation,” 
even as the terms of that segregation were contested and negotiated.122 As 
the population in Seattle increased, worried officials braced themselves for 
disorder and violence. The Seattle police chief, Herbert Kimsey, reported, 
“We’re preparing for anything that might result from a crowded, mixed and 
excited wartime population.”123 Kimsey’s fear reflected larger concerns 
that social changes brought by war, particularly increased contact between 
white and African American defense workers, could result in violence.

Although racial tensions at Boeing ran high, the number of African 
Americans workers there was low. Throughout the 1930s and early 1940s, 
Boeing did not hire substantial numbers of African Americans. Fred Wingo, 
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whose family had resided in Washington State since 1931, described no 
problems finding jobs in Portland and in various places in the Seattle area 
in the 1930s and 1940s, except at Boeing: “The only place I couldn’t get a 
job was Boeing. Can you believe that?”124 In July 1943 Boeing employed 
44 African American men and 285 African American women, out of a total 
workforce of 29,393.125 Those few workers experienced discrimination. 
In July 1943 managers reported “continuing racial problems surround-
ing the use of negroes in present facilities” at Boeing. They expressed 
concern over the “increasing delicacy” of the employment of African 
Americans and “suggested that shop supervision intensify their efforts to 
avert demonstrations.”126

Echoing union leaders’ earlier suggestion, Boeing leaders discussed 
building a separate plant for African Americans in Seattle’s Central District, 

FIG. 5. African American food servers deliver lunch on the shop floor of Boeing’s 
Kansas plant during World War II. Courtesy Library of Congress, Prints and 
Photographs Division, FSA/OWI Collection, LC- USE6- D- 008921.
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an area populated predominantly by African Americans. The personnel 
manager, Paul Fredrickson, thought it “advisable to establish a branch 
plant conveniently located next to the negro district in Seattle and to staff 
this plant entirely with negros.” Boeing executives decided to check “unof-
ficially” with the local Urban League chapter and with the chair of the Fair 
Employment Practices Committee to see if a plant staffed exclusively by 
African American workers would be feasible. Managers expressed vague 
worries that the plan could not be cleared “from the policy angle.” They 
also raised concerns about the “problem of supervision,” and one manager 
noted that “it would be very difficult to get white supervision to undertake 
this job.” Phil Johnson suggested that “it would be possible to develop 
negro supervision.”127 Such plans, however, did not develop. It is not clear 
why Boeing never built a separate plant for African Americans; perhaps 
the racial tensions of the war years dissuaded them.

Boeing officials, facing so many obstacles to employing African Ameri-
cans, chose instead to concentrate their efforts on recruiting white women. 
The focus on turning white housewives into war workers peaked with the 
onset of severe labor shortages in the summer of 1943; Boeing officials 
publicly declared that Seattle’s “untapped labor reservoir” of women could 
help.128 Company advertisements celebrated Boeing’s wartime workers as 
essential, but at the same time Boeing officials and government and union 
leaders resisted permanent transformations of the company’s structure. 
In 1943 A. F. Hardy, director of the region’s War Manpower Commission 
office, pushed to retain greater numbers of men at Boeing and argued, “It 
is not that we are trying to evade our responsibilities in supplying men for 
the armed forces, but we have reached the point where we cannot furnish 
men and also produce the materials of war for them to use when they go 
into action.”129

Boeing executives continued to emphasize the urgent need for men, 
both skilled and unskilled, throughout the war years. One Boeing adver-
tisement, for example, declared, “Sure! We Need Women— But We Need 
MEN Just as Much!” The advertisement explained, “There’s a lot of work 
in building the famous Flying Fortress that’s ideally suited to women— but 
there are hundreds of jobs that only men can do.” Assuring men that past 
work experience did not matter, the advertisement stressed, “Although we 
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need men who are already skilled— we have here a splendid opportunity 
for men to learn skills, with good pay while they’re learning!”130

In this hiring campaign, Boeing competed with the army for men. 
Company advertising routinely promoted Boeing as vital to victory and 
Boeing employment as being just as patriotic as army service. Company 
leaders managed to acquire presidential deferments for some unmarried 
men working as engineers and supervisors; these deferments were no small 
matter, because the government typically considered unmarried men first 
in line for the draft.131 Regional pressures also played a role in the battle 
for men. In Seattle the number of new hires could not match the number 
of men who were leaving for military service. In August 1943 the Selective 
Service System announced a sixty- day freeze on the induction of men into 
military service from California and Washington aircraft plants and gave 
the state board control over the selection of men who would remain on 
the job. At Boeing, the postponement immediately affected twenty- five 
hundred men.132

Recruiting Women

Despite Boeing leaders’ grudging acknowledgment that they would have 
to hire more women, at the heart of Boeing’s recruitment campaign was a 
steadfast belief that a company dominated by white men was best, and this 
belief shaped the way managers approached the hiring of women. Boeing 
executive vice president H. Oliver West emphasized that he “would not like 
to see the gate open for any unlimited number of women against a small 
number of new men hires.”133 At several staff meetings in March 1944, 
company managers discussed the difficulties of maintaining a desirable 
ratio of women to men. The personnel manager, C. E. French, reported 
that “all recruitment continues to be heavily overbalanced by women over 
men.”134 Boeing leaders decided to try to adhere to a 40:60 ratio of women 
to men. But they were struggling with the increasingly likely possibility that 
the number of women Boeing employed would surpass the number of men. 
By the beginning of 1944 nearly half of Boeing’s workforce was female. 
This situation was by no means abnormal for wartime industries; in most 
California aircraft plants women made up 40 percent of the workforce.135 
Even so, managers were nervous. Although they had surmised in 1942 that 
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Boeing could operate with a 70 percent female workforce, West was less 
optimistic: “If it was necessary we could revise our recruitment percent-
ages [from 60:40] to probably 50- 50 for men and women.”136

The company’s efforts to maintain a male majority drew negative atten-
tion. As Boeing’s personnel manager explained, “Due to the attempt of 
the recruitment teams in the field to adhere to the proposed 60- 40 men 
and women recruitment plan, Boeing is being criticized in the field for 
refusing to take factory trained women.”137 Despite such criticism, in 1944 
executives considered curtailing the recruitment of women. However, 
they decided that active recruitment of women remained necessary “if 
we are to avoid criticism in our requests for deferrals.”138 H. Oliver West 
suggested in a 1944 staff committee meeting that the “large percentage 
of women employees be more freely used to aid in and justify our request 
for the recruitment of more male employees.”139 Thus, the employment of 
women became an important tool beyond filling labor voids and construct-
ing planes on the shop floor; it aided Boeing officials’ efforts to negotiate 
government policy.

Company propaganda reflected these plans. To the public Boeing claimed, 
“Today Boeing is well in advance of the rest of the aircraft company in 
percentage of women employed.”140 Behind closed doors, executives 
strategized their use of employment figures to secure public approval and 
permission from government agencies to hire and retain men in a time 
when society perceived women as vital to winning the war on the home 
front and men as vital to both the military and the home front. Boeing 
president Phil Johnson requested that reports on women’s employment 
at the company “be gotten in promptly so that we may get the benefit of 
them in current recruitment.” Publicizing women workers would allow 
Boeing to “advertise more exclusively for men.” Furthermore, because 
of the increase in the number of female workers in relation to male work-
ers, it was “necessary at this time to recruit more men than women.”141

Boeing adhered to the federal government’s suggestions on how to 
advertise for workers. For example, one 1943 advertisement addressed 
“Married Men under 38,” targeting a category that Selective Service officials 
had previously identified as eligible for induction. The ad acknowledged 
earlier statements by the War Manpower Commission, stating that “the 
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services of all men under 38— fathers and childless married men alike— are 
absolutely essential in making an all- out effort against the Nazis and the 
Japs.” It offered a choice: “What you must decide without delay is this— ‘I 
will fight for Victory— in the Army or in the battle of production.’ Selective 
Service has indicated— You must do one or the other!” The advertisement 
assured men that “Building Flying Fortresses at Boeing is 100% War Work” 
and that the “Flying Fortress is the most vital weapon in the war. It is the 
spearhead of the entire Allied attack. That is why the Army is calling for 
more of them.” It further emphasized that Boeing workers could influence 
the direction of the war in the same way as men engaged in active combat: 
“If you join the workers at Boeing, you will be actually helping our Air 
Forces pour it on the enemy . . . destroy his war industries . . . win the war. 
And the more Flying Fortresses you help build, the quicker Victory will be 
won.”142 Company advertising promised men that no one would think less 
of them for building airplanes than they would of men in active combat.

Similarly, an advertisement aimed at women characterized female 
workers at Boeing as “holding America’s Number One job in support of 
the war effort . . . next only to the work being done by our fighting men.”143 
Propaganda also emphasized normalcy in labor divisions based on gender: 
“Women! Even if you’ve never done anything except housework there’s 
almost certainly a job for you here at Boeing— a clean and pleasant one. . . . 
Your husband— your son— your brother or boyfriend will be proud that you 
are doing your part in building the axis- blasting Flying Fortresses.”144 The 
supportive role Boeing allocated to women fit easily into the framework 
of national recruiting campaigns sponsored by the federal government. 
Maureen Honey argues that women’s wartime responsibilities were imbued 
with characteristics of civic and moral duty and citizenship rather than 
opportunities for individual financial or personal achievement.145 Leila 
Rupp also points out that government recruiting agencies promoted the 
idea that women could save lives and help end the war, a theme evident 
in Boeing advertisements.146 Even after the war was over the supportive 
role given to women war workers, or “Rosies,” continued to hold sway in 
Boeing histories, as is evident in public relations manager Harold Mans-
field’s depiction of women’s seemingly remarkable ability to pick up aircraft 
production so quickly: “Most of the women wearing the little Army- Navy 
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‘E’ for Excellence pins would tell you there was a reason they were learn-
ing so fast, a reason close to the heart. Right now he was somewhere on 
the sands of North Africa or maybe hitting the beach of Sicily; or in one 
of Ira Eaker’s bombers over Germany.”147 The supportive role fit within 
the confines of the Boeing “family” theme; wartime changes were not as 
threatening to the established order when it seemed that women were 
working to support men, rather than themselves or their families, and 
would then relinquish the “men’s” jobs when the men returned.

Company leaders also enlisted humor in an effort to lessen the impact 
of social change and to dismiss the threat of women’s effectiveness on 
the shop floor. A striking example is a story from Boeing Magazine about 
women warehouse employees. The article begins by pointing out the 
uniqueness of these “special” women: “Round one of the battle of women- 
versus- machines has gone to the ladies, largely (and we do mean ‘largely’) 
on account of a team of superwomen who have taken over, of all things, 
the warehouse jobs.” Although intended to be comical in tone, the article 
perpetuated certain gender stereotypes. Citing the workers’ lack of ideal 
female characteristics, the magazine quipped that such women could 
be “as feminine as they want to, just as long as they are able to toss a 
varsity football tackle over their shoulders and run ninety yards with him 
to a touchdown.” The article emphasized that these women were not of 
“standard size” and represented a curious sideshow in company culture. 
As aberrations, these women did not pose a threat to men or to accepted 
ideas about gender identity or men’s authority in the firm. This emphasis 
is further illustrated by the magazine’s statement that, although male 
employees “look up to them,” it is only because “they have to. The women 
are bigger.”148 The article lessened anxiety by making these women into 
freaks. Such characterizations reveal leaders’ efforts to mitigate the dis-
ruptive potential of wartime needs and point to the importance of bodies 
in the war effort.

Pictures and stories of African Americans working at Boeing also played 
on stereotypes in an effort to minimize the potential of dangerous social 
change. When mentions of African Americans workers appeared in com-
pany wartime publications such as the Boeing News, they often were in the 
context of recreation and leisure as opposed to work. African Americans 
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were often shown entertaining white Boeing employees, as in a picture 
of two African American women who put on a “spontaneous jitterbug 
exhibition” during a lunch break at the Renton plant in August 1945.149 
Similarly, a February 1945 issue showed an African American man as he 
performed a trick during his “one- man show” and noted, “He sings and 
does parlor tricks.” The publication quoted the man as saying, “Watch 
close now while I turn a dime into a dolla.”150 These lighthearted images 
masked the fears of disorder that Boeing managers, as well as city officials 
and union leaders, had earlier discussed behind closed doors. Images of 
black men as entertainers also diverted attention from them as workers, 
another element working against their permanence as Boeing employees.

Peace and Postwar Dependencies

The end of the war came abruptly for Boeing workers, and especially for 
women, who were first to be fired because they had been characterized 
as temporary, emergency wartime workers. Immediately after the war 
ended the military canceled its orders for bombers, and Boeing closed 
many of its branch plants and factories and cut 70,000 jobs.151 From a 
wartime peak of 31,750 on February 9, 1945, employment at the Seattle 
Boeing plant had dropped to 17,722 by February 1948.152 Most of the jobs 
cut were women’s; one worker, a divorced mother, recalled V- J Day this 
way: “I kind of panicked, because just like that Boeing closed down. We 
were laid off that night. We celebrated, great, but meanwhile I didn’t have 
a job.”153 African American women, in particular, were pushed out.154 
These patterns held true at Boeing. One Boeing worker recalled, “I think 
in general that women understand that in going in there, we were hired 
for the duration— just for the duration. . . . But most women did not want 
to leave work at the end of the war. Some might have been relieved if 
their husbands came home or if they still had a husband who worked. But 
most of them wanted to stay on. A job was a job, and the whole level of 
existence had changed.”155 Contrary to the official propaganda that Rosie 
the Riveter was to be a temporary, wartime factory worker, many women 
did not voluntarily leave industrial jobs after the war.156

Men who returned to the aircraft plants after serving in the military 
found their jobs completely changed. Because production processes and 
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workplace organization had changed, the men’s knowledge and skilled 
backgrounds were no longer vital.157 Boeing leaders were keenly aware of 
this shift. Managers harbored deep anxieties about the future of aircraft 
production; the future of military contracts was not clear to company lead-
ers. Federal contracts were not guaranteed, and the company’s reliance on 
federal defense contracts now seemed even more problematic than had 
previously been the case.158 Edward Wells, Boeing’s chief engineer, was so 
concerned about the postwar future that he selected a group of engineers 
to work in Boeing’s “Hidden Cave,” a small downtown Seattle office, to 
design products that had nothing to do with airplanes or national defense.159

Postwar anxieties over the future of work also made their way into 
relations between labor and management. The first contract that District 
Lodge 751 had signed with Boeing in 1936 carried over into the war years. 
In 1947, however, tensions over contract negotiations rose, and the union 
went on strike for five months beginning in April 1948. Boeing leaders 
wanted control over layoffs with no regard to seniority. The labor historian 
Robert Rodden argues that “no self- respecting union could accept such a 
proposal.”160 According to Rodden, the late 1940s ushered in the “passing 
of the founding generation of master builders at Boeing” and “a new breed 
of management.” The male camaraderie and fraternalism of the 1930s and 
first half of the 1940s, when the company was small and company lead-
ers “dealt with employees in the shop in an easy man- to- man way,” had 
disappeared. Rodden’s analysis stands out for his assumption that workers 
would be men who had gained authority and skill on the shop floor and 
for his view that growth made holding the Boeing “family” together more 
difficult. After Phil Johnson died, Rodden notes, “a new generation took 
over, with lawyers replacing engineers and bureaucrats displacing build-
ers. In 1947, for the first time, the company’s negotiations were conducted 
by professionals and technicians.”161 As the company grew, then, some 
were mourning the loss of the prewar work culture. Some workers felt they 
were losing power, even while the number of engineers and workers was 
continuing to climb due to Cold War spending and a new “technocratic 
political culture” was emerging in the Seattle region.162

Despite initial concerns over federal contracts, Boeing emerged from the 
war a key federal contractor and a top regional manufacturer and employer. 
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Having built on the reputation it gained during World War II as a leader 
in national security, the company began to rely on military contracts.163 
More broadly, World War II fostered western cities’ dependence on federal 
spending and federal support for development, thereby exacerbating the 
boom- and- bust cycles of the aerospace and defense industries.164 Washing-
ton State politicians battled for lucrative defense contracts for Boeing in an 
effort to facilitate urban growth.165 Backed primarily by the U.S. Army Air 
Corps and buoyed by Seattle’s interest in urban economic growth, Boeing 
is a prime early example of the complex relationship Richard Kirkendall 
describes as the “military- metropolitan- industrial complex.”166 The postwar 
dependency of Seattle on Boeing and of Boeing on the federal government, 
and the role of World War II in causing that shift, was not lost on people 
at the time. As one federal report noted in 1965, “It [World War II] caused 
drastic changes in the composition of the area’s economy and left, as its 
legacy, a dependence on federal defense spending that still persists.”167 
Another study undertaken by the U.S. Arms Control and Disarmament 
Agency in the 1960s concluded, “Seattle has a disproportionately heavy 
manufacturing emphasis, but that emphasis is almost entirely the result 
of Boeing’s activities.”168 The study noted that Boeing “dominated the 
local labor scene.”169

Cold War military contracts maintained an expanded workforce and 
also pushed the company into areas beyond aircraft manufacturing, most 
notably a research and development division that focused on aerospace— 
Boeing Aerospace Company.170 Despite Cold War opportunities and growth, 
particularly after the launch of Sputnik 1 in 1957 ushered in a new emphasis 
on science and technology research, the company faced several periods 
of decline in the postwar years, particularly in the early-  to mid- 1960s, 
when there were several military contract cancellations.171 One federal 
report, however, noted that Boeing was accustomed to layoff cycles: “The 
history of the relatively young Seattle community is replete with periods 
of alternately riding the economic crest and wallowing in the trough of 
economic ill health.”172

Despite Boeing’s ups and downs, the company was celebrated as a 
symbol of the possibilities of modern science and technology. Even the 
1962 World’s Fair in Seattle focused on Boeing’s dominance and Cold War 
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leadership despite the company’s unpredictable employment cycles.173 By 
the postwar period, Boeing had developed into a Seattle institution. One 
city official characterized Seattle in 1970 as “the world’s greatest company 
town.”174 As scholars such as Robert Dean, K. A. Cuordileone, and David 
Johnson have shown, the Cold War environment fostered a new focus on 
heterosexual masculinity. Political and economic culture put a new pre-
mium on toughness and style, and Boeing’s show of industrial might was 
part of this “cold war cult of masculine toughness.”175

The Postwar Boeing Family

The Boeing “family” continued to grow throughout the 1950s and 1960s, 
with some important distinctions from the 1930s “family.” Boeing con-
tinued to employ women, even promoting women’s place in the company 
in a manner similar to World War II propaganda. In 1951, for example, 
the Boeing News ran an article titled “Women at Boeing on Equal Footing 
with Men.” The article posited that “Rosie the Riveter is back— but now 
with years of aircraft and other mechanical experience.”176 Similarly, in 
September 1953 Boeing Magazine, a monthly company publication geared 
toward an “external” audience, declared that “Rosie is back” and that “the 
era of Rosie, the riveter, and Winnie, the welder, is not over.” It went on to 
explain that out of the 62,200 employees at Boeing, 14,700, or 23.6 per-
cent, were women; that figure was up from 14 percent in 1948. The article 
declared, “And these are not all taking shorthand and punching typewrit-
ers. More than 11,000 of them are hourly employees in manufacturing and 
production just as women were during the civilian manpower shortage of 
World War II. That necessary recruitment of the female labor force was the 
foot in the door in many industries and the door has not closed since.”177 
However, this statement masks the tensions surrounding labor changes 
during World War II and the disappearance of women from the labor 
force after the war ended; the door did close, or perhaps more precisely, 
was never fully opened in the first place, even while a greater number of 
women continued to be employed in the postwar years.

In 1951, the same year that Boeing declared “Rosie is back,” one study 
found that the characteristics of the typical job applicant at Boeing had 
changed little from the prewar years. The study reported that, between 
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October and December of 1948, 84 percent of the people who applied for 
jobs at Boeing were not hired. As was the case in both the prewar and war-
time years, skilled workers were deemed the hardest applicants to find.178 
The study indicated that most job applicants were white males, married 
but without children, between the ages of twenty- one and twenty- five, 
with a high school education and no military background; women, on 
the other hand, were described as typically being single and, unlike male 
applicants, had likely been previously employed at Boeing.179 Although 
Boeing was now attracting more and more applicants from outside the 
Puget Sound region, these characteristics reveal how little had changed 
during the war years.

Still, there are some important distinctions in the expectations of postwar 
Boeing applicants. To many black employees, the involvement of the federal 
government, through the Fair Employment Practices Committee, signaled 
a new expectation of oversight and regulation to counteract employment 
discrimination. Reflecting on the changes since World War II, one black man, 
Albert Smith, credited President Roosevelt with opening job opportunities 
at Boeing and other defense industries: “See, it takes some pressure, some 
power to break that thing down.”180 Sampson Valley similarly pointed out 
how the federal government had forced Boeing’s hand: “I remember when 
Boeing first started. And it was really ‘boring,’ because they wouldn’t give 
you, give you even a janitor’s job. They just were not hiring minorities at 
Boeing until the Second World War came on. That’s the time when the 
government . . . began to fund these different agencies like Boeing, ship-
yards and things like that. Well, then the minorities got a chance to get a 
job.”181 Edward Foulks likewise observed that the postwar employment 
process was more equitable as a result of wartime federal oversight. He had 
noticed at least one major change since the 1940s: “I think there’ve been 
a lot of . . . changes . . . at least when you fill out an application you know 
it’s going to go in the personnel file, it’s not automatically going to hit the 
waste basket as soon as you turn your back.”182 And yet, Foulks described 
the continuation of employment discrimination based on race. He recalled 
how a Boeing supervisor told him about an underground racial “quota sys-
tem” that was in place when he applied to work at Boeing in 1947.183 While 
there is no corroborating evidence from Boeing or other sources about the 
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quota system, the idea of the system is revealing of how Foulks and other 
minority workers viewed Boeing, namely, as a place where it was tough 
for them to get a job, even after the war. The rumor of a quota system is 
also further evidence of the discriminatory practices at play in company 
hiring decisions at the factory level. Foulks described how managers tried 
to dissuade black applicants from taking jobs at Boeing, noting that “the 
fellow that interviewed me did everything in his power to discourage me . . . 
telling me how bad conditions were, how dirty the work was, how rough it 
was, and all like this.”184 While World War II did open some opportunities 
and provide an infrastructure for eradicating discrimination, concerns over 
race and gender still influenced and drove hiring decisions on the ground 
and workers’ perceptions of hiring conditions.

What had changed after World War II was the organization of work 
at Boeing. As a result of the shift to Cold War aerospace research and 
development, the myriad divisions devoted to engineering at Boeing saw 
a dramatic increase. By the end of 1954 Boeing employed 8,145 engineers, 
compared to 7,376 at the end of 1953. The 1954 figure represents a 220 per-
cent increase over the 3,700 engineers Boeing employed during the peak 
of World War II output.185 Boeing also increased its outreach to students, 
hosting classes, job fairs, and various other programs that informed UW 
students about the job opportunities available at Boeing.186 The company’s 
educational alliances helped it retain access to skilled workers, a significant 
advantage given the uncertain employment outlook at Boeing and in the 
aviation industry more broadly.187

As the number of engineers Boeing employed grew in the postwar 
period, so did the number of managers. In 1946 the company organized 
an association for company managers, the Boeing Management Asso-
ciation (BMA), which was formed to “raise the standards of supervision, 
improve its quality and encourage a spirit of unity and cooperation.” While 
the association began with only fifty- eight members, by 1965 it had six 
thousand members. Managers were not required to join, but many did; in 
October 1965 Boeing reported that nearly 84 percent of Boeing managers 
belonged to the association. In addition to providing education and train-
ing, the BMA sponsored social functions such as dances, “Sports Night,” 
and fishing derbies, among other activities. In 1965 a company- sponsored 
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history and photo album of the BMA declared, “Today, the Boeing Manage-
ment Association has become a way of life.”188 The BMA also reinforced 
the notion that the cohesion of the Boeing “family” was defined by white 
heterosexual men and by social networks of advancement. By the 1970s, 
however, that was slowly starting to change. One woman manager recalled 
the reaction of her husband, also a Boeing worker, and the BMA when she 
was promoted to manager: “When I got reclassified into management, 
Paul said ‘I suppose now I’m going to have to salute you.’ We went to a 
function of the Boeing Management Association— the visit of the B- 17. 
The guard asked Paul for his BMA card. Paul’s an engineer. I was the one 
in management.”189 The reaction to her membership in the BMA reflects 
the assumptions that only men would occupy the highest ranks of the 
company, even while the composition of the workforce was beginning to 
change because of the employment of greater numbers of women.

As the company moved into the “jet age,” and particularly as develop-
ment of the 727 picked up in the 1960s and Boeing began to expand its 
aerospace operations, Boeing began to recruit workers from outside the 
United States. Zakir Parpia, who came from India to earn a master’s degree 
in civil engineering at Washington State University in 1975, observed the 
significance of immigration to Boeing’s growing engineering ranks. Parpia 
recalled that in the 1960s and 1970s “Seattle had its larger share of Indi-
ans that were predominantly engineers that worked for Boeing.” He also 
remembered that “they [Indians] came in larger numbers because Boeing 
needed that category of worker.”190 Part of what drove the increase was the 
abolishment of national origin quotas, which had restricted immigration 
by race and ethnicity, under the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965; 
this shift led to a wave of immigration from Asia, which in turn diversified 
Boeing’s workforce, particularly the engineering ranks. Cold War military 
production also meant that defense contractors like Boeing needed skilled 
engineers.191 After World War II new opportunities for citizenship among 
people who had already been in the United States, such as Filipinos, also 
meant they now had the opportunity to work for defense contractors like 
Boeing, where employees had to hold U.S. citizenship.192

Cold War ideas of citizenship could also cause some tensions on the shop 
floor. In 1967, for example, Kito Kaneta, a Japanese American engineering 
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aide employed in the missiles and information systems division in Seattle, 
wrote a letter charging Boeing with racial discrimination and harassment 
that he claimed was the result of his unwillingness to join a company- 
sponsored U.S. Savings and Freedom Bond drive, which his supervisor told 
him was the duty of all employees of a government contractor.193 Kaneta 
wrote the letter to the federal Fair Employment Practices Commission and 
provided copies to U.S. senator Warren Magnuson, U.S. senator Henry 
Jackson, Rep. Brock Adams, the national headquarters of the Japanese 
American Citizens League, and the American Civil Liberties Union of 
Washington State.194 He described “intimidation of myself and others 
employed by the Boeing Company who refuse to participate in its Sav-
ings and Freedom Bonds campaign.”195 Kaneta’s charges provide insight 
into how the Boeing “family” was redefined in the context of World War 
II and the Cold War, when wartime threats both propped up the company 
through defense contracts and also shifted workplace culture to demand 
a new kind of loyalty. The family metaphor became less about creating an 
inclusive atmosphere of loyalty and fraternalism than it was about articulat-
ing a model of exclusivity upon which power and privilege were asserted. 
Wartime disruptions made it difficult for company leaders to regulate 
employees in the same way. As the next chapter shows, even as the rights 
revolution opened up job opportunities through equal employment oppor-
tunity programs, women’s place in the Boeing “family” remained elusive.
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CHAPTER 3

Women’s Place in Equal 
Opportunity Employment

With Boeing’s seventy- fifth anniversary approaching in 1989, company lead-
ers viewed it as the perfect opportunity to take stock. That year, the Boeing 
Historical Archives began to research what it hoped would be a celebration 
of “the unique contribution of women at all levels of the company over the 
course of Boeing’s nearly 75- year history.”1 The project went beyond just 
research. Company historians, public relations managers, and person-
nel managers, including equal employment opportunity officers, worked 
together to research and begin to write a monograph tentatively titled Women 
at Boeing: Working Partners for Four Generations.2 The monograph aimed to 
celebrate and document women’s roles at Boeing, both for the company’s 
historical record and for public distribution. The historical abstract for the 
proposed monograph noted that although Boeing had employed nearly 
one hundred thousand women since the company’s founding and women 
had contributed to the success of the company, these experiences had not 
been recorded. Project participants hoped their endeavor would be a work 
“unique in the history of Boeing and the aviation industry at large.”3 As part 
of their research for Women at Boeing, company historians and archivists 
at the Boeing Historical Archives undertook an oral history project, “Talk-
ing about Work: Boeing Women Managers on Women in the Workplace  
. . . Then and Now.” The Boeing Historical Archives staff surveyed female 
hourly employees and interviewed fifteen women managers with ten to 
forty years of work experience at Boeing. All interviews took place in the 
Seattle area in the spring of 1989.4
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In the interviews many women identified limited paths to advancement 
as a source of frustration. One woman with more than thirty years’ work 
experience at Boeing recalled that she and other female colleagues had 
been channeled into specific areas of the company and that the gender 
division of labor seemed particularly impenetrable in certain departments: 
“There weren’t many women in Boeing management back in the Sixties. 
The percentage was something like ‘point zero something’ . . . especially 
in engineering and manufacturing, which (for women) is probably the 
most discriminatory section of the company. Where women first got into 
management were the service organizations . . . material, industrial rela-
tions, contracts.”5

Female employees at Boeing, it turned out, were all too eager to express 
similar concerns. Due to the women’s candor, and the unsettling view of 
workplace dynamics they provided, the monograph project was canceled 
before the year ended. One manager stated that while the idea of the mono-
graph was good, the evidence was not supportive: “Of some concern is the 
body of testimony from women who are retired and [from women who 
are] currently at work within Boeing.” He also observed that researchers 
found “a negative loyalty bias within the hourly population of women” 
and that project leaders were taken aback by the women’s responses and 
“somewhat overwhelmed by the passion of their concerns and the dis-
tance of their patience.” The manager concluded that although nothing 
would be done with the evidence at present, perhaps something could be 
done in the future: “Please take this as a tentative probe and know that 
it will remain as a record of history for some future historian to look for  
reasons . . . Why?”6

This chapter examines that “why” using the interviews to explore how 
gendered assumptions ordered workplace relations at Boeing in the con-
text of the push for equal opportunity employment that occurred from 
the 1960s through the 1980s. Boeing’s concept of a company “family,” 
built on fraternal networks defined by the assumptions of heteronorma-
tive patriarchal capitalism, challenged the implementation of structural 
changes in employment opportunities. Company cultures made it difficult 
to change workers’ mindsets about the possibility for equal opportunity 
employment to function in ways that promoted or allowed for equality, 
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even while feminist politics forced Boeing, and workplaces across the 
United States, to become less rigid.

The concept of the “glass ceiling,” both in terms of historical context and 
contemporary politics and activism, provides substantial insight into the 
interviews and workplace politics at Boeing.7 People in the workplace have 
been guided by gendered power relations and have identified certain traits 
as female or male and certain jobs as suited for females or for males not 
necessarily as an overt exercise of power but often because it seemed like 
the only appropriate choice.8 Similarly, Anthony Greenwald and Thomas 
Pettigrew have found that most discrimination in the United States occurs 
because of favoritism toward others with similar race or gender identities 
rather than because of overt acts of hostility or prejudice.9

One of the best examples for elucidating the power and complexities 
of gendered assumptions involves Sears, Roebuck and what Alice Kessler- 
Harris refers to as the “gendered imagination.” The concept of the gendered 
imagination calls into question women’s relationship to capitalism and 
the way that ideas of gender have upheld a gender division of labor.10 In 
1979 the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) sued Sears, 
Roebuck and Company for discriminatory hiring practices toward women, 
particularly in the high- paying commission sales jobs. The EEOC’s case 
was one effort to undo the division of labor and the “sex- segregated labor 
market that had infected the American experience” and that had remained 
strong in the 1970s. Sears defended its position by noting that, although 
it had set up an affirmative action program to recruit more women, the 
retailer could not find any women who wanted these positions.11 Sears 
won its case, with the judge agreeing that women did not seek out com-
mission sales jobs because they preferred jobs that were more social and 
cooperative and less individualistic and competitive. Kessler- Harris notes 
that the Sears case “reveals the continuing force and tenacity of the gen-
dered imagination even as it suggests the ways that alternative visions of 
gendered equity try to write themselves into law and policy.”12

It is precisely this “gendered imagination” that made change so difficult 
at Boeing. The interviews and the contextual politics reveal a moment in 
which it becomes clear that the patriarchal male- dominated model in place 
at Boeing had been normalized in such a way that to some, it was rendered 
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almost invisible. This invisibility manifests itself when people try to pinpoint 
exactly what accounts for employment discrimination against women. 
Boeing leaders, managers, and workers shared a hesitancy to call it pre-
meditated discrimination even as they acknowledged that Boeing had not 
been a welcoming place for women workers. In one interview, for example, 
a woman clarifies her position that the discrimination was not necessarily 
intentional but something to be expected in the short term, based on the 
company’s history. When looking to fill senior management positions, for 
example, she found that company leaders had simply gotten into the habit 
of choosing men over women: “It’s not because of blatant discrimination. 
It’s that (moving women up) just ‘doesn’t feel right’ yet. It’s only a matter 
of time (until more women move up in the company). But we have to start 
setting those precedents, and we have to start providing opportunities for 
more women.”13 The construction of the workforce as a “family” built on 
fraternal norms made it difficult to reconceptualize the workers’ relation-
ship to Boeing’s organizational structure and to other employees.

Like the previous case studies, this chapter provides a rare opportunity 
to look inside the managerial politics of a powerful firm. But unlike the 
other chapters, this one relies primarily on oral histories, which stand out 
because of their unfiltered content. Women gave candid critiques of the 
company and offered straightforward advice to Boeing leaders. It is clear 
that they did not have the opportunity to do so elsewhere or did not feel 
that they could outside the format of the interview. Many interviewees 
described a company that seemed not to know what to do with women 
employees. They also told stories of a corporate culture that strongly 
adhered to a gender division of labor and did not provide much room for 
women’s advancement. One woman observed that in her department there 
were 350 employees, yet only a handful of these were women; she cited 
Boeing leaders as responsible for such low numbers: “So far, I haven’t seen 
any effort on Boeing’s part to help keep (its best) women. I get the feeling 
the attitude is, ‘Oh, well, they’re gonna leave to take care of their kids so 
why take them seriously?’”14 This forthrightness explains why the women 
who were interviewed requested anonymity, which allowed respondents 
to speak without the fear of losing their jobs and to avoid any resentment 
from their coworkers or supervisors and possible retribution.
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The interview transcripts themselves are incomplete, with answers often 
categorized by theme instead of the order they appeared in conversation, 
and the questions asked were not always uniform. Thus, the transcripts 
limit the kinds of information that can be gleaned from the answers, narrow 
the focus to management/employee relations, and raise questions about 
the tone and thoroughness of the interviews. In other ways, however, this 
format enriches the study precisely because women viewed the interview 
as a rare opportunity to raise their concerns in a confidential setting. 
Most importantly for the purposes of this book, the interviews captured a 
moment in Boeing’s history when workers and all company leaders were 
rethinking the place of gender diversity in workplace dynamics. The next 
section traces the context of changing workforce patterns, including the 
politics of affirmative action and equal opportunity employment programs, 
before returning to the particular details of the shifts occurring at Boeing 
during the “EEO era.” The rest of the chapter then focuses on the inter-
views themselves and the insight into workplace dynamics they provide.

Feminist Politics and the Push for Change in the EEO Era

The 1960s and 1970s brought vast changes to the composition of the Ameri-
can workforce. Women’s workforce participation rates went up with the 
economic crises of the 1970s. Deindustrialization meant that blue- collar 
jobs once filled by men were being replaced with service sector jobs largely 
filled by women. Beth Bailey notes that, because of inflation, “women’s 
earnings became critical.” By 1976 only 40 percent of the jobs in the United 
States paid wages that could support a family. The number of women who 
had children under six years old, and thus not yet in elementary school, 
began to increase; their workforce participation rate went from 30 percent 
in 1970 to 43 percent in 1976. In 1985 that figure rose to 50 percent.15 By 
the 1970s, Natasha Zaretsky points out, the “two- earner family emerged 
as a norm for the American middle class,” and this changing social order 
created a wave of anxiety that the nuclear family was in crisis.16 Bailey 
notes that, in this changing landscape, “the crux of the problem was that 
liberation freed women to compete with men and, in so doing, upset what 
they believed was the proper relationship between the sexes.”17

Gendered assumptions persisted, closing opportunities for women to 



Women’s Place in EOE

100

enter professions coded male, including management and engineering. 
As men began to feel increasingly vulnerable due to shrinking job oppor-
tunities, unions became more protective of male identities in the labor 
movement. As Jefferson Cowie points out, new organizations like the Coali-
tion of Labor Union Women (CLUW) and 9to5 attempted to draw feminist 
politics into labor organizing, though these had an “uneasy relation with 
unions.”18 Francine Moccio has pointed out that unions resisted opening 
opportunities to women, and she argues that the legacies of the roadblocks 
put up by gendered views of women’s place in blue- collar jobs from the 
“EEO era” live on today: “A collusive relationship among male workers, 
unionists, and employers[,] once used to combat employer exploitation, 
operate[s] in the twenty- first century to the exclusion of women.” Moccio 
argues that the “Sisyphaean task of changing culture” is not the only barrier 
to equal opportunity for women but that the government, law, and public 
all need to have a role in ending women’s exclusion from professions that 
have been coded male.19

The period from the 1960s through the 1980s was flooded with legisla-
tion aimed at eradicating discrimination in employment. In the abstract 
for the proposed Women at Boeing monograph, researchers characterized 
1964– 89 as a distinct phase in the growth of women’s employment at Boe-
ing; they labeled these years the “EEO era.”20 In 1963 the Equal Pay Act was 
passed, mandating equal pay for equal work. However, as Alice Kessler- 
Harris notes, this legislation did not cover comparable work and was not 
as revolutionary as some feminists had hoped, since women were typically 
concentrated in specific occupations deemed to be primarily for females. 
EEO legislation did, however, open the door for further feminist political 
activism and a push for even greater change.21 One of the most important 
pieces of legislation was Title VII of the Civil Rights Act and the creation 
of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) to facilitate 
compliance. Pres. Lyndon Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act in 1964, 
and its Title VII provisions made it illegal for firms with more than fifteen 
employees to discriminate on the basis of sex, race, religion, or ethnicity. 
The inclusion of sex in the list of factors receiving coverage under Title VII 
was at first introduced into the bill as a joke.22 Even after Title VII was in 
effect, the main focus continued to be on race and not sex or gender. As 



Women’s Place in EOE

101

Kathleen Barry notes, “The press treated the inclusion of sex in Title VII 
as a laughable diversion from the sober matter of racial discrimination.”23

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, however, the EEOC became increas-
ingly involved in wage discrimination suits. Feminist groups such as the 
National Organization for Women (NOW) publicized the fact that women 
earned substantially less than men, even when the work was comparable 
or equivalent.24 The EEOC found itself so burdened with complaints of 
sex discrimination that it began to focus exclusively on class- action cases, 
which gave corporations like Boeing greater ability to resist change and 
weakened the effectiveness of the antidiscrimination law.25 As Nancy 
MacLean notes, “Respect for the law became, in effect, voluntary.”26

While corporations across the United States circumvented equal employ-
ment opportunity laws, further progressive legislation forced company 
leaders to assess women’s positions in company hierarchies. In 1968 

FIG. 6. District Lodge 751, IAM, union meeting, 1965. Courtesy Seattle Post- 
Intelligencer Collection, Museum of History and Industry, Seattle.
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President Johnson issued Executive Order 11375, which made it illegal 
for federal contractors to discriminate against women. It also required 
federal contractors like Boeing to file affirmative action plans with the 
federal government to address how they would increase employment 
opportunities for women and minorities. This legislation opened a lot of job 
opportunities that had previously been closed to women and minorities.27

In his study of the working class in the 1970s Jefferson Cowie points 
out that “diversity and inclusion” were emphasized as new job opportuni-
ties opened for women and minorities, though workers as a whole were 
beginning to lose power. The push for a collective workplace justice move-
ment shifted to “a more individualistic terrain of ‘occupational justice,’” 
including affirmative action and equal opportunity programs. As Cowie 
argues, “Ironically, as the hope for a genuinely integrated manifesta-
tion of working- class identity rapidly faded, the actual sites of work were 

FIG. 7. Boeing workers after a labor agreement was reached and a strike called 
off in 1963. Courtesy Seattle Post- Intelligencer Collection, Museum of History 
and Industry, Seattle.
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becoming more integrated than ever before.” He further notes the impact 
of this emphasis during the 1980s, as neoliberalism began to take hold, 
making workers increasingly vulnerable to capitalist exploitation: “As 
fundamental as inclusion, identity, and diversity were, an emphasis on 
gender and racial equity alone tended to allow jobs, pay, and labor rights 
to fall out of the equation, leaving workers with a set of individual rights to 
non- discrimination amidst a more brutal economy— a multi- cultural neo- 
liberalism.”28 In the neoliberal economic context, corporations gained more 
power at the expense of workers, though in the feminist politics of the era 
many women aspired to overcome this dynamic. Women, at Boeing and 
elsewhere, expected change, even as some expressed ambivalence about 
the possibility of change. Women often demanded access to employment 
opportunities but did not expect radical structural changes, which reflects 
both the weaknesses of EEO legislation and the persistence of gender 
discrimination in capitalist corporate cultures.29

Another challenge that limited more radical change was the backlash 
against feminist politics that emerged alongside EEO legislation. Begin-
ning in the 1970s conservatives, led by the New Right, were particularly 
threatened by the increased access to jobs that affirmative action provided 
to women and minorities. The New Right gained ground throughout the 
1970s and 1980s with a platform that promoted traditional conservative 
family values and called for dismantling feminist goals and programs such 
as affirmative action. Amid the economic decline of the 1970s and 1980s, 
conservative political rhetoric blamed job loss on affirmative action programs 
and put proponents of feminist issues on the defensive. The ground that 
the feminist movement had gained in the 1970s did not end in the con-
servative backlash of the 1980s, though the political atmosphere became 
particularly hostile to feminist politics and political influence under Pres. 
Ronald Reagan.30 This backlash entered popular culture as a war against 
“political correctness,” in which programs such as women’s studies and 
affirmative action came under attack, particularly in academia.31 Feminists 
were put on the defensive.32

In addition to a hostile political climate, which Judith Stacey points 
out was exacerbated by Reagan’s promotion of the profamily movement 
through conservative, antifeminist Supreme Court and federal judiciary 
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appointments that “promise[d] to inhibit the progress of democratic family 
reform well into the twenty- first century,” feminism took a hard hit with 
the “ravages of postindustrialism.”33 Neither conservative nor feminist 
politics were able to successfully and fully address issues of structural 
inequalities between men and women in the workplace. A new emphasis on 
“traditional” family roles emerged; in this formulation women were valued, 
both culturally and economically, primarily as caretakers within families. 
As Stacey points out, neither “family values” and the traditional values of 
the conservative thrust nor feminism “have been as useful in addressing 
the structural inequalities of postindustrial occupation structure or the 
individualist, fast- track culture that makes all too difficult the formation 
of stable intimate relations on a democratic, or any other basis.”34 Even so, 
the political backlash against feminism prompted a resurgence of feminist 
activity in the late 1980s and early 1990s.35 It was this resurgence, along 
with predictions that more women would enter the U.S. labor force, that 
prompted corporations like Boeing to implement changes.

Feminist Politics at Boeing

As a federal contractor, Boeing’s ability to conduct business meant it had to 
comply with and enforce affirmative action programs, report compliance, 
and undergo periodic reviews, all of which forced Boeing to institutionalize 
changes that promoted diversity in hiring and promotions.36 One Boeing 
advertising brochure suggested that equal opportunity was nothing new at 
the company: “People of all colors and races have worked at Boeing for as 
long as anyone can remember. Boeing was among the first eight companies 
that pledged to take affirmative action to establish equal opportunity under 
the Plan for Progress program in 1961.” The brochure further pointed out 
that it was not until passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 that discrimi-
nation in employment became illegal.37 Yet, previous to 1989, Boeing had 
no policies in place that specifically addressed development of female 
and minority career and leadership opportunities. As Janet Anderson, 
Boeing’s EEO manager, noted, “Historically, in an unwritten ‘policy,’ the 
Company has supported training (internal and external/paid- time and 
off- hours) which is mutually available and advantageous in content for 
males and females.”38 Thus, prior to federal intervention Boeing did not 
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systematically pursue expanding opportunities for women, as affirmative 
action programs proposed to do. Because of this, and in conjunction with 
critiques against other corporations and critiques against capitalism, cor-
porations like Boeing were a target for feminist activism.

Feminist critiques were lobbed against Boeing as women employed at 
the company attempted to push through the glass ceiling. In 1970 one writer 
sarcastically criticized Boeing for adopting a “fatherly attitude toward its 
female workers, protecting them from the realities of big business and its 
attendant worries and responsibilities.” She noted, “If you are a woman 
working at Boeing . . . paternalism manifests itself in basic attitudes toward 
you and your status within the company.” The writer issued a warning to 
the “Big Daddy on the Duwamish” that women would no longer accept 
Boeing’s paternalistic and discriminatory policies.39 Her prediction proved 
insightful, not only for Boeing but also for feminist battles against institu-
tionalized gender discrimination across the country.

This demand for more attention to diversity came not only from the 
women inside Boeing but from pressures outside the company as well. From 
June 1983 through October 1984, for example, a group of feminist activists 
occupied a camp that had been set up near Boeing Aerospace Center, in 
Kent, Washington, where Boeing produced cruise missiles. They named 
their encampment the Puget Sound Women’s Peace Camp and modeled 
it after similar sites of antinuclear protest in Canada, England, and the 
United States, among other places. Participants primarily attempted to 
raise public awareness of Boeing’s link to military weapons and policy 
and to motivate Boeing workers to join their effort to halt the production 
of cruise missiles. While their focus was antinuclear protest, they also 
critiqued Boeing’s corporate power and the place of workers in relation 
to that power.40 The peace camp participants scrutinized the position of 
women in society and pointed out gendered inequalities; they character-
ized the cruise missile as “a terrifying manifestation of the male power 
structure.”41 Their “unity statement” noted, “We are organizing as women 
because we feel it is time for women to act together as a powerful force for 
world peace and justice.”42 One camp member, also a Boeing employee, 
recalled thinking that the group’s feminist politics might attract negative 
attention in the traditionally male Boeing ranks: “I knew the employees 
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at Boeing would find it easy to dismiss the Camp as a bunch of ‘kooks’ or 
‘women’s libbers,’ people totally unlike themselves.” While she expected 
women’s politics to be dismissed, to her “amazement” she found many 
Boeing employees to be sympathetic, though she noted that many were 
“kept in line by economic necessity.”43 Others experienced more hostile 
reactions; one woman recalled that after she passed out flyers at Boeing 
a male employee spit at her.44 To some, Boeing could seem an unlikely 
place for feminist politics.

Defining and implementing equal opportunity employment, however, 
proved difficult. It was unclear what might be the best way to provide 
equal opportunity employment opportunities at Boeing, and even the 
necessity of doing so was a source of debate. Boeing leaders often balked 
at the implementation of programs for women because they were afraid of 
creating the perception that they were discriminating against white men, 
who constituted the majority of the workforce. This stance angered many 
women employees. One woman interviewed pointed out that Boeing’s 
policies on and attitude toward equal opportunity were often confusing 
and contradictory. She offered an example in which Boeing cosponsored 
the annual Women in Business Conference in Seattle yet did not sponsor 
attendance for any female Boeing employees because doing so would have 
violated a company policy “to not favor one group over another.”45 Despite 
the company’s objections, some women did attend, though according to 
one employee, company leaders floundered in trying to determine what 
constituted gender discrimination:

For two years now, Boeing has given up to $50,000 for scholarships 
for high school girls. Well, that buys great PR, but we’re not getting any 
return. Why couldn’t the company take that money, and send some of 
our women to the conference and get something in return. But they 
won’t, because the word “women” is in the title of the conference and 
Boeing says that sending employees would be discriminatory. . . . One 
year, (one of the seminar speakers) pointed out that Boeing was one of 
the seminar’s corporate sponsors. Then, she asked the audience, “Will 
all the women from Boeing please stand up.[”] Nobody did, because no 
one wanted to admit it. What a commentary that was!46
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Despite its public support for women’s opportunities, Boeing leaders had 
a hard time defining and implementing equal opportunity employment 
within their own work spaces, even as federally designed and mandated 
affirmative action programs were instituted to try to combat such inequi-
ties in employment.47 Some began to critique even these legally required 
programs for going too far. Indeed, for those white males at Boeing who 
were accustomed to climbing the corporate ladder fairly easily and quickly, 
with no competition except other white men, sudden competition for 
jobs and advancement seemed threatening. These fears led to charges of 
reverse discrimination.

Even while opportunities for women and minorities at Boeing in the 
1970s and 1980s were fairly limited, company managers still worried 
about the effects of a diversified workforce on the reputation for a skilled 
workforce defined by white men. For example, in 1989 Boeing’s EEO man-
ager stated, “We make decisions based on qualifications. And we work to 
eliminate any misconceptions employees might have regarding affirmative 
action. . . . You can’t just trample on the rights of the white male.”48 Begin-
ning in the 1970s, and particularly when jobs became scarce, affirmative 
action programs were seen by some as “reverse discrimination.”49 Seattle’s 
reliance on Boeing as the top employer in the region, and the company’s 
turbulent history of massive layoffs, exacerbated such fears. It was clear, 
however, that women did not challenge men’s dominance at Boeing. Boe-
ing’s proposed monograph on women in the company noted that in 1989 
women made up 26 percent of the total Boeing workforce of 26,300 in the 
Seattle area; one report on the project noted that this figure was the high-
est in the company’s history except for during World War II.50 However, 
in the same year, the Seattle Post- Intelligencer looked at the same numbers 
from a different perspective and reported, “Nearly five decades since Rosie 
the Riveter worked the production line on the home front during World 
War II, the aerospace industry is mainly a man’s world.” The article cited 
the fact that only 20 percent of production workers were women, with an 
even smaller number (one in fifteen) working as engineers, while only a 
handful of executives were women.51 Both inside and outside of Boeing, 
some had begun to question how much progress Boeing had made toward 
equal employment opportunity.



FIG. 8. A Boeing technician works on the 707 in 1984. Courtesy National Archives.
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“Gendered Imagination” and Boeing’s Place 
as an Equal Opportunity Employer

It is clear that at least some Boeing managers harbored concerns about 
the lack of opportunities for women at Boeing. In 1989 top management 
had in fact begun a thorough investigation of Boeing’s equal employ-
ment opportunity programs and then began to formulate policy changes 
to reinvigorate such programs. Janet Anderson, EEO manager at Boeing, 
examined career development programs for minorities and females. She 
also established guidelines for the company’s development of affirmative 
action programs, which she characterized as being aimed at “upward 
mobility development plans for high- potential minorities and females tar-
geted for executive- level positions.”52 Anderson’s affirmative action report 
recommended more open communication between Boeing managers and 
women and minority employees; it also suggested the immediate forma-
tion of focus groups comprising Boeing leaders, women, and minorities 
so that all could “openly communicate about business/company issues.” 
The groups would “allow employees to have direct exposure to high level 
executives and sensitize managers to minority/gender experiences and 
should result in identifying and resolving conflicts.”53

As part of Boeing’s reevaluation of its diversity programs, company lead-
ers issued an internal report in 1989: “Women in Industry: A National and 
Company Perspective on Professional Advancement.” As the title implies, 
the report analyzed Boeing’s work opportunities for women in comparison 
with those of other companies. The report noted that 1989 had been a “ban-
ner year” for Boeing. Included in the company’s successes were an almost 
30 percent increase in profits and a ranking by the Society of Manufacturing 
Engineers as one of the top ten places to work.54 The report acknowledged, 
however, that 1989 had not been a “banner year” for women at Boeing and 
other companies. Nevertheless, it claimed that the problems women faced 
at Boeing were on the decline: “Despite these pockets of male chauvinism, 
the overall atmosphere at Boeing is positive and markedly improved.” While 
the report openly acknowledged that women faced a tough atmosphere at 
Boeing in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, it set the current atmosphere apart 
from that of the past.55 The report also positioned Boeing on the cutting 
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edge of career development for women and noted that it was positioned to 
make even greater strides toward equal opportunity employment, promising 
a “corporate commitment to bringing increasing numbers of women not 
only into management, but also into Boeing’s innermost decision- making 
circles.”56 But these claims were not quite as concrete or persuasive as the 
lived experience of women who worked at Boeing, even for Boeing leaders 
and managers who were concerned about diversity.

The report acknowledged the oral history interviews and used them 
as examples of the kinds of difficulties women faced, which included 
barriers to upward mobility (the “glass ceiling”), lack of social networks, 
resistance to female power, unequal pay, and unrealistic expectations and 
double standards for women with children (the “mommy track”). It focused 
specifically on male attitudes that discouraged acceptance of women in 
specific positions, particularly in management. The report singled out the 
engineering department as especially in need of women workers and stated 
that Boeing, along with other manufacturers, needed to do more to attract 
women to the “traditionally male- dominated profession.” However, the 
report went on to note that “engineering is just one of the professional and 
technical fields where an unofficial barrier— now commonly referred to as 
a ‘glass ceiling’ seems to cap the careers of women.”57 References to the 
glass ceiling indicate the feminist politics of equal opportunity that were 
prevalent in this time period.

The oral history interviews were an opportunity for Boeing leaders 
to hear about the experiences of women and minorities; yet, because 
they were archived rather than published, they never really came close to 
accomplishing the goal set out in the report. In addition, Boeing leaders 
did not talk directly to the women being interviewed. It was only company 
researchers and archivists who conducted the interviews, which probably 
explains the women’s honesty. This disconnect helps explain the general 
lack of communication between Boeing leaders and female employees 
that many women described in their interviews. Several women noted 
that they felt alienated from the company. One manager with more than 
thirty years of work experience at Boeing argued, “(I’d like to see them) 
mentor a few women in the same way they have done the men. Someone 
(at the company) has to take it upon themselves to say that it’s OK to be 
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a woman and work at Boeing. I don’t see anyone doing that.”58 Boeing 
leaders were certainly aware of such feelings to some degree. In a letter 
that explained the oral history project cancellation, one male manager 
wrote, “To paraphrase what I infer from the passion of their comments 
I hear them say ‘Won’t someone in the Company join in the dialog?’”59 
This lack of follow- through on important employment issues regarding 
women helps explain the sense of aggravation with Boeing leaders that 
many interviewees expressed.

It is important to recognize that the interviews were with women who 
had decided to stay employed at Boeing. So the perspective of those women 
who left is not heard, although some interviewees do mention women 
who had left because of the discriminatory atmosphere. For instance, in 
one interview a female manager was asked to identify the “most pressing 
issue” facing Boeing’s treatment of women. The manager criticized Boe-
ing for not properly utilizing its female workforce: “I’ve seen a huge brain 
drain among young women at Boeing. Women who are just beginning 
to pay back the company’s investment, but they leave because they’re 
so frustrated. Frustrated for lack of support, and because working here 
is just not worth all the battles.”60 The case of Boeing underscores that 
such social norms, even while not necessarily overt, were still staunchly 
and very powerfully defended. Managers and corporate leaders held on to 
a masculinist corporate culture that rendered these norms invisible even 
under active pressure to change.

Company leaders addressed the interviews by incorporating them into 
an internal report on company diversity issues. They used excerpts and 
themes from the oral history interviews as examples of conditions at Boeing 
and compared those conditions with regional and national trends on the 
employment of women.61 It may not have seemed as if much was changing 
at Boeing from the oral history interviews and from the composition of the 
workforce. Indeed, companies since the 1980s have been slow to change 
and address diversity issues with their unwieldy corporate bureaucracies 
and corporate cultures. Nevertheless, at that particular moment, Boeing 
leaders were in fact in the midst of an overhaul of their diversity programs 
and were becoming much more dedicated to the appearance of diversity, 
if not the reality.
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Of course, this overhaul would not come easy and would most likely 
take a great deal of time. Toward that end, several women argued that 
achieving equal opportunity was going to be a battle in Boeing’s masculine 
work environment despite the changing political climate that had opened 
some doors for female advancement. One noted that equality did not 
require special treatment, just treatment that was similar to what males 
at Boeing received:

We don’t want anything special, just to be one of the guys. We just 
want the company to treat us like everyone else. That’s really what we 
want. That would be a big change . . . just treat us like one of the guys. 
Sometimes I think there are men here who don’t [know] what to think 
of women . . . whether we can really talk, and that we’re just normal 
people. . . . Y’know, it would be nice to have a nice, nurturing environ-
ment here so that I can go out and see my customers. Do you know, it’s 
easier (for me, as a woman) to deal with executives on the outside than 
inside my own company. And I keep asking myself, “Why is that?”62

Such comments reveal a belief that ideas about women’s capabilities hin-
dered job opportunities and advancement potential for women at Boeing. 
The latter comment also hints at tensions between a belief that women 
need to be given a fair chance, which would mean access to the same net-
works of advancement and mobility that men had, and a feeling that equal 
employment opportunity programs could require special accommodation 
or preferential treatment that would be unproductive.

Although many women saw the atmosphere as discriminatory toward 
women, they offered few solutions to a problem they saw as larger than 
Boeing. In other words, the “gendered imagination” was a problem that 
pervaded society, not just Boeing. In many ways this attitude normal-
ized such discrimination. For example, in one interview a woman was 
asked what the company could do to “improve its relations with women 
employees,” and her response reveals a sense that the answers were fairly 
simplistic, though not often heeded: “Fairness, that’s all that’s required. 
Just plain fairness. I’ve seen so much unfairness. It’s not just a Boeing 
problem, it’s probably like that all over.”63 Some women did compare 
Boeing to other companies. One interviewee argued that Boeing’s pace 
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of change seemed glacial compared to that of other companies: “I have 
a friend at Hewlett Packard (and from what I understand), things that 
seem like breakthroughs here have gone on there for years.”64 In another 
interview a woman reported that from her discussions with other women 
who belonged to the Society for Engineers, she believed that Westinghouse 
and Lockheed were “more supportive of women” than Boeing was.65 She 
shared her opinion that Boeing was missing out on an opportunity to be a 
leader in providing opportunities for women: “Essentially, Boeing is a very 
conservative company, and because the rest of (corporate America) hasn’t 
made moves, they don’t think they should. That if they do, they could be 
held up for ridicule.”66 Another manager, who had an MBA and twelve 
years at Boeing, offered some advice to women who wanted to improve 
their work situation: “Bottom line, you’ve just got to be more focused. Boe-
ing offers tremendous educational opportunities. But no one at Boeing is 
going to take you by the hand like they do at IBM and say, ‘Ok, here’s your 
career path.’”67 This manager’s perspective highlights the complexity with 
which women addressed the problems facing women at Boeing; women 
cited individual consciousness and motivation as well as systemic and 
ingrained social inequalities and attitudes about women workers.

Advancement at Boeing and the Politics of Affirmative Action

Part of the difficulty in generating change in corporations like Boeing was 
the dominance of male networks that propelled men to the upper ranks of 
corporations. Advancement at Boeing was both a result of time with the 
company and a worker’s place within the established company hierarchy. 
From the company’s earliest days the careers of Boeing leaders were culti-
vated within the ranks of the company workforce. In 1988 the Boeing News 
acknowledged that affirmative action programs still had work to do in this 
climate: “Training and recruitment toward increasing the number of women 
and minorities in management and upper- level positions is the direction 
of the 1980s.”68 Boeing’s vice president of human resources, Joe Peritore, 
noted the power of corporate culture in stalling women at the lowest ranks 
of management and in hampering affirmative action programs: “Part of 
that is our culture. We promote from within, and it takes many years in The 
Boeing Company to reach those levels. So just the progression of time will 
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take care of some of that problem. But we think we can do more.”69 As a 
result, in the late 1980s the company implemented a program to identify 
“high potential” women and minorities and to try to provide opportunities 
and mentoring for them to reach the management level. The company also 
instituted an apprenticeship program to provide more training for women 
in the machine shops. One employee noted that this awakened a nostalgia 
for the “Rosies” of World War II: “Guys are pretty tickled that qualified 
women are coming into the machine shops again.”70

Machinists, however, because of the burdens they were carrying in the 
Boeing “family,” felt a sharp divide from upper levels of management. 
In October 1989 fifty- seven thousand machinists launched the “biggest 
strike in IAM history” and walked off the job in what one union publication 
described as a “family crusade.”71 Citing “family” and “family issues” as 
primary reasons for the strike, workers pointed out they were working long 
hours of overtime, sometimes lasting years, in order to meet new plane 
orders. In the newspaper of Lodge 751, Aero Mechanic, lodge president Tom 
Baker noted that, before the strike, “the Company was telling everyone 
within earshot that management and workers were one big family, and 
that the workers were the Company’s most important asset.”72 Strikers 
also used references to familialism to critique the company’s stance on 
refusing to increase wages. Baker argued, “The Company seems to think 
that the people who build the finest flying machines in the world are a 
foolish bunch of children who cannot count!”73 Strikers walked the picket 
lines with their families and told of the sacrifices their jobs were requiring. 
For men, as well as women, management seemed to be taking advantage 
of workers and not upholding the obligations that a familial model would 
suggest. One worker, a new father, observed, “My baby is one month old 
and this strike is the most time I’ve gotten to spend with her.”74 In addition 
to being emotionally draining, the strike was also financially draining for 
many machinists. One worker noted that by the time the strike was over, 
his family was left with just eighty dollars. Some workers found part- time 
jobs to help tide them over.75

In 1989 business was booming at Boeing. The company had record 
profits and was trying to produce one new commercial jet per day, a 400 
percent increase in production rates from just two years earlier. The New 
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York Times reported on the pressures that the neoliberal economic envi-
ronment put on workers as the company tried to navigate the boom in 
Boeing’s orders during the 1980s: “The machinists make up less than 
half of Boeing’s nationwide work force of 145,000, but they are the ones 
who actually assemble the airplanes, including the jumbo- sized 747 and 
the smaller 737.”76 Workers argued that company leaders were unfairly 
profiting from their hard work and sacrifices. One female worker noted 
that her loyalty was shifting to the union: “The company can afford to pay 
us better in the good times. We stuck with them in the bad times. . . . They 
should be willing to share. This is the first union I’ve ever belonged to and 
it’s great.”77 In a time of booming profits and expanded administrative and 
managerial ranks, both men and women machinists were acutely aware that 
they were losing power. In his 1989 book on union politics John McCann 
argues, “The important questions which faced workers in the 1930’s are 
still the questions facing workers in the late 1980’s.”78 For the increasing 
number of women entering the workforce, however, the issues were new. 
For many men, the demise of the family- sustaining wage and the tensions 
between union and management signaled that the Boeing “family” needed 
to be strengthened. To many women, however, “family” at Boeing meant 
exclusion, especially from those jobs coded male. By the 1980s women 
were still rare in the engineering ranks of the company.

The engineering program at the University of Washington provided the 
social network that helped uphold a familial sense of cohesion and male 
camaraderie in the ranks of management. Women were noticeably absent 
in this network. Between 1980 and 1988 an average of 845 women per year 
enrolled in UW’s engineering program, while only 138 per year graduated. 
Suzanne Brainard, a member of the UW engineering faculty and director of 
the Women in Science and Engineering Program, argued in 1989, “We’re 
looking at incredible retention problems, massive dropouts— 30 percent 
more women dropping out than men.”79 Throughout the postwar period 
white men remained “the traditional people in the field.”80

At Boeing, the shortage of women in engineering reinforced a corporate 
culture in which white men’s shared social status ordered the workplace. 
The fact that many managers and company leaders had started as employees 
of the engineering department limited women’s advancement potential. 
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In addition, many of the managers had graduated from the same engi-
neering programs at UW, and some hunted or socialized together on 
weekends. It was this fraternal support network, called the “old- boy net-
work,” that facilitated a built- in sense of common identity at businesses 
across the United States. It is also what made the Boeing “family” retain 
some characteristics of the 1930s even though the company had changed 
dramatically since earlier times. In 1971 there were only 50 women man-
agers at Boeing, and by 1980 there were 659. Still, this brought the ratio 
of female to male managers to 1:16. The Seattle Post- Intelligencer noted, 
“These 659 women have either been singled out or have carved their own 
niches in the mystical and often annoyingly traditional Boeing corporate 
hierarchy.”81 Women were employed in all sectors of the company in the 
postwar period, but not in ways that challenged traditional constructions of  
the Boeing “family.”

Many women engineers at Boeing were discouraged by the male atmo-
sphere and left Boeing after only a few years of employment. One woman 
manager who was interviewed in 1989 recalled that women still seemed 
a novelty within company ranks and were easily overlooked: “They’re 
not necessarily harassed; it’s worse. They’re ignored. And I know what it 
feels like; I’ve been in meetings where the men behaved like I wasn’t even 
there.”82 Another woman described how entrenched the gender division 
in labor seemed to be and how there seemed to be no way for women to 
move up to the higher ranks: “When I was in the clerical work force, the 
lack of opportunity for women was absolutely the biggest issue. There just 
didn’t seem to be any way for a woman to move up, to get into manage-
ment . . . to move up. (Back in the Fifties), the feeling of being a second- class 
citizen was normal among the women I worked with.”83 A manager with 
forty years’ work experience at Boeing blamed the company’s desire to 
maintain a masculine image for the lack of opportunities for women in the 
1950s: “Back then, everybody knew no woman could be a manager where 
it was visible to the outside. Y’know, to vendors. I’m telling you, that was 
the policy! In fact, two supervisors told me they would have made me a 
manager if I’d been a man. But that [was] because I was a woman, I was 
going to hit the ceiling (in Material).”84

Similarly, a woman with more than twenty- five years’ work experience 
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observed that Boeing had little experience dealing with women because 
of the company’s long history of having a majority male workforce. She 
recalled a case in which the company refused to let her go on a business 
trip because the client was known to use “bad language.” She had worked 
at the company for two years before Boeing finally allowed her to travel to 
a sales presentation, and even then the company worried about how clients 
would perceive female representatives: “Y’know what Boeing did? My 
boss called the [client] to ask if it was all right if they sent a woman along! 
You see, Boeing thought the client might be insulted if a woman was sent 
on a presentation.” Although the woman was eventually allowed to go on 
out- of- town business trips, her coworkers insisted on calling her “Charlie” 
on the trips rather than by her real name. She explained the tensions they 
were hoping to avoid with this tactic: “You see, they figured it wouldn’t look 
good if they went home and told their wives they went out of town with 
a woman. So, from that very first trip, I was ‘Charlie.’ And that nickname 
stayed for years.”85

In another interview a manager described Boeing’s stance on women 
traveling out of the country and stressed that company leaders’ concerns 
about women traveling were often old- fashioned. This manager recalled 
making a sales call on a female executive from a “Third World Country” 
who was surprised to learn how behind the times Boeing was: “Over lunch, 
we talked about women’s issues, and it turns out (her company) had us beat 
on every single issue. . . . I think Boeing thinks it’s much more progressive 
on women’s issues than the rest of the world. But that just isn’t the case.”86 
Company leaders’ concerns were also evident to a female engineering 
manager in Boeing’s commercial division. Over the course of more than 
thirty years at Boeing, she faced difficulties in traveling as a representative 
for Boeing. Prior to her departure for meetings in the Middle East, North 
Africa, and Latin America, Boeing leaders sent telegrams to “gauge the 
climate toward a woman’s participation,” even though, as she observed, it 
often seemed that Boeing managers were out of touch with other cultures 
and public perceptions of women: “What they [the clients] wanted was the 
information we were bringing. And as long as they got what they wanted, 
they didn’t care who did it. Boeing had the problem with women. They 
were so afraid that they might get into trouble (with the client), that they 
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wouldn’t make a move. And all it took was someone with a few guts to say, 
‘This is the way it’s going to be.’”87

With the development of affirmative action programs, women at Boeing 
gained a sense that they had permission to speak out against the inequalities 
ingrained in their work environment, yet they still had mixed expectations 
on their ability to alter the established order of the Boeing “family.” Even 
though Boeing had some equal opportunity programs in place, women 
expressed a belief that they were too weak to make meaningful, widespread, 
or lasting changes. Interestingly, despite Boeing’s denials that the federal 
mandate accounted for policy changes, some interviewees cited gender 
visibility as the reason for a promotion. As one woman explained, the 
very need for Boeing to have increased visibility of women in leadership 
positions because of civil rights and women’s rights legislation resulted 
in her advancement. She explained the circumstances that led her to 
achieve promotion on paper but not in reality: “I was a token. I got into 
management because of the (Civil Rights Act). So Boeing could raise its 
quotient of women managers. Later, after I was appointed supervisor my 
manager wouldn’t let me to [sic] sit in for him while he was on vacation, or 
wouldn’t allow me to do special projects. His prejudice just couldn’t allow 
a woman to represent his organization to another. . . . And that’s terrible. 
You have to develop your knowledge and skills, but first you have to be 
given the chance.”88 When asked about tokenism, another manager with 
more than twenty- five years at Boeing answered similarly: “When I was 
first made a manager, my husband said, ‘Well, they’ve met their quota.’ It 
hurt, but, yes, I think I probably was (a token) in the beginning. That’s not 
true anymore. I get things done, and everybody knows it.”89

When asked about the company’s stance on women in management prior 
to government intervention, another woman replied that little had changed. 
She noted that the men at Boeing proved resistant to change because, back 
in the 1950s, they believed women shouldn’t be placed in management 
positions that would be visible to the outside. They could hold traditional 
managerial roles, such as in nursing, personnel, and the library, but not 
where clients or the public could see them. She believed the problem had 
persisted despite the changing times: “That was back in the 50s. But I still 
have a big problem with the company today for that same reason. There 
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is not a single woman on Boeing’s executive board. Boeing has been very 
backward in promoting women, and they are today.”90 To many, inequalities 
had to be addressed in order to meet the challenges of the future.

Affirmative Action and the “Skills Gap”

By the late 1980s there was a growing recognition among Boeing leaders, 
managers, and workers that things had to change, even though change 
was slow to modify corporate culture and women’s experiences at Boeing. 
While implementing affirmative action programs in 1989, Boeing leaders 
made upward mobility for women and minorities a goal and targeted man-
agement positions in particular. Managers sought to implement changes 
that promoted diversity, though such efforts were often framed as future 
endeavors rather than present battles. These discussions often lacked a 
sense of urgency and any recognition that there were any wrongs in the past 
that had to be rectified with modifications, such as those the affirmative 
action programs entailed. Changes were often predicated on the future 
need for labor. For example, EEO manager Janet Anderson’s 1989 report 
notes that the company had recently created seminars for Boeing manag-
ers to attend. The first course was titled “Affirmative Action: Managing a 
Diverse Workforce.” These seminars were designed to “assist in further 
understanding the challenges which lie ahead in managing the diverse 
workforce of the future.”91 Anderson predicted that demographic changes 
in the workforce would require a different corporate tradition regarding 
employment opportunities. Boeing’s report on affirmative action programs 
noted that minorities would make up 29 percent of the new entrants into 
the labor force between 1990 and the year 2000— twice their current share 
of the workforce— and that immigrants would represent the largest share 
of the increase in the population and the workforce: “Sixty- one percent 
of all females of working age are expected to have jobs by the year 2000.” 
Her report also warned of an impending “skills gap,” in which “unskilled, 
entry- level jobs, where many minorities and women have historically been 
assigned, will decline dramatically.”92 The “skills gap” would require 
corporations to provide more training to workers.

The report implied that managers should not risk alienating potential 
workers. In addition, Boeing leaders had to act or risk a labor crisis: “The 
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underutilization of minorities and females in all levels of management is a 
fact and one that Boeing cannot afford to ignore.”93 Similarly, in 1988 the 
national director of the Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs 
observed, “The old assumptions— 2.2 children and the wife stays home— are 
antiquated. Companies that are going to attract the best and the brightest 
might recognize this.”94 Such sentiments echo the labor crisis of World War 
II, when labor shortages and increased production forced Boeing manag-
ers to reconfigure definitions of skill, training methods, and recruitment 
of the “ideal” worker. Just as in World War II, then, employers would have 
to provide more training and education opportunities to allow more than 
just white males to obtain jobs classified as skilled. Employers would also 
have to rethink the male breadwinner model.

Women at Boeing predicted a labor problem would develop if company 
leaders kept turning a blind eye to diversity problems. One interviewee, 
for example, commented that the company’s fortunes depended on its 
ability to incorporate a more diverse workforce: “Boeing better start train-
ing its managers to be more sensitive to the needs of women. Make the 
environment better for women and minorities. Otherwise, it’s going to 
be hard- pressed to have the work force turn out the airplanes it needs.”95

Changing the Old- Boy Corporate Culture

Changes proposed in 1989 posed new challenges to the Boeing “family.” In 
its original conception, the Boeing “family” was held together by a social 
network of men who identified with one another as fathers, skilled workers, 
and masculine white men. For those Boeing employees in management 
or leadership positions, this fraternal network, which many labeled the 
“old- boy network,” was even more exclusive. It was also cited as one of the 
biggest obstacles to more open access to Boeing employment opportuni-
ties. Challenges to masculine organizations in the 1970s and 1980s were 
widespread, particularly because of the precedents, tools, and language 
provided by the civil rights movement. As Barbara Arneil argues, the 1970s 
constituted a “critical juncture” in American organizational history, a time 
when a “fundamental value change” occurred as more, but not all, orga-
nizations began to embrace diversity.96 Boeing’s inability to more fully 
open its corporate culture meant that, in the remaining decades of the 
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twentieth century, women continued to face challenges breaking through 
the barrier of company culture. In his study of masculinity and inequality 
within organizations Mark Maier argues that the “old- boy network” has 
worked alongside other mechanisms of masculinist organizational cultures 
to restrict women to the lowest levels of power within organizations:

In their roles as organizational colleagues, men at the top have often 
felt uncomfortable relating with women as equals. The glass ceiling 
within organizations— the negative stereotypes and basic skepticism 
that men have of women as managers, their reluctance to accept women 
into the informal networks upon which advancement to the highest 
levels so vitally depends, the subtle and overt manifestations of sexual 
harassment, the segregation of jobs, less access to off- the- job training 
opportunities that groom managers for powerful positions, and the 
persistence of the “old boy network” and women’s restriction (either 
by design or by consequence) of access to the inner sanctum of senior 
management— pose formidable barriers to managerial women.97

As Maier further argues, organizations that embrace “masculinist values” 
do not function as effectively as they could. He argues that “the corpo-
rate masculinity inherent to organizations is an example of structural 
dysfunctionalism.”98

The old- boy network was widely known throughout Boeing, and many 
women pointed to an expected “structural dysfunctionalism” based both on 
the old- boy network and on the neoliberal capitalist policies that empow-
ered company leaders at the expense of workers. In one interview a woman 
was asked where she saw the company in ten years with regard to women’s 
advancement. Her answer reveals just how deeply rooted in the old- boy 
network Boeing’s corporate culture really was: “It’s a tough fight to get into 
management, and once you get there you find it’s not a warm and fuzzy 
place to be. You can’t get around the ol boy’s network, because it’s there . . . 
and worse in some places than others.”99 As they had been in the 1930s, 
informal networks were vital to getting a job at Boeing and navigating 
company policies and culture once inside the company. In the context of 
the company’s growth over the postwar period, these networks became 
even more important.
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In the “old- boy network” men rose through the ranks together and lent 
support to each other, both in their work and in their personal lives. Those 
who worked in Boeing’s highest ranks fondly remembered the camaraderie 
and support lent to them by their peers. For example, Carl Cleveland, a 
Boeing manager who eventually became an assistant to the president, wrote 
a collection of short stories based on the many humorous adventures and 
memories of former and current Boeing workers. Cleveland fondly recalls 
that Boeing president Bill Allen used to give a lawn party each year for the 
company’s top management. He also describes episodes in which support 
went beyond work; he relates a story of a Renton plant supervisor being 
arrested for driving under the influence and promptly calling one of the 
top Boeing leaders to bail him out of jail at two- thirty in the morning.100 
He also explains groups such as the “Staggering Stags,” a group made up 
primarily of Boeing engineers whose purpose was “to provide relief from 
work tensions with an occasional two- day bash at some remote site.”101 
Except for the World War II period, it is difficult to find stories about Boe-
ing women engaging in these types of activities. While it may be easy to 
dismiss these stories as inconsequential, they in fact get at the heart of the 
supportive network that existed for and among men at Boeing, one that 
many argued did not exist for women.

What these stories illustrate is the significance of corporate culture for 
the everyday operations of Boeing as a firm, something both its leaders and 
workers realized was important as they tried to institute diversity beginning 
in the 1970s. Both the EEO report and the women interviewed identified 
the ability to change or even shape corporate culture as a crucial avenue 
toward equal opportunity employment. Anderson’s 1989 report argued that 
corporate culture— its values and goals— must facilitate upward mobility for 
minorities: “Without the appropriate climate, little, if any, progress can be 
made to equalize the representation of minorities/females in management.” 
Although she placed this onus on corporate leadership, she also called for 
holding the individual accountable for “evaluating his or her role within 
that environment.”102 Her report also acknowledged that it was no small 
feat to alter corporate culture and the long- standing climate of white male 
privilege at Boeing. She observed, “Boeing’s longstanding position of not 
providing special training for minorities and females is deeply ingrained. 
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A policy change may be controversial.”103 The fact that Boeing’s corporate 
culture was so deeply immersed in patriarchal traditions explains why, even 
with the pressures exerted by the women’s movement, Boeing remained 
slow to change. Affirmative action programs faced a major hurdle in the 
long- established social networks at Boeing. These networks were built on 
long- term relationships among white men and were the foundation of Boe-
ing’s corporate culture. Even Boeing leaders were aware of how significant 
these informal networks were for employment and advancement. The 1989 
Boeing report on affirmative action, for example, cited “lack of informal 
‘networks’” as an “organizational barrier” that discouraged advancement 
of minorities and females.104

Similarly, many of the women interviewed for the oral history project 
commented on the existence of an old- boy network that prevented the 
hiring and advancement of female employees. One interviewee noted 
that, in addition to doing “double duty” with jobs and kids, women do not 
become managers because “they don’t go hunting, fishing or golfing with 
their bosses like a lot of guys do, so it’s understandable why they (senior 
managers) would look to their friends first.”105 When asked about obstacles 
for women at Boeing, a female manager in the company’s commercial 
division commented, “The ole boy’s network; now, there’s an obstacle. 
Sometimes I think it’s my age, or the fact that I don’t have as many years 
with the company. But when a young guy hires in AFTER me, and is invited 
to join the others for lunch, it concerns me.”106 Those women privileged 
enough to be in direct proximity to the old- boy network by virtue of their 
job soon discovered that their presence was barely acknowledged: “There 
was a general lack of support after my promotion was announced. I mean, 
I think it’s strange when you get a (promotion) and no one acknowledges 
it. Nobody offers congratulations or ‘good luck.’ It even affected some of 
my friendships. Some men felt they couldn’t continue to be friends without 
being considered a traitor to the other men in the office. Because chum-
ming with me was a lack of loyalty to the ‘Boy’s Network.’” This manager 
went on to note that even other male coworkers expressed surprise at 
the harsh response: “A few weeks after the promotion, I told my boss, ‘I 
wasn’t expecting this much turmoil.’ He said, ‘I wasn’t either. But give it 
six months.’ Six months later things died down.”107
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Many interviewees emphasized that in order to counteract and circum-
vent the power of the old- boy networks women workers at Boeing needed to 
create their own social networks and support groups. The topic was of such 
relevance that one woman noted it invariably came up whenever she got 
together with other Boeing women.108 Indeed, some interviewees argued 
that women needed to act more forcefully to create such networks; others 
argued that women needed to toughen up and beat the men at their own 
game. As one woman put it, “Women have a lot to learn as far as being team 
players . . . not being complainers. Not expecting special privileges. But to 
really make a difference, they’ve got to learn how to maneuver; how to play 
the political game. Y’know, women can be quarterbacks just as easily as 
anyone else.”109 Another woman, a manager for ten years, noted that the 
struggle for a sense of camaraderie and acceptance, particularly as buoyed 
by support networks, was an uphill battle and that although there had been 
a few gradual changes it was still a struggle for recognition and comfort:

It was real lonely those first few years. I couldn’t play cards at lunch with 
my old friends because now I was their boss. And I wasn’t accepted by 
the male managers, who had their hunting and fishing groups. It’s only 
been in the last two or three years that I’ve felt really accepted by male 
peers. . . .  It’s lonely, although it’s getting a little better now because 
there’s a few more ladies in management. It’s tough on some of the 
women when their bosses [don’t] take the time to listen to them. We’re 
closer to our emotions, and we’re not always able to hide them.110

Another interviewee with more than thirty years at Boeing similarly 
described the loneliness that came with being a female manager. When 
asked, “What was the most difficult aspect of moving up in the company?” 
she pointed to the isolation and lack of networking opportunities: “Back then 
(the 60s), there were so few other women managers in the company that 
I was usually the only woman at departmental meetings . . . or at retreats. 
The situation is much easier now, but back then a woman manager had 
a lonesome job.”111 Similarly, others saw substantial room for improve-
ment and noted that social networks were an important means for such 
improvement. Women were encouraged to volunteer for causes such as 
the Special Olympics, the Boeing Employees Good Neighbor Fund, and 
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the Boeing Management Association. As one woman saw it, “It gives them 
the same kind of community network that men have.”112

Although there were no visible, formal networks for women, there were 
some very loosely defined informal networks that operated outside Boeing’s 
organizational structures and corporate culture. Such networks were the 
direct result of a discriminatory work environment. Women often bonded 
with each other by feeling isolated from the dominant male corporate 
culture at Boeing. One woman recalled being actively discouraged from 
starting a networking club at the plant. As she recalled, “We were denied 
the use of a room because the company said it couldn’t support that kind of 
activity because it was exclusive.”113 Still, women found ways to meet and 
network. Another woman recounted the camaraderie she formed among 
her coworkers, who met for dinner every three or four months: “It was 
a sounding board for some of the problems we had at work . . . and we’d 
share thoughts about how we would handle the situation.”114 One woman 
described the revolutionary impact just the secretarial pool could have if 
only their consciousness could be raised: “If the secretaries ever banded 
together and went on strike, the Boeing Company would be on its knees 
in three days. Fortunately for Boeing, the secretaries are just as unaware. 
Or they would (have gone [on] strike) a long time ago.”115

Gender and Generational Assumptions

Several women pointed out that while policies were in place that encouraged 
equal opportunity, it was not easy to change the attitudes of coworkers. 
One woman described this atmosphere as in some ways more stifling and 
having a much more subtle form of discrimination behind it: “It wasn’t like 
the Fifties where they could just say, ‘Hey, we don’t want you.’ There was 
nothing hidden about that; that was just policy. Not written, but spoken. 
Today, (the policy) is not spoken, but their actions (of the old guard male 
managers) show their real feelings.”116 Several women mentioned a similar 
generational gap between older managers and those who were younger. 
One woman predicted that the real change would come not with institu-
tional policies but through attrition, as a younger generation of managers 
whose wives were also in the workforce took the shop floor: “The younger 
(managers) don’t have that problem. They usually treat women like the 
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rest of the guys.”117 The “gendered imagination” of men seemed to some 
women interviewed to be changing, if slowly. In one interview a woman 
linked this gradual shift directly to altered gender roles within the home, 
claiming that the younger men “have different ideas about women; they 
help at home, they share responsibilities at home. So, things are evolv-
ing.”118 Likewise, another interviewee remained hopeful that there would 
be even more such changes in the future; when asked what advice she 
would offer to other women, she urged patience, since the company was 
slowly realizing that it needed to do whatever it could to attract a quality 
workforce. “You’re [not] going to get the best people you can unless you 
have an environment that is good for minorities, good for women, as well 
as for men,” she said, adding that one bright spot was that “the company’s 
managers are getting younger all the time. And let’s hope that those younger 
men have different attitudes than the generation I was working with.”119

The interviews also make clear that it was not just men who had ideas 
about how women would fit into the company. Women also promoted 
ideas about skills that came “naturally” to women. Much like the issue of 
gendered imagination that underlay the Sears case, these depictions ren-
der women as better than men at being soft and conciliatory rather than 
aggressive and forceful. One woman noted that female workers tended to 
be more compassionate and therefore better with personality issues. She 
recalled being in meetings in which she was the only female in attendance: 
“(My presence) probably kept them from being more at each other’s throats 
than if I hadn’t been there. I think nurturing is needed in a corporation; 
you need a ‘softening’ touch. And many a secretary has lent an ear to a 
frustrated boss, and helped them through that trauma.”120 When asked 
how women have “affected the development of the company,” one woman 
said she thought she brought sensitivity to her dealings with customers: 
“(As a woman), I helped raise the customer’s comfort level. You see, if I 
sat between two airline people at lunch, a friendship would develop. They 
could tell me about their wives, their kids. There was a softness.”121 The 
Boeing interviewers asked specifically about gender differences between 
men and women managers. Another woman talked specifically about the 
“special qualities” that women brought to management because they were 
better team players than men. She also indicated that women often had 



Women’s Place in EOE

127

nontraditional approaches to difficult challenges. As she put it, “There are 
few women (managers) and minorities in this particular division and it’s 
too bad. They need more of a balance here; just like in real life.”122

Things got even more complicated when trying to figure out how to 
incorporate women fully into a male- dominated company while adher-
ing to seemingly natural gender roles— a challenge for capitalism more 
broadly. Even Boeing’s report acknowledged that women were expected 
to adhere to sometimes confusing standards of behavior based on ideas 
about gender and sex norms: “Women are expected to be tough, decisive, 
independent, risk- taking and goal driven. They must display the com-
monly accepted attributes of the highly successful corporate male, and 
at the same time be demure, unassuming and attractive.”123 In the oral 
history interviews one support division manager who had been at Boeing 
for more than twenty- five years related a story about the strange position 
women occupied because of this double standard: “The other day, my 
boss said, ‘Y’know, you’re just like my wife . . . aggressive, right on top of 
things. But (here at work) that means you’re pushy and a bitch.’ And he 
was right. We can’t be aggressive without being called bitches. We want to 
get things done same as men. And the only difference in our management 
style is that we’re women.”124 In the ranks of management, then, despite 
the mandate of affirmative action programs that posited that women could 
be managers on an equal level with men, ideas about gender still shaped 
views of women’s efficacy in managerial positions.

The Legacy of the EEO Era and Feminist Politics

The resurgence of feminist activism in the late 1980s and early 1990s cor-
responded with a flurry of discrimination charges against Boeing that began 
in the 1980s. For example, in 1984 the number of discrimination charges 
received by agencies outside the company and through lawsuits totaled 
75; by 1988 that number had shot up to 170, a 126 percent increase.125 In 
addition to filing suits in federal courts, thus generating broader publicity, 
workers also filed complaints with the Seattle Human Rights Commission 
(SHRC). Many of the cases charged Boeing with discrimination in hiring 
and in the way workers were treated on the job. Most of the complaints 
were filed by minorities or white women.
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There were several cases in which employees charged Boeing with race 
discrimination and filed complaints with both the EEOC and the SHRC.126 
Some of these suits described a work atmosphere that appeared to be 
getting worse for women and minorities. In one complaint filed with the 
EEOC and SHRC in 1981, a black male charged his white supervisor with 
terminating his employment based on race. The worker observed that his 
department had witnessed a sharp decline— more than 50 percent— in its 
number of African American workers over the years: “I believe my Race was 
a factor because I believe the supervisors are trying to get rid of Blacks.”127 
In another case that exposed white patriarchal corporate culture, in 1981 
a black male complained that, after his white girlfriend visited him at 
work, his supervisor, a white male, “stated to me why don’t I get a Black 
girlfriend.”128 A black female reported that she had been interviewed sev-
eral times by white men but had never been hired, which she attributed to 
her race. She reported that one of the men who interviewed her “told me 
it was difficult to get into Boeing and people try to get their family [and] 
friends and neighbors into Boeing.”129 Lawsuits and the EEO influence 
there had tangible effects on the way the workplace was organized. One 
woman recalled that at Boeing Commercial Airlines the executive dining 
room included only a men’s restroom; after some EEO lawsuits were filed, 
however, Boeing installed a women’s restroom.130

These cases reveal the very real impact that the “EEO era” had on work-
place relations at Boeing; they illustrate the pressures from the women’s 
movement and civil rights movements to more effectively incorporate 
diversity into Boeing’s corporate culture. Finally, such cases also reflect 
the growth of institutionalized spaces for employment discrimination 
grievances. Yet, as one study of corporate responses to employment dis-
crimination cases found, firms often respond to charges of gender and sex 
discrimination with anger and respond to charges of race discrimination 
with fear.131 The next chapter highlights the anger that arose when a woman 
attempted to challenge Boeing’s prescribed corporate culture in ways that 
EEO policies did not address. The case exposed the degree to which ideas 
about sex and gender segregation were by the 1980s entrenched both in 
Boeing’s work spaces and in the concept of the Boeing “family.”
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CHAPTER 4

Jane Doe v. Boeing Company

Beginning in the early 1980s there were new challenges to Boeing’s cor-
porate culture that made clear the company’s role in the policing and 
surveillance of both gender and sexual norms. Jane Doe, a self- identified 
male- to- female transsexual who desired anonymity, was a Boeing engineer 
from 1978 to 1985.1 During those years Doe worked in several different 
departments and divisions at Boeing, including Boeing Aerospace Company 
(BAC), Boeing Commercial Aircraft Company (BCAC), and Boeing Com-
puter Services (BCS). She spent the majority of her time at BCS in Renton, 
Washington, including the period up until Boeing fired her in 1985. BCS 
provided support for— and shared office space with— just one customer, 
BCAC. Thus, Doe worked not only among her fellow engineers but also in 
the same physical space as her customer, which was significant given the 
normative masculinist culture of the engineering profession. Even in such 
a large corporate setting (there were more than eight hundred employees 
in her office complex alone), Doe worked closely with the smaller work 
group that came to be known as “Bob Masters’s area,” named for Doe’s 
floor supervisor, Robert Masters.2 Of the fourteen people working in “Bob 
Masters’s area” only a few were women, including two who sat near Doe.3 
The rest, including Doe’s immediate supervisors, were men.

Doe excelled at BCS, and her work performance was never called into 
question. She consistently achieved good work performance reviews and 
recognition for her engineering abilities. In addition, her supervisors tes-
tified that, even at the time of her termination, Doe’s work performance 
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was not at issue.4 What Doe’s managers and Boeing leaders did question, 
however, was the gender and sex image Doe began to present in the mostly 
male engineering department beginning in 1984. Doe was fired for vio-
lating company standards of dress, which were understood through the 
framework of masculinist norms and traditions. This chapter examines 
Doe’s experiences and the subsequent lawsuit, Jane Doe v. Boeing Company, 
in which the issue of employment discrimination was scrutinized in the 
contexts of both the emergent transgender rights and disability rights 
movements and the neoliberal politics of corporate power expansion 
and surveillance of employees. Doe, as a transgender woman, essentially 
disrupted Boeing’s organization of work along sex and gender lines. Doe 
was not only disrupting this male- dominated environment but also doing 
so from a position that rejected normative sex and gender identity. Boe-
ing’s firing of Doe typifies what Robert McRuer refers to as “compulsory 
able- bodiedness,” in which “people with disabilities embody for others an 
affirmative answer to the unspoken question, ‘Yes, but in the end, wouldn’t 
you rather be more like me?’”5 As Lennard Davis’s analysis of normalcy 
shows, the construction of the norm assumes that most people are or should 
be included in the norm.6 In the minds of some coworkers, Doe was not 
able- bodied nor was she within the homogeneous gender and sex norms 
of Boeing engineers. Doe confounded Boeing’s corporate culture and the 
disciplinary mechanisms of capitalist work that were based on patriarchal 
gender and sex norms.

LGBTQ Politics at Boeing

There were other challenges to the normative sex and gender traditions 
of Boeing’s corporate culture in the 1980s. For example, several gay and 
lesbian employment discrimination cases were brought against Boeing. 
One of the most publicized cases was that of Bruce Kleiman, a Boeing aero-
space engineer who tested positive for AIDS in 1985 and was subsequently 
laid off. Kleiman, with help from the state’s Human Rights Commission, 
filed a lawsuit against Boeing on the grounds of disability discrimination 
and was eventually rehired at Boeing.7 One local gay publication noted 
that, while Boeing hardly had a reputation as a gay- friendly employer, the 
company’s large workforce made it “hardly a surprise . . . that Boeing does 
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employ a large number of lesbians and gay men.”8 Increased attention to 
workplace rights stimulated efforts to fight against patriarchal heterosexual 
sex and gender norms in the workplace, such as refusal to hire lesbians 
and gay men.9 In the Seattle area several activist groups began to target 
top employers, including Boeing. For example, in 1985 the Greater Seattle 
Business Association (GSBA), a gay and lesbian advocacy group, undertook 
a regional effort as part of a national corporate outreach project run by the 
National Association of Business Councils. The GSBA’s initiative, which it 
characterized as “knocking on the corporate closet door,” identified three 
goals: to assess existing corporate policies in regard to gay and lesbian 
employees, to inform corporations about gay and lesbian issues, and to 
provide information and resources for corporations on areas of concern 
to gay and lesbian employees.10 Fourteen Seattle corporations were asked 
to take part in the initiative, and only Boeing and Microsoft “declined to 
participate.”11

The transsexual movement, which overlapped with the gay rights move-
ment in important ways, also attempted to transform sexual politics in the 
workplace and challenge discrimination based on sexual and gender iden-
tification, even as corporations resisted these attempts. As Susan Stryker 
points out, “Like other queer militants, transgender activists sought to 
make common cause with any groups— including nontransgender gays, 
lesbians, and bisexuals— who contested heterosexist privilege.” Importantly, 
however, she also points out that homosexuality could sometimes share 
more commonalities with heterosexuality in terms of gender construc-
tions.12 People who identified as transgender faced particular difficulties in 
fighting against ideas of gender that were deeply entrenched in corporate 
organization and bureaucracies.

Descriptions of transgender experiences at Boeing varied. They were 
localized and highly dependent on one’s immediate work surroundings 
because there were no corporate policies that recognized transgender 
rights. One male- to- female transsexual worker who had been laid off in 
the 1970s transitioned after being laid off and was then rehired as a female 
employee.13 In 1982 another male- to- female transsexual approached Boe-
ing management to inquire about company policies on transsexuality and 
transitioning on the job.14 She was instructed to use the men’s restroom 
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and prohibited from wearing feminine attire.15 These cases, because they 
were negotiated largely on the shop floor between the managers and the 
workers, did not produce the kind of historical and legal records that the 
case of Jane Doe v. Boeing Company did.

While at Boeing, Doe met several other Boeing employees who were 
positioned outside the male heterosexual norms that dominated her engi-
neering unit at various LGBTQ support groups she attended throughout the 
late 1970s and 1980s. At the Seattle Counseling Service for Sexual Minori-
ties, Doe befriended “transvestites, transsexuals, and people that were 
professionals, doctors, lawyers, Boeing employees, as well as carpenters 
and blue collar and unemployed, and just the whole spectrum of careers 
and skills and education level.”16 In 1982 Doe met, at a support group, the 
previously mentioned male- to- female transsexual, who told her about 
her experiences transitioning at Boeing; while managers had instructed 
this employee to use the men’s restroom and not to wear feminine attire, 
according to Doe, she looked like a female both at work and at the support 
group they both attended and thus appeared to not be following Boeing’s 
directive to avoid feminine dress.17 Significantly, at least in Doe’s view, 
there was a known example of a Boeing employee who had transitioned 
on the job. To Boeing managers, however, this was not an accepted prec-
edent, nor was it compliant with Boeing’s workplace regulations and the 
gender and sexual norms on which these regulations were based. The 
underlying fear was that sexual and gender identities that fell outside 
normative definitions would disrupt employee camaraderie, thus hamper-
ing workplace productivity. One senior personnel manager, for example, 
later reported that Boeing workers who had transitioned while on the job 
had proven “disruptive to the work force” because the sex change process 
“causes complaints from other employees.”18 Thus, when Doe began her 
transition in 1984, she was facing some hostility because of the challenge 
to gender and sex norms she presented.

Jane Doe and Transgender Politics

Although Doe’s decision to change her appearance was the culmination of 
decades of conflicted feelings about her gender, she cited 1984 as a pivotal 
year in her transformation, recalling it as the point when she “reached that 
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dramatic conclusion” that she was a woman.19 In late 1984 she decided to 
pursue sex reassignment surgery. Her decision in 1984, however, had wide-
spread and immediate ramifications for both her personal and professional 
life. She began seeing a doctor for hormone therapy and a psychologist 
for counseling in preparation for her surgery.20 On the basis of several 
recommendations from friends, Doe went to Colorado in 1985 to consult 
with Dr. Stanley Biber, one of the leading physicians in gender dysphoria 
and sex reassignment. Dr. Biber advised Doe on the specific guidelines 
that the medical profession had established for transgendered persons 
who wanted sex reassignment surgery. More specifically, he cited the 
Harry Benjamin International Gender Dysphoria Association’s Standards 
of Care: The Hormonal and Surgical Sex Reassignment of Gender Dysphoric 
Persons, which advised patients to live full- time in the social role of the sex 
they identified with for at least one year prior to surgery.21 Doe described 
her reaction to Biber’s instructions to live as a woman as one of relief. She 
also emphasized the deep reflection that went into this decision: “Gender 
dysphoria is not just something I read about and thought would be fun to 
try.”22 At the same time, however, the Benjamin Standards conflicted with 
Boeing’s requirements, and Doe could not simultaneously fulfill both.

The choices Doe faced cannot be fully understood without taking into 
consideration the trajectory of disability discourses and litigation and their 
intersections with transgender and medical discourses. The creation of 
the Benjamin Standards and the emergence of “gender dysphoria” and 
“gender identity disorder” as terms of “diagnosis” reflect the growth of 
the medical profession and its views of transsexualism in the 1970s and 
1980s. Doe relied on the recommendations of psychologists and counselors 
to deem her ready for surgery. But medical diagnosis of gender dysphoria 
and gender identity disorder remains complicated, controversial, and 
inextricably connected to developments in the history of disability more 
broadly. As Susan Burch and Ian Sutherland explain, until the 1980s dis-
ability studies and conceptions of what constituted a “handicap” followed 
a medical model positing that disabilities were equated with pathologized 
dependency or a deficiency that could be rehabilitated through medical 
intervention.23 In the case of Doe, the diagnosis of gender dysphoria 
allowed her to gain access to sex reassignment surgery and also served as 
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the platform upon which her legal claims of employment discrimination 
against Boeing were built. But while the diagnosis of gender dysphoria can 
sometimes allow people to receive medical care and legal protections, it 
can also undermine individual autonomy, reify dominant gender norms, 
and reinforce the idea that transgender people are sick or pathological.24 
The search for an “authentic” self can also reinforce the idea that gender is 
stable, fixed, and coherent. As Judith Halberstam points out, transsexuals 
are often represented both “as ‘empire’ and the subaltern, as gender dupes 
and gender deviants, and as consolidated identities and fragmented bod-
ies.”25 Joanne Meyerowitz argues that these classifications are problematic 
because, for transgender people, “varied presentations of gender were no 
less ‘authentic,’ and no more ‘free,’ than other sincere attempts to express 
a sense of self.”26

Doe’s desire to follow her gender identity was at odds with Boeing’s 
investment in rigid gender divisions in the workplace and masculine norms 
in the engineering department. She was therefore placed in the impossible 
situation of needing to express her gender but being banned from expressing 
it, of being categorized as either normal or pathologized, and of conforming 
to a homogeneous corporate culture or being an outlier relative to it. For 
the most part, Doe relied on a language that explained her postoperative 
gender as fixed and in line with an “authentic” gender. She later argued 
in court, for example, that “only those that are still in the early stages of 
dealing with their issues” would present themselves as transsexuals.27 At 
the same time, however, Doe also relied on the legal definitions of gender 
dysphoria as a handicap or disability when she had to make adjustments 
for having a gender that did not match her body: “My understanding is 
that the legal definition of a handicap . . . is a condition that prevents one 
from performing one of life’s major functions,” and, as she noted, “I still 
can’t have babies. I can’t menstruate. . . . I have some maintenance that I 
have to do that biological women don’t do in terms of I have to dilate on a 
weekly basis, and I have to take hormones.” Doe further described herself 
as “emotionally handicapped” because of her “history as being raised as 
a male, and not many women have that history, so my history is part of 
my mental handicap.”28 Doe’s language illustrates the complexity of her 
relationship to the diagnosis of gender dysphoria; she both rejected the 
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idea that transsexuality was fixed or a permanent state at the same time 
that she affirmed transsexuality could never be fully erased.

In the summer of 1985 Doe made the decision to officially inform her 
managers and coworkers of her intention to transition and told them that 
her physical appearance would change. She later testified that she was 
nervous about telling her coworkers but felt she had to because she was 
afraid of the attention she could attract, particularly after she informed 
her supervisors.29 She noted that while she “had hoped to transfer to a 
new job as a female because there would be less chance of disruption and 
less fingerpointing,” she was not offered a new position. Nevertheless, she 
stated, “It has been a smooth transition however in my work group. Everyone 
was made aware that I would be dressing as a woman on 1 June 1985 and 
going by the name [Jane].”30 Doe noted with surprise that, in most cases, 
relationships remained “very professional” and many of her coworkers 
proved supportive.31 Others, however, had difficulty accepting what they 
perceived as Doe’s disavowal of male privilege, which included a place of 
belonging and authority within the masculinist engineering department. 
Some reactions were exceptionally harsh. A lead engineer in Doe’s depart-
ment, for example, later testified that he reacted with “disgust,” that Doe 
was “rejecting his male birthright” and was “so fouled- up mentally that 
he would even contemplate such a thing.”32

Boeing, like other organizational cultures, put a premium on predict-
ability and certitude, particularly with regard to gender.33 And, like other 
women at Boeing, Doe had to negotiate the gendered hierarchy in a male- 
dominated workplace. Corporate cultures thrive on values of stability, 
predictability, and conformity.34 Boeing was no exception. In addition to 
challenging the normative organization of labor power as a woman engi-
neer, Doe also confounded organizational and state norms in transitioning 
to a woman. Most state, legal, and corporate definitions of gender and sex 
are conflated with anatomical or chromosomal tests.35

Doe tried to negotiate the boundaries of Boeing’s request for “gender 
neutrality” while simultaneously attending to her doctor’s preoperative 
instructions to dress as a woman for up to a year prior to surgery. The 
coercive gender norming Doe faced was reinforced through corporate 
disciplinary measures that amounted to compulsory gendering. Boeing 
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leaders forced Doe to choose a “normal” gender that was part of larger 
patriarchal heterosexual prescriptions. As C. L. Cole and Shannon L. C. 
Cate note, this “compulsory gender binarism” is inherently limited and 
discriminatory under patriarchal systems.36 Women are disadvantaged 
under patriarchal processes that posit women as less worthy of rights 
and privileges than men and in which males determine what constitutes 
normal in the culture.37

The events leading to Doe’s discrimination suit began in March 1985, 
when she informed her managers that she would begin to dress as a woman, 
which she began doing in June of that year. While there were no complaints 
about her clothing, except from management, in September 1985 a coworker 
complained that Doe had used the women’s restroom. The complaint 
prompted managers to reexamine their response toward Doe’s transition, 
though it was her clothing and appearance that became the central issues 
in the case. Doe, her managers, and corporate leaders held a series of 
meetings in September and October to negotiate attire.

Doe’s supervisors and managers investigated company policy but did 
not uncover a specific written corporate policy applicable to her case.38 
The absence of a written policy was critical; it meant a lack of recorded 
institutional precedent, which in turn privileged and empowered the norms 
of Boeing’s corporate culture. Company leaders struggled with how to 
respond to what seemed to them to be new, potentially dangerous, issues. 
Boeing’s personnel department asked Doe’s supervisor, Barry Noel, to 
“formulate a company position on it.” Lacking both precedent and policy, 
Noel described his responsibility as “plowing new ground,” a comment 
that exposes the entrenched position of gender discrimination in corporate 
culture and policies, which the women managers of the 1980s had also 
pointed out.39 After several months Boeing leaders eventually concluded 
that while there was no policy, there was an “unwritten position that people 
were to present themselves according to their biological gender at most 
recent date of hire.”40 This extralegal response by Boeing leaders reflects 
what Stephen Whittle calls the “default assumption,” that is, the belief 
that gender is fixed and corresponds to anatomical sex.41 For transgender 
people, this assumption can mean discrimination both before and after 
transitioning. In leaning on an unwritten position that conflated gender 
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with anatomical sex, Boeing managers adamantly refused to recognize 
gender presentation as fluid and understood sex reassignment in norma-
tive binary terms. They rested their power to discriminate against Doe on 
the false understanding of gender as a static state of embodiment. Boeing 
managers asked Doe to dress in a “gender neutral fashion” and wear either 
male or “unisex” clothing, because, per the requirements of company 
policy, she had checked the box marked “male” on the job application she 
had filled out in 1978. She would not be considered a woman to them until 
after surgery was completed.42

Interestingly, there were no Boeing company rules about employee name 
changes, and Doe had no trouble taking that first symbolic step. Similarly, 
she found latitude in changing her name within the governmental arena. In 
1984, even before she began wearing feminine attire at work, she changed 
her legal name, got a new driver’s license, and had the Department of 
Defense reissue her security clearance at Boeing to reflect her new name.43 
Doe was even able to change the sex designation on her driver’s license with 
a letter from her doctor.44 Boeing changed the name on Doe’s employment 
records, and one of her supervisors changed the male pronouns in her work 
performance review.45 Doe’s name change went through without contro-
versy.46 In the security clearance interview, which was a requirement for 
changing the name on her security badge, Doe presented her transsexuality 
as established both at home and at work: “Everyone I associate with on a 
regular basis as well as some that I don’t are aware that I am a transsexual. 
My co- workers and supervisors at the Boeing Company, Seattle WA, as well 
as my immediate family are aware of my transsexuality.”47 Nonetheless, 
although the company allowed the name change without controversy, Boe-
ing leaders refused Doe’s requests for accommodation, such as a medical 
leave of absence, though corporate leaders did tell Doe that if she quit they 
would consider rehiring her after surgical reassignment.48

For Doe, matters of image and presentation proved more difficult to 
navigate than matters of record. After she announced her transition in 
March 1985, managers informed Doe her attire required regulation in order 
to “prevent disruption in the workplace.” They defended this regulation 
as nondiscriminatory by claiming that all employees, not only Doe, were 
required to wear clothing that was “appropriate” to their gender at the 
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time of hire.49 Boeing managers specifically prohibited Doe from wearing 
dresses, skirts, and “frilly blouses.”50 Although managers sometimes touted 
neutrality and ambiguity in dress as a solution, they clearly also sought to 
strictly enforce binary gender. For example, managers further instructed 
Doe to maintain a “male image” through her attire, which suggests that 
“unisex” or “neutral” functioned more within the terrain of “male.”51

Understandably, there was some confusion on what precisely charac-
terized “feminine attire” and a “male image.” The corresponding lack of 
a definition of sex that upheld Boeing’s instructions on attire has been 
crucial for how discrimination operates, particularly under nondiscrimi-
nation laws.52 According to the logic of one Boeing manager, the criteria 
for judging Doe’s attire was “if someone would be uncomfortable with 
that individual going into the female bathroom, that would be the criteria. 
That would be the measure.”53 Doe was told that, under this definition, 
feminine attire referred to dresses and skirts.54 Doe expressed frustration 
at such criteria because she had no clear guidelines when getting dressed 
in the morning and thus remained unsure whether her attire on any given 
day was acceptable.55 Doe sought further clarification from her supervi-
sor, who told her “that my overall appearance, if viewed by someone that 
didn’t know me, should not be female. It could be male or neutral.”56 As 
feminist scholars have revealed, the assumption that “neutral,” natural, 
or normal is a default position for “male” has ordered much of the way 
the world has been constructed.57

The ambiguous and decidedly subjective nature of the criteria for judg-
ing Doe’s attire was compounded by the fact that Boeing did not have a 
formal, documented dress code. In the engineering department, typical 
dress for men included ties, jackets, and sometimes jeans, while the smaller 
number of female engineers typically wore dresses, skirts, or jeans. Yet 
these normative modes of employee attire were enforced by company 
culture and traditions, not by managed regulation.58 This situation reflects 
the role of convention in Boeing’s workplace organization; the fact that 
the conventions were both unspoken and assumed thus privileged and 
empowered them as “neutral,” normal, natural, and invisible.

Many of the unwritten rules at Boeing were enforced at the discretion 
of individual supervisors and managers. Thus, regulation of inappropriate 
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dress remained in “local” control. As Geoffrey Stamper, an EEO administra-
tor who was promoted in 1985 to corporate manager of employee relations 
and services, characterized the situation: “It’s usually the line management 
that exercises the prerogatives.”59 Even so, corporate rules exercised ulti-
mate authority, and the rules on dress were inarguably vague. According 
to Boeing leaders, by dressing in a feminine manner, Doe did not violate a 
dress code but instead violated the “preamble of the company rules which 
stated that ordinary reasonable common sense rules of conduct applied in 
the workplace.”60 Unsurprisingly, Boeing’s vagueness on the topic of dress 
led to variation. Doe recounted seven other cases of transsexuals working 
at Boeing in the mid- 1980s and argued that management treated them 
differently depending on the department and the supervisors. She noted 
that in two cases in particular the treatment differed on the regulation of 
dress and access to use of the women’s restroom.61

It is clear, however, that in 1985 corporate policy in regard to dress and 
gender performance was still being negotiated among Boeing leaders. 
The company had a bureaucracy in place for dealing with discrimination 
and equity issues, which included personnel representatives, a discipline 
coordinator, human resource managers, EEO officers and administrators, 
and a corporate manager of employee relations and services. Even with 
this bureaucracy, however, Boeing managers still had difficulty in handling 
the issue.

Ultimately, by September 1985, Doe’s supervisors had decided that 
disciplinary action was needed. The impetus for this decision was a com-
plaint filed by a female employee regarding Doe having used the women’s 
restroom after business hours. The complainant had not actually seen Doe 
use the women’s restroom but had instead heard about the occurrence sec-
ondhand while gossiping with a male employee. At least two other female 
employees were aware Doe had used the restroom but did not complain.62 
Management had wide latitude to interpret the corporate position on trans-
sexuality, but this complaint illustrates that employee surveillance of other 
employees also determined the ways in which the corporate position was 
reinforced and the limitations of (as well as reach of ) bureaucracy and 
formal policies. Although Boeing’s work spaces were organized in a top- 
down centralized bureaucracy, local work dynamics prevailed.
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The complaint prompted Doe’s supervisors to push for stronger regula-
tion of Doe’s gender performance. In an attempt to resolve the problems, 
Boeing management determined, once again, to specify prescriptions for 
Doe’s gender performance, but this time they specified their prescriptions 
in writing, and they included severe consequences for any transgressions. 
Doe’s warning came in October 1985 in the form of a “Corrective Action 
Memo,” which was a typical step in Boeing’s disciplinary process. The 
memo instructed Doe not to use the women’s restroom (even though she 
typically used an off- site restroom) and, despite the fact that Doe had 
worn none of the prohibited items such as skirts and dresses, ordered her 
to avoid dressing like a woman. Finally, it gave Doe two weeks to comply 
or face termination.63 In response to Doe’s disciplinary warning, more 
than a dozen of Doe’s coworkers signed a petition and presented it to her 
supervisor stating support for Doe’s transition. The petition did not go 
beyond her supervisors, although corporate leaders became increasingly 
involved with regulating Doe’s transition. They were not happy with the 
amount of time that they had allowed to pass without addressing Doe’s 
attire. One corporate director told Doe’s human resources manager that 
he was “very upset that nothing had been done about [her] attire before 
this time.”64 Corporate leaders wanted the situation tightly managed so 
as not to set a precedent of accommodating what they considered to be 
gender transgressions.

Corporate Efficiency and Workers’ Rights

The corporate instability that plagued American business in the 1980s 
helps explain the bureaucratic infighting and struggles for control. The case 
of Jane Doe occurred during a time of economic reforms and corporate 
organizational woes, both at Boeing and in business generally. In the 1980s 
corporations struggled to achieve “efficiency” and managerial streamlining 
in the midst of a wave of mergers and rapid expansion.65 The proliferat-
ing bureaucracy of Boeing’s divisions was typical of the development of 
firms in the United States in the post– World War II period, particularly in 
the 1970s. Boeing had developed increasingly dispersed chains of com-
mand in order to deal with the growth of new facets of the company and a 
marked expansion of middle management.66 In an organizational culture 
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in flux, there was less resiliency in confronting a fundamental challenge 
to routine administration.

The neoliberal turn in the 1980s and 1990s also left workers with little 
room to bargain for workplace rights. As modern welfare capitalism declined, 
corporations offered fewer services and benefits for workers. Workers 
could no longer expect to have the same kind of relationship or identifi-
cation with their corporate employers.67 President Reagan’s focus on tax 
and budget cuts, deregulation, and the disempowerment of trade unions 
and professional organizations in the 1980s set the stage for a full- scale 
commitment to neoliberalism in the 1990s, an era characterized by priva-
tization and a decrease in social services provided by the state.68 While the 
power of workers declined, the power of the CEO, at Boeing and at other 
corporations, grew.69 In this new business environment, corporations as 
a whole gained more power.70 Reflecting these broader changes, Boeing’s 
bureaucracy reordered workplace structure and altered the company’s 
traditional culture. For example, by the 1980s the “All in the Family” sec-
tion of the Boeing News, which had been introduced in the 1930s, was long 
gone. The Boeing News of the 1980s routinely reported on airplane orders 
and government contracts rather than highlighting the news of employees. 
One 1986 issue, for example, promoted a new “corporate creed” in which 
job security would be based on performance and Boeing, in turn, would 
work to foster a “team spirit.”71 The sense of the Boeing “family,” then, 
was on the decline by the mid- 1980s, though one 1985 issue of the company 
publication noted that an employee referral program helped keep jobs “all 
in the family,” which suggested the maintenance of employee connections 
for company opportunities even as the company diversified.72

As Boeing’s bureaucracy expanded and the company announced that its 
Puget Sound– area workforce was expected to hit seventy- nine thousand by 
the end of 1986, workers began to feel their loss of power and felt increas-
ingly alienated and distant from upper management.73 Throughout her 
transition, Doe attempted to talk with the corporate leader responsible 
for establishing company policy, but she was not entirely clear on who 
that person was.74 Not surprisingly, Doe felt particularly alienated from 
Boeing’s hierarchical leadership structure. She asked to meet with Boeing 
leaders and two doctors on the Boeing medical staff, but these requests 
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were never filled and Doe never met with anyone at a level above her 
supervisors and human resources representatives.75 Doe also wrote to 
Stamper, the corporate manager of employee relations and services, and 
to Stanley Little, the vice president of industrial relations, but she testified 
that she was unsure if they were the appropriate people to contact.76 As 
she explained, “I wasn’t real clear on who reported to who at upper man-
agement. It seems like a lot of vice presidents that were under other vice 
presidents and stuff. So I wanted to send it to at least two people and I just 
thought that— I wasn’t sure who was the right person, but I felt if I sent them 
to a couple people that were fairly high up that it would filter over to the 
appropriate people.”77 Doe attributed part of the confusion to a sense of 
organizational instability and the fact that her work environment seemed 
in flux. She noted that the organizational structure of her work group was 
in transition and she rarely saw her supervisor because he was located in 
a different building.78 In the new neoliberal order, company leaders were 
less responsible for the day- to- day operations of firms like Boeing.

Increased pressure from corporate leaders to monitor Doe’s attire height-
ened the managerial resistance she faced. Doe’s managers asserted that, 
by the time they issued the Corrective Action Memo in the fall of 1985 
(roughly six months after she changed her appearance), she had pushed 
them too far. One supervisor testified, “[Jane] had really changed from a 
point of reasonableness to one of a crusader for the transsexual cause.”79 
Doe, however, testified that she had not attempted to make a political 
statement, claiming that if she had wanted to get fired she would have worn 
a dress or skirt. To Boeing leaders it did not matter if Doe was making a 
political statement or not; in their view, Doe had crossed an established 
line of workers’ rights and sociability at Boeing by making demands with 
significant consequences for legal and medical policy at the company. 
In the context of a decline in modern welfare capitalism, such demands 
seemed particularly threatening. Firms were trying to rein in costs by 
providing fewer services to employees. While the new era of political 
economy seemed to offer “globalized, turbo- charged capitalism” in which 
firms were all- powerful, firms were, in fact, as Suzanne Bergeron points 
out, “limited and potentially vulnerable” because of the economic changes 
caused by late capitalism.80
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Under the terms of the Corrective Action Memo that regulated Doe’s 
appearance in her final weeks at Boeing, her transition was marked as a 
site of heightened power for her supervisors. Doe’s supervisor had the 
power to decide if she was in compliance, that is, if she was, in his view, 
dressed like a woman.81 These reviews provided justification to fire Doe if 
her supervisor decided she was not in compliance. At a follow- up meeting 
regarding the Corrective Action Memo in October 1985, Doe requested 
that her supervisor assess the outfit she wore to see if it met company 
guidelines and was surprised when he found her appearance, which he 
described as follows, to be in compliance: “shoulder- length, curly blond 
hair; earrings— salmon colored, behind hair; no finger nail polish noticeable; 
may have had some makeup base— not noticeable; pale blush— had to look 
for it; no lipstick; blue plaid shirt— open at neck; salmon colored sleeve-
less sweater; gray slacks/pleats; gray women’s flats.”82 Doe was surprised 
that her supervisor found her in compliance, so she was still confused by 
the characteristics that defined feminine dress. She was anxious to both 
keep her job and make a successful transition and argued that clothing 
and appearance were a vital, and competing, part of both desires: “I was 
terribly frustrated, confused, stressed, distraught. I wanted to dress in 
feminine attire. Boeing was accepting my dress that I thought was femi-
nine attire . . . but since they were accepting it and they weren’t accepting 
feminine attire then, I felt that they were saying it wasn’t feminine attire. 
So I was very confused and I wanted them to accept what I was wearing 
as a feminine attire or let me wear more feminine attire or actually both. 
I wanted to look professional.”83

At the same time that Doe worked to stay within the bounds of acceptable 
attire at Boeing, then, she also attempted to adhere to normative gender 
order to meet the requirements of her transition. Doe’s compliance reviews 
occurred on a daily basis. Doe recalled that her supervisor would “stand in 
front of me first thing in the morning, and look me up and down, head to 
toe, and take notes.”84 This ritual reflects gendered bureaucratic organi-
zational norms more broadly. As Karen Ramsay and Martin Parker note, 
in corporate organizations, “The privacy is often male and the surveilled 
are often female— but not vice versa.”85

It is clear that, as Doe and her supervisors negotiated the company 
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position, the possibility of a court battle was not far from their minds. Both 
Boeing and Doe indicated an awareness that the conflicts they experienced 
might end up in court or at the very least require legal counsel. In notes 
prepared by Bob Masters to document a meeting with corporate officials 
and human resources personnel on October 22, he noted that “Boeing 
will defend me if I am named a co- respondent and will pay the damages 
if Boeing loses the case.” His notes also contain the line, “Handicap is 
best defense,” likely in reference to Doe’s anticipated tactic should she 
choose to file a discrimination suit.86 For her part, Doe had been in con-
tact with lawyers throughout the meetings and in fact consulted with her 
lawyer before signing the Corrective Action Memo Boeing issued to her 
in October 1985.87

On November 5, 1985, Doe’s supervisor decided she was not dressed 
“androgynously, male, or neutral,” particularly because she was wearing 
a pink pearl necklace, and she was immediately fired.88 The lack of a writ-
ten, published dress code makes the pink pearl necklace an inauspicious 
catalyst for termination, while at the same time it reinforces the power of 
clothing in organizational culture and administrative routine.89 A Boeing 
spokesperson told the press that Doe had been fired “for violating company 
rules” and also stated that she “would be rehired after the sex- change 
operation.”90 It was not until 1989, well after she was fired from Boeing, 
that Doe could afford to undergo sex reassignment surgery.91

After she was fired, Doe sued Boeing for employment discrimination 
based on gender dysphoria under state disability discrimination provi-
sions.92 The suit, Jane Doe v. Boeing Company, was filed in 1986. Company 
leaders were reluctant to talk publicly about the case, and certainly the 
surveillance of employees’ gender and sexuality that occurred on the shop 
floor was not publicly acknowledged. One Boeing spokesperson stated in 
1986 that lawyers were working on the case and that the company didn’t 
“normally make pronouncements on hirings or firings.”93 The case did not 
reach court until 1990, and the final ruling was not handed down until 1993.

Jane Doe v. Boeing Company, 1986– 1993

By the time Doe filed her lawsuit in 1986 there was legal precedent for her 
claims. The case emerged during a period of growth in transgender activism. 
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In the 1970s and 1980s activist groups such as the American Civil Liberties 
Union were pressing for legal recognition of transsexual rights.94 In 1974 
the city of Minneapolis passed an antidiscrimination civil rights ordinance 
that included transsexuals; shortly thereafter Margaret Deirdre O’Hartigan 
used the ordinance to successfully sue the state of Minnesota and have 
them pay for her sex- reassignment surgery. In California the outcome of a 
suit granted transsexuals the right to change their names and sex on their 
birth certificates.95 More broadly, increased attention to workplace rights 
stimulated efforts to fight against patriarchal heterosexual sex and gender 
norms in the workplace.96 Joanne Meyerowitz notes that by the 1990s the 
transgender movement had “emerged in force.”97

Beginning in the 1980s, there were a handful of legal filings that charged 
corporations with discrimination against transsexual persons based on state 
disability discrimination provisions. For example, in Jane Doe v. Electro- 
Craft Corporation (1988) the New Hampshire State Supreme Court ruled 
that, under the state employment discrimination statute, transsexualism 
qualified for disability claims. While similar cases were tried in the 1990s 
and early 2000s, Jane Doe v. Boeing Company was one of the earliest.98

The case went three rounds in the courts. In 1990 the trial court ruled 
in favor of Boeing, finding that Doe had been accommodated. On appeal, 
the court ruled in Doe’s favor under state disability discrimination provi-
sions. In the final review, in 1993, the Washington State Supreme Court 
reversed the Court of Appeals and ruled that Boeing did not discriminate 
against Doe.99

During the three rounds, particularly when Doe won the second round 
in the appeals court, local newspapers, including the Seattle Times and the 
Seattle Post- Intelligencer, reported the rulings. Although neither newspaper 
devoted substantial attention to the case, both printed several articles on 
the case and both narrated it as a battle over a “pink pearl necklace.”100 In 
the final Washington State Supreme Court ruling, the judge, Frederick T. 
Rasmussen, pointed to the complexity of the case and noted it was not “a 
case about pink beads.” Rather, he ruled that the case was about “the need to 
strike a balance between the company’s duty to respect human dignity and 
the human condition and the need for the company to be respectful of oth-
ers and the obligation of the company under the law to draw a balance.”101
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There were two very closely related issues that shaped how Judge 
Rasmussen arrived at his decision. The first was whether or not gender 
dysphoria fit the definition of a handicap. Significantly, the case played 
out just as the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was being debated 
in Congress and in the media. The ADA was passed in 1990 to protect the 
rights of people with disabilities, but it explicitly excluded transsexuality 
as a category of protection. Nevertheless, Doe and her lawyers won the 
argument that gender dysphoria was a “handicap.”102 The judge relied on 
the medical diagnosis of two medical experts to “prove” she was gender 
dysphoric and thus handicapped. He ruled fairly easily and quickly that 
Doe’s gender dysphoria was a handicap under Washington State law and 
noted, “It seems to me that the facts are really pretty clear as to handicap. 
There is a condition, gender dysphoria, which is medically and psychologi-
cally recognized. It is referred to in DSM III.”103 He further characterized 
gender dysphoria as a “lifelong condition” and an “abnormality” that is 
“not a static thing but a continuum.”104

Under Judge Rasmussen’s ruling, however, Doe’s handicap was condi-
tional; he ruled that gender dysphoria was not always a handicap but that 
it became a handicap in Doe’s case because of her psychologist’s advice 
that she live as a woman for a year, which “caused conflict with the work 
environment,” as evidenced by complaints from other workers regarding 
feminine dress and use of the women’s restroom. This situation corre-
sponds with many disabilities scholars’ arguments that “disability is often 
less about physical or mental impairments than it is about how society 
responds to impairments.”105 According to Judge Rasmussen, however, 
it was a temporary handicap that would be alleviated upon Doe’s surgery 
since Boeing’s policy dictated that after surgery the company would treat 
Doe as a woman and allow her to dress in a feminine manner and use 
the women’s restroom.106 Overall, this aspect of the case remains an 
important legal precedent for the resulting court recognition of gender 
dysphoria and for using state disability statutes to argue for employment 
discrimination based on transsexuality. Nevertheless, this tactic remains 
controversial as it rests on an assumption that the disability can be “fixed” 
through sexual reassignment surgery, while also reifying categories of 
disabled/“handicapped” and “normal.”
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The second, and more decisive, issue that the case hinged on was whether 
or not Boeing reasonably accommodated Doe if indeed her gender dys-
phoria could be considered a handicap. Doe and her lawyers argued that 
she suffered discrimination because her supervisors did not use female 
pronouns, did not allow her to use the women’s restroom, and did not 
permit her to wear feminine attire. The judge’s ruling was complicated by 
the fact that under Washington State law there was little established legal 
precedent for ruling on reasonable accommodation for claims of employ-
ment discrimination; it was not clear what degree of accommodation was 
legally reasonable or, as the judge put it, “whether or not the employer 
is obligated to provide any reasonable accommodation sought by the 
employee, or whether the employer is only obliged to offer a reasonable 
accommodation.”107 Judge Rasmussen ruled that the test of reasonable 
accommodation was “if the employer bends far enough to permit that 
individual to work.”108 Rasmussen’s ruling illustrates the ways in which 
ideas of normalcy have been constructed in the workplace; ideal workers 
have historically been those who are free from disability. Thus, to “reason-
ably accommodate” Doe meant doing so within the confines of a narrow 
and homogeneous view of “normal” working bodies.109 Conversely, Doe 
and her lawyers also appealed to normative gendered order to make the 
case that Boeing discriminated against her while at the same time try-
ing to negate the notion that gender should matter to workplace order; 
Doe argued, for example, that she needed to dress as a woman in order 
to successfully transition: “I had to know that I could be comfortable in 
public as a female. I was certain that I was not comfortable in public as 
a male.”110 At the same time, one of Doe’s lawyers argued that Boeing’s 
restrictions regarding her attire constituted discrimination because “in a 
work place situation it makes no difference how a person presents pre-  or 
postoperatively.”111

In the end, it was the second issue of reasonable accommodation that 
swung the ruling in favor of the defense. During the case Boeing spokes-
person Russ Young stated, “We continue to maintain our accommodations 
were reasonable. I think this underscores the difficulty of trying to balance 
the needs of an individual with those of the rest of the work force.”112 
Young’s statement reveals the fundamental assumptions about gender and 
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normalcy that formed the basis for Boeing’s unwritten policy position. To 
Boeing leaders, Doe stood outside organizational norms.

Judge Rasmussen agreed with Young’s assessment and ruled that Doe 
had “failed to cooperate” with the directives of her supervisors and the 
accommodations they had provided to her.113 Clearly the judge recognized 
Boeing’s right to regulate appearance to preserve the company’s ability to 
regulate the workplace environment. His ruling is an implicit acknowledg-
ment that gender and sex, and their regulation, were at the center of the 
way corporate life at Boeing functioned and could be profoundly disrup-
tive, not only of Boeing’s corporate culture but of patriarchal corporate 
capitalism. The evaluation and uneven regulation of Doe’s behavior and 
appearance reinforced the more general idea that all Boeing employees 
regulate their own self- presentation at the same time that it reinforced 
the idea of male privilege. The compulsory gender binarism that Boeing 
leaders required, and which patriarchy is built on, stands at the heart of 
corporate culture and power.

Tellingly, in the midst of Doe’s case, another male- to- female transsexual 
employed at Boeing questioned the meaning of gender difference at Boe-
ing and the ability for workplace organization to change in a meaningful 
way. She pondered, “One can only wonder what Corporate will do when 
the inevitable female- to- male transsexual announces his intention to use 
the men’s restroom.”114 To her, unsurprisingly, a woman claiming rights 
and access to male spaces seemed even more problematic to Boeing’s 
workplace organization than a man (at least as so defined by Boeing lead-
ers) choosing to enter female spaces. Those who disrupted this structure 
(Doe in this case) paid in material ways to an extreme degree. Doe faced 
multiple sources of discrimination; she was positioned both outside the 
realm of normalcy and able- bodiedness as well as outside Boeing’s male 
corporate culture. As Susan Wendell points out, “Disabled women struggle 
with both the oppressions of being women in male- dominated societ-
ies and the oppressions of being disabled in societies dominated by the 
able- bodied.”115

Despite the challenges posed by Jane Doe v. Boeing Company, it was not 
until 2006 that Boeing instituted an antidiscrimination policy covering gen-
der identity; sexual orientation had been covered in the antidiscrimination 
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policy set in 1997.116 In adding a clause specifying gender identity, Boeing 
was following the lead of other U.S. corporations. Between 2000 and 2007, 
for example, the number of companies instituting employment discrimina-
tion protection for transgender employees jumped from 3 to 125. A few of 
these companies, including Kodak and IBM, provide insurance coverage 
for transgender employees’ medical expenses.117 The fact that Boeing and 
these other companies made these changes does not necessarily mean that 
they committed themselves more broadly to issues of gender and sexual 
equality. Even as transgender and transsexual employees (mostly in the 
Global North) have faced fewer restrictions, major corporations, including 
Boeing, now rely on flexible labor arrangements, with increased part- time 
and temporary labor, and greater financial speculation. For workers, this 
change has meant that men and women workers began to face similar 
circumstances, as white men lost high- paying career jobs. Nevertheless, 
white men continue to be concentrated in the highest- paying and highest- 
ranking jobs.118 In this new order, many workers have been left vulnerable 
because they are easily replaced as jobs are increasingly outsourced and 
layoffs become more commonplace.119 In addition, the new “preferred 
workforce” is young women of color; these women, especially those living 
in the Global South, work outsourced jobs that pay low wages and offer 
little security.120

Thus, even as transgender people have been increasingly recognized 
within corporate bureaucracies, new regimes of control and exploitation 
have emerged to undermine their power and the power of all workers 
more broadly. Overall, Jane Doe v. Boeing Company exposed the everyday 
assumptions, based in gender and sex, that have ordered capitalism and 
workplace organization, while at the same highlighting the changing work 
dynamics under neoliberalism that have reinforced the power of corporate 
bureaucracies to regulate workers even as workforces become more diverse.

As the case of Jane Doe suggests, support groups have offered employees 
a way to try to navigate the gender and sexual norms of Boeing’s corporate 
culture. Advocacy groups, for example, have worked to create support net-
works for gay Boeing employees. In 1989 a group of fifteen Boeing employees 
founded BEAGLES, “an association for Gay and Lesbian Employees of 
the Boeing Company” designed to “serve both as a social group and as an 
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advocate of gay and lesbian concerns at Boeing.”121 By June 1989 BEAGLES 
had more than fifty members. Yet there were still concerns about how such 
a group would be accepted at Boeing, and the Voice Northwest cautioned 
readers to “please respect their privacy” as they prepared to meet with 
Boeing management and EEO officers.122 BEAGLES later revised and 
broadened its targeted membership as the Boeing Employee Association 
for Gays, Lesbians, and Friends. One BEAGLES representative, a Boeing 
process engineer, observed in 2008 that such groups had improved Boe-
ing’s work environment: “When you come to work every day and know 
that there are people like you there— well, it makes the environment a lot 
more pleasant.”123 Workers’ unions have been another source of support 
for charges of discrimination, and in the case of Doe the engineering union 
SPEEA provided Doe with union representation at meetings between Doe 
and her supervisors. The union, however, was not involved in the ensuing 
court battle. To some workers, Boeing’s unions have reinforced the hetero-
sexual masculine norms of Boeing’s corporate culture; as one gay union 
member observed in 1999, both the union and the company could serve as 
spaces that reinforce heterosexual norms. The worker described “routine 
harassment of gay men especially” at Boeing and noted that the union did 
not seem to prioritize fighting for gay rights. It did not, for example, include 
domestic partner benefits in contract negotiations: “A lot of people don’t 
talk about the issues; we avoid arguments about this issue.”124

There has been greater visibility of and communication regarding trans-
gender identities at Boeing in recent years. Boeing received the Human 
Rights Campaign’s Innovation Award in 2009 for its guidelines on transgen-
der employees.125 While these guidelines show improvement in Boeing’s 
handling of issues regarding visibility and awareness of the difficulties 
transgender employees face, they also indicate that transgender people 
are not fully integrated into the company in ways that promote ideas or 
practices of equality.126 The guidelines, instituted in 2004, mirror the shift 
away from the familial metaphor to the neoliberal focus on teamwork; 
transgender employees seeking to change their gender identification are 
labeled “Transitioning Teammates,” a name that reflects the neoliberal 
context in which all workers are outsiders relative to the increased corporate 
power of CEOs and managers.127 The label “Transitioning Teammate” 
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also points to the continuance of the idea, evident in Jane Doe v. Boeing 
Company, that transgender employees stand outside of corporate culture 
and are thus not full or true members of the workforce.

Marilynn Laird, a transgender woman who worked for Boeing for more 
than fourteen years, offered important insight on Boeing’s corporate cul-
ture in recent years. Laird began working at Boeing as a machinist in 1988, 
moved to the salaried ranks as an engineer in 1998, and was laid off in 2002. 
She began to transition in 2003 and then returned to Boeing as a contrac-
tor on projects from 2009 to 2011, working in Charleston, South Carolina, 
and San Antonio, Texas.128 In Laird’s view, conditions for transgender 
employees had improved, though conditions remained difficult for all 
women. While she had some difficulty with one manager using the wrong 
pronouns when she returned to Boeing as a woman in 2009, she observed, 
“Boeing did have clear policies for GLBTQ employees and contractors.” 
Laird noted that at Boeing there were “transgender females there who are 
still under the radar.” In her experience, identifying as transgender had 
proven problematic in the hiring process at companies besides Boeing: 
“Getting hired is where the issues are. I know that of the 400 plus jobs 
that I applied for after transition the majority of jobs I did get interviewed 
for I was fully or over qualified for I did not get because of my diversity.” 
In Laird’s view, the power of male managers at Boeing has been propped 
up by the fraternal and patriarchal network of white, heterosexual men: 
“Diversity has improved but it will still be a struggle until a large number 
of male managers who are products of the BFI system Brothers, Friends, 
and Influences are gone.”129 Tellingly, Laird maintained that she would 
“not ever work for the Boeing Company again,” even as she pointed out 
that the problems go beyond just Boeing: “To this day women are treated 
as second- class citizens by the majority of the male population.”130 Her 
comments underscored the work still to be done in dismantling the links 
between patriarchy and capitalism.

Jane Doe v. Boeing Company remains a landmark case in the historical 
record on transgender and worker rights, illuminating how transgender 
identities, and gender and sex norms more broadly, were constructed and 
maintained through legal, medical, and corporate discourses. Moreover, 
it provides a valuable opportunity to go beyond a focus on gender and to 
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analyze transsexualism within historical capitalist relations.131 The case is 
also crucial for understanding the contemporary legal relationship between 
transgender and disability and the normative organization of labor power 
under neoliberalism.

The company’s everyday operations and traditions, upheld by the enforce-
ment of heterosexual gender norms, placed Jane Doe outside the Boeing 
“family.” While equal opportunity legislation did change expectations, it 
was not in ways that could fully eradicate the gendered expectations built 
into Boeing’s workplace culture. As Katharine Bartlett points out, “Despite 
the progress made under Title VII [of the Civil Rights Act of 1964] in 
eliminating barriers to women’s access to equal employment opportunities, 
the Act has never kept up with the expectations many have had for it.”132 
The case of Jane Doe revealed the norms upon which Boeing’s corporate 
culture were based and the authority of the company’s managerial and 
engineering ranks in overseeing and helping to shape, in conjunction 
with company leaders, the sexual division of labor. Company leaders, and 
some coworkers, were unable to recognize a way for Doe to be productive 
and function outside of company norms and the gender binaries that had 
guided the company since the 1930s. The more recent evidence, as well 
as the silences of those still “under the radar,” to use Laird’s description, 
suggests that surveillance of gender continues to be a guiding directive for 
managers and company leaders looking to discipline workers under the 
new norms of neoliberal capitalism.133
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CHAPTER 5

Employing Teamwork

By the end of the twentieth century the familial contract that Boeing lead-
ers and workers had tried to uphold, often unsuccessfully, since the 1930s 
had been irrevocably altered. As Dana Cloud notes, by the mid- 1990s 
the company had “completed its turn toward lean restructuring,” which 
disempowered workers and union organizing in new ways: “The realities 
of neoliberalism— manifest as rampant off- loading, offshoring, speedup, 
and layoffs— made these tasks profoundly difficult, as union leaders in this 
time period assumed the necessity of concessions.”1 Workers observed that 
the “rhetoric of teamwork did nothing to assuage the stress of perpetual 
job insecurity.”2 Cloud points out that in the past unions provided a “class- 
specific alternative to managerial ‘teamwork,’” though in this particular 
context the International Association of Machinists and Aerospace Work-
ers (IAMAW) collaborated with Boeing on the teamwork concept, which 
in turn inspired the “rank and file” to view their work, and unionization, 
differently, as the 1995 strike revealed; in that strike, workers realized 
“their own power” and voted against the IAMAW bargaining committee’s 
recommendations to accept Boeing’s contract offer.3 As Cloud argues, “The 
1995 strike demonstrated that when workers push from below, they can win 
gains from the company and hold the union, their fighting organization, 
accountable to the interests of the workers they represent.”4 Cloud’s study 
reveals that the neoliberal capitalist shifts of the 1990s reframed workers’ 
relationship with company and union leaders. Relations between Boeing 
workers and company leaders grew especially tense after Boeing acquired 
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McDonnell Douglas in 1997 and became the biggest aerospace company in 
history. This chapter examines the tensions over the neoliberal shift from 
family to teamwork. Both male and female employees have reported feel-
ing increasingly alienated and disrespected by company leaders since the 
mid- 1990s. For some workers, especially male engineers, the neoliberal 
shifts of late capitalism brought a newfound sense of vulnerability, and 
for women of all ranks these shifts offered an opportunity to articulate 
older frustrations of inequalities within Boeing and the company unions. 
By 2000 these feelings had boiled over.

This chapter focuses on two unprecedented acts of employee resistance 
to companywide changes. These acts occurred in February 2000, and, 
like the 1995 strike, they offer evidence of employees’ resistance to neo-
liberal imperatives.5 On February 9, 2000, more than seventeen thousand 
members or about three- fourths of the Society of Professional Engineer-
ing Employees in Aerospace (SPEEA) decided to go on strike. The SPEEA 
strike lasted forty days, which may seem short until one considers that in 
fifty- six years SPEEA had gone on strike only once, for a single day in 1993. 
A historically tame union, SPEEA joined with the International Federation 
of Professional and Technical Employees, of the AFL- CIO, in 1999 and was 
newly radicalized and energized by its affiliation with a traditionally blue- 
collar union. The second unparalleled event, which emerged in part out of 
the increased strength of SPEEA, was a class- action lawsuit filed February 
25, 2000, a little more than two weeks after the start of the strike. In the 
suit, Beck v. The Boeing Company, twenty- eight women, both current and 
former employees, filed charges of wage discrimination against Boeing.6 
The case was named for Mary Beck, who had done tooling and wiring work 
at Boeing for eighteen years. Beck was laid off in 2003 and argued that 
the case was “not about the money” but instead was “about the injustice 
that all the women have gone through.”7 The employees who filed Beck 
v. The Boeing Company alleged pay discrimination on the basis of sex and 
argued it violated Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. They pointed 
out that they received lower salaries, less overtime, and fewer promotion 
opportunities.8 They also argued that male managers had free rein to offer 
promotions, workplace opportunities, and pay information, which exac-
erbated and upheld gender discrimination against women. Ellen Schaff, 



Employing Teamwork

155

employed in the electrical department for twenty- two years, observed in 
court documents, “There is a cone of silence over (job) information; men 
are allowed within the cone, women are not.”9

As the suit gained momentum, the claims grew beyond SPEEA to encom-
pass a class- action suit made up of all women employed by Boeing in the 
Puget Sound area.10 Boeing reported that the class potentially totaled 
twenty- nine thousand women. The case was settled out of court in 2004, 
with negotiations proceeding that spring and summer. In May the two 
sides issued a joint statement indicating that they had “made consider-
able progress toward resolution of the case.” Boeing announced that a 
monetary settlement was reached in May, and terms of the settlement, 
including revised promotion and employment policies, had been agreed 
upon by July. One Boeing leader, the executive vice president of internal 
services, stated that the settlement contained “enhancements” with regard 
to performance evaluations, salary reviews, and promotions, as well as other 
“employee relations” policies that would “strengthen our already robust 
suite of employee- focused processes.” Noting that “Boeing has been and 
will continue to be firmly committed” to equal employment opportunities, 
company leaders were unwilling to acknowledge the inequalities that the 
case exposed.11 The Seattle Times pointed out that, if the case had gone to 
court, it would have been “the largest gender- discrimination class- action 
lawsuit to go before a jury.”12 Thus, even while all workers were renegotiat-
ing relations with company leaders via the union, gender still determined 
how workers experienced their position at the company.

The issue of respect was the driving force behind both the SPEEA strike 
and the class- action lawsuit, though what precisely that meant depended 
on one’s perspective and position within the company hierarchy. Other 
issues lay behind the strike as well, including pay, work hours, and work-
ing conditions. To the striking SPEEA members, respect meant preserving 
their place within the Boeing “family”; engineers in particular often viewed 
themselves not as industrial workers but as an elite group of white- collar 
workers. This view had been reinforced, and cultivated, by Boeing’s cor-
porate culture, which gave them a unique and celebrated place in the 
company hierarchy. While engineers and technical workers wanted a better 
contract, pay increases, and better benefits (especially since members of 
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District Lodge 751 had received these concessions in their recent contract 
negotiations), they also wanted the emotional connection to the company 
that seemed to have disappeared since the mid- 1990s, especially after 
the merger with McDonnell Douglas. Many described feeling that Boeing 
leaders no longer recognized the centrality of engineers to the company. 
One engineer, Bruce Anderson, noted, “I think upper management needs 
to take a change of direction in the way they treat their employees. For 
several years now, I personally have felt like I haven’t been valued with 
this company. I’ll be 21 years with this company next month, and here 
I am holding a picket sign.”13 Another striking engineer, Cynthia Cole, 
described a sense of abandonment and alienation from Boeing leaders: 
“Things that pushed us over the edge were some of the comments” from 
corporate leaders that “made us realize that they didn’t value us as assets 
and we could be easily replaced.”14 While the “we” in Cole’s comment 
refers to SPEEA, it could just as easily have referred to women at Boeing.

While women experienced union solidarity, especially in identifying as 
workers who felt dislocated from company leadership, their work experi-
ences were unfairly shaped by gender. To women at Boeing, respect meant 
receiving equal opportunity and equal pay. Neoliberalism deploys gender 
difference by relying on the social reproduction norms of capitalism; as 
state social services have decreased, women’s burdens have increased and 
pay and benefits for all workers have gone down. Mimi Abramovitz argues, 
“Neo- liberalism reversed the trend toward greater equality, exposed the 
nation to the perils of slavish reliance on market forces, and increased 
the cost and burdens of women’s care work in the home.”15 Women at 
Boeing had never had the sense of stability and respect that male union 
members had achieved, though the inroads made through equal employ-
ment opportunity programs had moved women closer to equality. One 
worker involved in the suit noted, “Boeing has a good- old- boy system 
that is pervasive and longstanding.”16 Beck v. The Boeing Company publicly 
revealed the persistence of gender discrimination at the company despite 
the requirements of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Title VII, 
however, was often thought of as a means to combat racial rather than 
sex or gender discrimination. Furthermore, for women, individual cases 
were hard to pursue, and organizing as a class provided a means to address 
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the inadequacies of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission in 
dealing with gender and sex discrimination charges.17

Women at the center of the class- action suit felt disrespected not only 
by company leaders reacting to the economic shifts of the late twentieth 
century but also by Boeing’s corporate culture and shop- floor traditions, 
which hampered their ability to achieve a status equal to that of their male 
coworkers. While the SPEEA strike called for solidarity among all Boeing 
workers and showed a widening gap between labor and management as 
a whole, the class- action suit revealed the other divisions among work-
ers that had been growing over the course of the postwar period. These 
divides were also evident in union membership. In 2000 the 751 Aero 
Mechanic observed, “Women make up only 24% of the hourly bargaining 
unit— making it clear that it is very much a man’s world at Boeing.”18 Union 
efforts have faced tense reactions when incorporating women and address-
ing women’s issues, even while, as Cloud points out, workers of diverse 
identities recognize “the incredible importance of the union to their power 
and voice at work.”19 Women and minorities found themselves up against 
corporations with multiple avenues for disempowerment and discrimina-
tion. For women, then, the neoliberal shifts of the 1990s constituted a 
point at which gendered and racialized identities as workers, women, and 
union members could collide, forcing women to prioritize their identities 
in new ways by 2000.20 Neoliberalism also required a new way of think-
ing about workers’ relationship to the company, a way that did not imply 
the kindness or sense of responsibility that the family metaphor evoked.

The “New Economy” and Boeing Employees

The economic context of the 1990s partly explains the depth of workers’ 
concerns after the Boeing merger with McDonnell Douglas and during the 
SPEEA strike. In the 1990s people began to question Boeing’s economic and 
cultural viability. The company began to lose ground to Airbus, Boeing’s 
biggest competitor for the production of commercial aircraft. There was 
also a sense that the company was losing ground in the Seattle area to the 
growing high- tech industry. The Economist opined in 2000 that “Boeing’s 
somewhat military factories feel as if they are part of a different century 
from the sprawling ‘campus’ at Microsoft.”21 PacificNW magazine noted that 
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“with the decline of unions, tech revolution, the rise of global commerce 
and the advent of smartphones and laptops that can connect workers to the 
office at any moment, even miles away from it, the very idea of a structured 
job week that ends at quittin’ time on Friday afternoon seems quaint.”22 
Boeing, and its workers, seemed out of date. The Boeing “family,” which 
had once seemed to offer a refuge against economic shifts, now appeared 
to be a liability that limited global competitiveness by holding corporations 
responsible for workers in a way that could hinder profits and flexibility to 
reduce or expand the workforce at will.

As corporations grew ever larger, workers lost power. Numbers, not 
workers, seemed to take top priority. Familialism no longer resonated 
with corporate leaders or managers, who were increasingly focused on 
the mandates of investors and financiers. The neoliberal turn of the 1990s 
was characterized by deregulation, privatization, and state withdrawal 
from social services. In the context of these changes, a new premium 
was placed on the financial sector. The imperatives of Wall Street were 
now placed above corporate family values and practices.23 As the strik-
ing engineers noted, workers had been thrust into an outsider position. 
The demise of a sense of family also occurred at other companies.24 The 
history of corporations like Boeing reflects a shift in corporate capitalism 
whereby both the scale and the scope of businesses have changed. For 
certain aerospace workers— that is, white men— the postwar period had 
seemed to promise stability, but that sense of security had eroded by the 
end of the twentieth century.

In the 1990s business leaders also began to institute new corporate 
practices that threatened the power and autonomy of both workers and 
unions. Business leaders, particularly in high- tech companies in the Pacific 
Northwest and California’s Silicon Valley, moved away from management 
strategies focused on bureaucracy, hierarchy, loyalty, and lifelong careers.25 
In this new business environment, work was redefined. More corporations 
focused on flexible labor arrangements, with increased part- time and tem-
porary labor, and greater financial speculation. For workers, this shift has 
meant greater similarities between men and women workers as they lost 
high- paying career jobs, though white men continue to be concentrated 
in the highest- paying and highest- ranking jobs.26 In this context, both 
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women and men have been left vulnerable because they are easily laid 
off and replaced. Ironically, corporate cultures that seemed to promote 
employees’ best interests and tout freedom and flexibility could in fact 
be even more controlling and regulatory.27 As PacificNW reported in 2012, 
“The 40- hour workweek feels like a vestige from a time when the labor 
movement proudly distributed bumper stickers proclaiming, ‘Unions: The 
folks who brought you the weekend.’”28 One Amazon employee observed 
that the workday is no longer “nine to five” and “there’s no such thing as 
a ‘workweek’ anymore.”29 As Dana Cloud notes, Boeing enacted “team 
programs” in order to combat growing union militancy; these programs 
“train workers to work more efficiently and to combine jobs— thus spelling 
future layoffs.” The “lean production” measures enacted in the aerospace 
industry reveal the neoliberal “pressure for concessions in bargaining, 
speedup of production, and increasing job insecurity.”30

At corporations across the country, engineers experienced disrupted 
work patterns and felt increasingly vulnerable as their job security and 
status as professionals were threatened.31 Sanford Jacoby notes that “the 
layoffs of the 1990s received enormous publicity because they represented 
a qualitative transformation: a shift away from high levels of security for 
previously protected white- collar groups.”32 Regarding the Seattle region, 
the Economist labeled this shift “the slow death of the Boeing man,” ref-
erencing engineers who had lost power not only with the company but 
also within the larger regional competition for professional and technical 
workers: “Seattle man has given way to Redmond man in the local hier-
archy.”33 Companies like Microsoft and Amazon began to dominate the 
Seattle area and to change the dynamics of both the local economy and 
the local labor market. In the process, engineers lost power and prestige. 
While Boeing engineers could expect to make an average of $63,000 a 
year, high- tech workers living in King County were taking home $236,000 
a year in salary and stock options. The Economist further observed that 
“house prices have soared out of the reach of young aircraft engineers.”34 
The breadwinner model of the 1930s Boeing “family,” in which white men 
at Boeing could expect to enter into a lifelong career that would provide 
access to a middle- class lifestyle, was gone. Unions, as well as shop- floor 
labor, also seemed antiquated in this new high- tech Seattle environment.



Employing Teamwork

160

In an effort to stay competitive in both the aerospace industry and the 
labor market Boeing leaders focused their energy and business strategy on 
globalization, rather than preserving a regional identity associated with 
family norms. Globalization held appeal for Boeing leaders because it 
seemed to promise an even more powerful version of capitalism that placed 
far less emphasis on the corporation having responsibility for employees 
and their needs. But while the policies of late capitalism seemed to offer a 
“globalized, turbo- charged capitalism” in which firms were all- powerful, 
as Suzanne Bergeron points out, firms were in fact “limited and potentially 
vulnerable” because of the economic changes caused by late capitalism.35 
By embracing globalization in both rhetoric and structure, Boeing leaders 
often felt they were adopting a defensive posture and were fearful of being 
left vulnerable by increasing labor costs, an uncertain market, and tighter 
regional competition for engineering talent. Company leaders posited global 
growth as a move that benefited workers and not just the company’s bottom 
line. In 1997, at the Paris Air Show, Boeing commercial airplane group presi-
dent Ron Woodward asserted that global collaborations in the aerospace 
industry benefited everyone. He noted, “Aerospace is truly a global business 
in which we all have a stake.”36 Yet, as the 2000 SPEEA strike illustrates, it 
is clear that workers did not feel included in this process. Exacerbating the 
anxiety over Boeing’s future was the fact that in 2004 and 2005 Airbus sold 
more commercial planes than Boeing did. Aviation writer John Newhouse 
surmises, “Boeing’s troubles were traceable partly to arrogance— a tendency 
to take the market for granted, to coast on its laurels— and partly to changes 
that developed in the corporate culture.” According to Newhouse, Boeing 
began to fear risks and investment in new technologies. He cites a “legacy 
of obsolescence.”37 In 2004 BusinessWeek claimed that the tighter competi-
tion for federal contracts in the 1990s and Boeing’s merger with the more 
aggressive McDonnell Douglas in 1997 had changed Boeing’s corporate 
culture and “shifted Boeing’s emphasis to the bottom line.”38

The economic shifts of the 1990s explain the attention given to the 
SPEEA strike and the concern of engineers that Boeing was in a state of 
declension. The striking workers were not necessarily concerned with the 
state of the company but about the place of engineers within the company; 
engineers were losing ground, and power, to CEOs and financiers.
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Engineers, Growth, and Union Organization

The 2000 SPEEA strike would have been unthinkable just two decades 
earlier. While discontents were certainly present throughout the postwar 
years, the power and prestige of being a Boeing engineer, which placed 
one firmly near the top of the Boeing “family” hierarchy, mitigated most 
complaints. Boeing engineers believed themselves to be an integral and 
respected part of the company for nearly all of the postwar period. David 
Noble points out that in the early twentieth century American engineers 
adhered to the dictates of corporate management systems and became not 
only technical experts but also professional corporate leaders and manag-
ers, an identity that resonated with many engineers into the twenty- first 
century.39 As journalist Michelle Dunlop of the Everett Herald noted, they 
traditionally held a position of authority within company culture: “They’re 
the nerds behind the birds. They’re the innovators, the visionaries behind 
Boeing Co. aircraft.”40 The Economist described Boeing engineers of 1990 
as “the princes of the Seattle economy,” with “secure, well- paid jobs and 
the respect not just of the company but of the town.”41 In the 2000 strike, 
engineers themselves embraced their identity as the brains of the company. 
One of the cries on the picket lines was “No nerds, no birds!” To many, 
the picket lines looked and felt decidedly different from the picket lines of 
shop- floor workers. One of the striking engineers noted that the strike might 
warrant the title “March of the Dilberts” or “Revenge of the Nerds.”42 As 
Michelle Rodino- Colocino points out, “geek” culture was celebrated in the 
1980s as white- collar high- tech work boomed for white male information 
technology (IT) workers and computer professionals: “‘Geeks’ have been 
a cultural and political- economic preoccupation since the diffusion of per-
sonal computers in the 1980s.”43 By the 1990s, however, as these “geeks” 
began to experience job insecurity and layoffs, they viewed the economic 
restructuring of neoliberalism through “the wages of white masculinity,” 
which precluded a more inclusive class consciousness.44

The esteem and respect engineers received tempered any union activity 
among them for most of the postwar period and nurtured a widely held 
belief that SPEEA members would not strike. A 1972 study of SPEEA, for 
example, concluded that engineers’ status as professionals made them 



FIG. 9. SPEEA poster from the 2000 strike at Boeing. Courtesy Washington State 
Historical Society.
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unlikely to go on strike or identify with shop- floor workers’ sense of class 
consciousness; the report characterized them as a group with “no viable 
strike potential.”45 It also noted that Boeing engineers were “not very 
aggressive in their relations with management.”46 One engineer stated that 
relations were so good between engineers and the company that SPEEA 
had a reputation for being a “wuss” when compared to the IAM. SPEEA was 
“Boeing’s ‘tame’ union” and was “tolerated, even nurtured to some extent 
by the company.”47 They were also known as “a particularly coddled bunch” 
because they had a history of cordial relations with company leaders.48

In fact, many company leaders, including CEO Phil Condit, had been 
SPEEA members. Because Boeing leaders had historically been cultivated 
from within, many had been engineers who had risen through the ranks of 
the company. Aviation writer John Newhouse describes CEO and company 
president Thornton “T” Wilson as successful because of his blue- collar 
roots and history of working on Boeing’s shop floor as an engineer. A suc-
cessful Boeing leader by this definition was one who could identify with, 
and thus better manage, Boeing workers.49 Boeing presidents, CEOs, and 
those in the upper ranks of management were held responsible for Boe-
ing’s ability to remain on the cutting edge of the airplane and aerospace 
industries, but they were also charged with upholding harmony among 
Boeing employees.

Over the latter half of the postwar period, however, relations between 
company leaders, managers, and workers had become more fragmented 
as the company grew larger and more bureaucratic. The ranks of middle 
management had grown to an unprecedented degree. By the early 1990s 
Boeing had fifteen thousand managers.50 In 1987 Boeing had hired an 
outside consultant, Gary Jusela, who held a PhD in organizational psy-
chology from Yale, to assess Boeing’s structure and corporate culture, 
particularly with regard to management. Jusela noted the presence of a 
“formal boundary drawn between Seattle and the off- site divisions.”51 CEO 
Frank Shrontz was so concerned about the splinters within the company 
ranks and divisions that he began to conduct meetings with various Boeing 
employees to hear more about their complaints. He heard several comments 
that management was “too preoccupied with other things” and that some 
supervisors simply “weren’t people- oriented.” These accusations were 
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especially troubling to him because “when management leaves a leader-
ship vacuum, the union obviously is going to step in and fill it.”52 Boeing 
employees had been feeling increasingly alienated from management even 
before the company acquired McDonnell Douglas. By the year 2000 even 
the unlikeliest of Boeing’s unions, SPEEA, had become more vocal as the 
distance between company leaders and workers grew.

For the striking SPEEA workers, as well as the IAM, the merger with 
McDonnell Douglas was particularly egregious; many employees noted 
that it changed corporate culture and workplace relations, and not for the 
better.53 As Cloud notes, CEOs Phil Condit and Harry Stonecipher “agreed 
in 1999 to shift Boeing’s organizational culture away from a warm and 
quasi- familial atmosphere (which put a kinder face on the exploitation of 
workers) to a more open ‘tough, lean, and team oriented’ environment.”54 
Public Broadcasting Service reporter Mike James noted that the primary 
concern engineers raised in the strike was the demise of the Boeing “fam-
ily” after the merger. The striking workers complained that, especially 
since the merger, the family culture had become “more impersonal, more 
focused on profits than quality.” Many also expressed concern that the 
special status of engineers “began to erode” after the merger.55

In becoming the largest aerospace company in the world, Boeing also 
started to feel less like family. In response to the engineers’ concerns, com-
pany chair and CEO Phil Condit noted that global growth and economic 
changes necessitated a very different version of corporate culture than the 
family model on which the company had been built: “We are not a family; 
we are a team.” He went on to state it was “not an easy transition, but it is 
a very important one.”56

To the striking SPEEA members, the rhetorical shift from family to team-
work was deeply troubling and signaled a larger problem with their place 
in the company and the relationship between company leaders, managers, 
and workers. Many of the striking engineers were also not happy with the 
leadership changes and in particular Harry Stonecipher’s employment as 
president and CEO after Condit’s retirement in 2003. Stonecipher, like 
Condit, emphasized teamwork over family. As the Economist noted, he 
had a “blunt, it’s a business- not- a family approach to Boeing as president 
of the larger company.”57 The expected consistency that had held the 
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Boeing “family” together was no longer applicable, and the new emphasis 
on teamwork stressed working together despite differences, rather than 
fraternal bonding based on shared similarities. Teamwork suggested that 
workers were easily replaced and that their gender, sex, race, and networks 
of affiliation did not matter to the company in the ways they had previ-
ously. A shared social status would no longer order work or place people 
in particular positions in the company. Indeed, a shared familial status was 
impossible to guarantee in the context of bureaucratically streamlined, but 
geographically scattered, sites of production.

Engineers equated the rhetorical shift to teamwork with a loss of respect. 
One SPEEA staff member argued, “When you spend years working for 
an organization, dedicating yourself to doing your very best, part of your 
reward is (or should be) the respect of your employer.”58 Engineers were 
historically the heart of the company. Older engineers had weathered the 
boom- and- bust cycles of the postwar period, and younger ones wanted 
to be able to weather the storms of the twenty- first century. When they 
could no longer count on the Boeing “family” concept to uphold a sense 
of job security and respect for their work and place with the company, they 
responded with anger and hurt. The emphasis on teamwork implied that 
Boeing’s focus would now be on “winning” the global competition and 
suggested that workers, especially engineers, no longer played a central 
role in the company hierarchy. In talking about the transition to teamwork, 
Condit emphasized that skill and winning, rather than loyalty and defined 
roles, were now at the center of corporate culture: “We’re looking for the 
best performers on that team. We’re looking for the best performance from 
that team.”59 In this new formula, SPEEA members felt a sense of loss and 
abandonment, which confirms the emotional depth that Boeing’s familial 
corporate culture held for workers.

As the labor activist and historian Ross Reider notes, while the com-
pany’s merger had left many mourning the loss of a sense of familialism it 
also mobilized workers to respond to company leaders in new ways: “The 
merger also introduced new volatility into management- labor relations 
by diluting Boeing workers’ sense of ‘family loyalty’ and by creating new 
union organizing opportunities, especially among white collar employ-
ees.”60 The merger of Boeing with McDonnell Douglas helped usher in 
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new expectations not only for Boeing leaders but also for employees. For 
unions, it meant radicalizing their organizing activities, no small feat for 
SPEEA and the “strike- skittish engineers.”61 As one engineer, Ron Want-
taja, observed, “No one really thought a strike would happen . . . people 
were used to seeing SPEEA cave in.”62

The radicalization of SPEEA was not readily apparent at the time of the 
merger, perhaps because most news of the merger focused less on how 
workplace hierarchies were upended and more on Boeing’s consolidation 
of market power. The Seattle Times reported that the merger seemed to 
be a perfect match. Referring to the company as the “new Boeing,” the 
newspaper acknowledged what a tremendous business move the company 
had made, at least in terms of sheer growth, size, and market share. The 
merger made Boeing “the most powerful company in the history of aero-
space,” with $50 billion in annual sales and 220,000 employees at locations 
all over the world. The Times posited, “It will command the attention of 
airlines, governments and military establishments around the globe.” The 
newspaper did acknowledge, however, that the merger might put a strain 
on workplace culture: “The toughest challenges for Boeing now could 
prove to be inside, rather than outside, the vastly expanded company. 
Staying nimble, meshing the corporate cultures of the two behemoths, 
finding common ground and positioning the new company for the future 
will be no easy tasks.”63 Given the vast power Boeing had acquired, it is 
noteworthy how vulnerable workers felt after the merger. Yet, it is also 
understandable; many workers did lose power in this shift and their spot 
in the company hierarchy; the “new Boeing” troubled them. For many, the 
rhetorical shift to teamwork exacerbated their concerns, which opened the 
way for stronger union organizations.

To Boeing leaders, grievances over respect and a decline in the sense 
of family seemed antiquated and associated with an old- fashioned way 
of doing business. Boeing leaders stated that “competition in the global 
economy requires a different culture inside the factory.”64 After Boeing 
and SPEEA reached an agreement, Condit expressed hope for improved 
relations between Boeing engineers and company leaders based on the 
new teamwork model. He stated, “One day I hope we can look back on 
this time as a turning point— a time when we more clearly recognized the 
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importance of listening to and seeking to understand each other.” So that 
the company wouldn’t lose sight of these lessons, Condit promised to set 
up a “new ‘working together’ joint- task force” that would “focus on the 
issues impacting the engineering and technical communities.”65 A task 
force, while perhaps helpful in facilitating communication between labor 
and management, could not make headway toward better working con-
ditions and the resolution of equity issues that workers wanted. After the 
strike Boeing leaders increased their efforts to restructure and reimagine 
the company as a global “team” company, as opposed to a regionally based 
family company with strong local roots.

The Radicalization of Union Organizing

In a relatively short period of time, SPEEA had morphed from a relatively 
weak and ineffectual organization to a union that had demonstrated resolve, 
bargaining power, and an affiliation with the labor politics traditionally 
affiliated with blue- collar shop- floor workers. The economic context of 
the 1990s, reflected in the rhetorical shift to teamwork, provided the 
momentum for greater attention to union organizing among all Boeing 
workers and all of Boeing’s unions.

By the late 1980s District Lodge 751 had strengthened the union pres-
ence at Boeing.66 The economic instability of the company made union 
representation an important source of stability for many Boeing workers, 
though it challenged the tradition of familial loyalty that company leaders 
had historically tried to foster.

Shortly after Boeing’s merger with McDonnell Douglas, SPEEA took 
steps to strengthen its organizing position. As one engineer surmised, 
“This, in itself, may have triggered Boeing’s hardnose position” in contract 
negotiations.67 The union’s affiliation with the AFL- CIO challenged the 
view that SPEEA would be less aggressive in union organization. Margaret 
Levi, of the Center for Labor Studies at the University of Washington, has 
noted, “The affiliation with big labor and the strike ‘transformed SPEEA’” 
by making it “a militant union capable of affecting Boeing’s profits and 
hurting Boeing in the pocketbook.”68 Not only did the affiliation signal 
SPEEA’s new identity as a tougher, more determined union, it also put a 
lot more people in SPEEA’s corner.
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SPEEA received support in the strike from Boeing’s other union, Lodge 
751. Representatives from Lodge 751 marched with SPEEA members. The 
IAM Journal noted, “For 40 days, IAM members contributed financial, 
political and moral support to some 26,000 Boeing engineers and technical 
workers waging the largest white- collar strike in U.S. labor history.”69 One 
striking engineer described the support from IAM as “touching,” noting that 
“their contract requires them to cross our picket line. But they seldom do so 
without a wave and a honk. They often stop and leave doughnuts, pizzas or 
cups of coffee. They doubted our resolve in the beginning, but now seem 
to be proud of us.”70 While on the picket line, one SPEEA member and 
technical worker, Jon Sergeant, observed, “In the past, we haven’t looked 
like much of a union. But today, we’re starting to look like a union.”71 The 
strike signaled a new relationship between Boeing’s unions and between 
labor and management.

SPEEA’s affiliations with other unions widened the effects of the strike on 
Boeing’s bottom line and ability to do business. While the IAM possessed 
a contract stating it could not cross the picket line of any other Boeing 
union, other unions were not under the same obligation. Members of the 
Teamsters, including United Parcel Service and FedEx employees, and 
various others refused to cross picket lines, which had a significant negative 
impact on Boeing’s business. As Wanttaja explained, “737 fuselages from 
Wichita sit on a siding in Renton, because the trainmen won’t enter the 
plant. The fuselages sit there until the railroad sends a manager to drive 
them onto the plant. . . .  A mainframe IBM computer crashed recently[;] 
the IBM repairman refused to cross the line.”72

In early March, Boeing public relations personnel announced that nego-
tiations had stalled and were at an “impasse.” Yet, as Alan Mulally, a Boeing 
senior vice president and the president of Boeing’s commercial airplanes 
group, announced, work opportunities at Boeing were expanding because 
of new plans to produce a long- range version of the Boeing 777. Mulally 
observed, “We have a wonderful future ahead of us,” and he emphasized 
that teamwork would provide ample work opportunities because “we 
are moving forward to capture many new market opportunities. We’re 
asking our talented technical team to join us for the journey.”73 It was 
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not to the company team, however, that workers began to flock but to the  
company union.

Coming off the heels of the SPEEA strike, all of Boeing’s unions were 
motivated to push for greater change. Boeing employees began to view 
SPEEA as an outlet for their frustrations. Membership in SPEEA increased 
more than 50 percent during the strike; before the 2000 strike 42 percent 
of the engineers and technical workers had been members.74 After the 
strike, membership in SPEEA jumped to 65 percent of those employees. 
As Professor Levi notes, the effects of the SPEEA strike extended beyond 
the forty days on the picket line, because SPEEA members demonstrated 
that they were “extraordinarily successful in mobilizing their members 
and nonmembers in a sustained and difficult strike.”75 The self- described 
nerds had created a new space for themselves in the Boeing hierarchy, one 
alongside Boeing’s shop- floor workers rather than beside the managers and 
company leaders with whom engineers had traditionally been affiliated.

In addition to spurring union activity in SPEEA, the strike and the changes 
at Boeing after the merger with McDonnell Douglas led to greater efforts 
in 2001 to solidify union power in Lodge 751 through better integration 
of workers and unions.76 Lodge 751 led a membership drive to organize 
clerical workers alongside shop- floor workers. In the “largest organizing 
drive in Pacific Northwest History,” the IAM attempted to organize 16,500 
“white- collar professional, technical and clerical employees at Boeing into 
the IAM.” The clerical workers voted not to join, but IAM president Tom 
Buffenbarger stated that this failed vote did not diminish the vision or 
fortitude of union organizing: “Boeing’s top brass may be leaving Seattle, 
but the IAM is here to stay.”77 At the same time that Boeing leaders were 
making plans to move company headquarters to Chicago, then, Boeing 
employees were consolidating their position within a company that was 
increasingly dispersed.

Women, Union Politics, and Pay Discrimination

For women at Boeing, sharing in company prosperity seemed even farther 
out of reach than it did to many male employees, especially those white 
male “geeks” who were drawing on the “wages of white masculinity” at 
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the expense of a larger class consciousness that would have offered room 
for diversity in race and gender.78 While both men and women workers 
felt increasingly vulnerable in the face of greater job displacement and 
insecurity, women continued to be paid less than men. In addition, while 
union organizing efforts at Boeing were enjoying some success, women 
felt vulnerable within the union ranks as well. Amid the economic dislo-
cations of the 1990s, women sought to strengthen their place not only 
within Boeing’s ranks but also within union hierarchies. Women in District 
Lodge 751 organized the Women’s Committee in 1996 to support women, 
encourage their union membership, and implement programs to help them 
achieve equality both within the union and at Boeing. In 2000 the Women’s 
Committee organized a conference that it called the “I.A.M. Women Hear 
Us Roar Conference,” during which women would share their work and 
union experiences. Concerns over economic vulnerability and inequality 
permeated the conference. One Boeing employee reported feeling that 
her education, which included two master’s degrees, “intimidates her 
supervisors, which has caused problems in her job.”79 An AFL- CIO survey 
conducted at the conference noted that of particular concern to women 
were paid family leave, equal pay, affordable health care, pensions, and 
Social Security.80

Women at Boeing had reason to worry about economic vulnerability. 
In the Boeing “family,” women had never been at the top of the company 
hierarchy. But pressure from unions like SPEEA and class- action lawsuits 
pushed Boeing to redefine its corporate culture, even amid the push toward 
globalization and the immense growth of the company following the merger 
with McDonnell Douglas. While the growth of the company seemed to take 
away some workers’ power and security, it also emboldened many to push 
the company for greater equality on the basis of race and sex. Teamwork, 
after all, meant embracing diversity and working cooperatively to create 
a globally competitive Boeing. Teamwork, then, could work both as a 
metaphor that displaced some workers, notably the striking engineers, 
and as one that also allowed for a greater awareness of Boeing’s need 
to diversify its workforce. While this situation did not necessarily offer 
increased power to workers or unions, it did allow for greater attention 
to diversity and equal employment opportunities. Consequently, Boeing 
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settled several large employment discrimination cases in the 1990s, most 
notably one in 1999, when the company settled for $15 million with a group 
of African American employees who had charged Boeing with discrimina-
tion in promotion and hiring practices.

Moreover, in a survey conducted a year before that case, Boeing recruiters 
had reported feeling uncomfortable traveling to black colleges and universi-
ties to recruit workers and that they were not encouraged to do so by their 
supervisors.81 Most of the $15 million settlement went to employees who 
had filed racial discrimination charges. A portion of the settlement was 
designated for improving the company’s equal employment opportunity 
bureaucracy and processes. In the press release that announced the court’s 
approval of the settlement, CEO Phil Condit expressed Boeing’s apparent 
relief at having the matter settled: “We are very pleased with today’s court 
ruling. The court’s approval today allows Boeing to continue its movement 
forward not only on the commitments outlined in the settlement but toward 
the company’s vision of a culture of inclusion, where diverse groups and 
ideas flourish.”82 It is striking, and perhaps telling, that Condit said the 
company was envisioning a “culture of inclusion” as opposed to claiming 
that it already existed.

In February 2000 twenty- eight women filed a class- action suit alleging 
pay discrimination on the basis of sex. They cited lower salaries and fewer 
overtime and promotion opportunities going back to at least 1997.83 Women 
also described an uncomfortable work environment that included harass-
ment based on sex, gender, and race.84 The total number of plaintiffs that 
the class- action suit involved was twenty- nine thousand, nearly matching 
the ranks of SPEEA membership; thus, at least some of the women inter-
viewed for the 1989 oral history project were likely involved in the suit. 
Even if they were not directly involved in bringing the suit, women in the 
company could not have been surprised by it. One of the main issues of the 
class- action suit was discrimination in pay; the suit charged Boeing with 
paying women less for doing the same job as men. Many of the women 
interviewed for the oral history project had mentioned this very problem. 
As one woman put it, “There’s a line about money that it’s not a motiva-
tor, but that if you don’t think you make enough it’s a demotivator. Well, 
I know I’m payed [sic] less than all my colleagues. And every time I get a 
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pay raise, it just raises this issue: that women at Boeing are payed less than 
men.”85 Another woman described how she had been in a position for 
four years, yet her successor, a man who worked under her, immediately 
made five hundred dollars more than she did when she had the job. The 
news, of course, infuriated her: “I told my boss, and I got a pittance of a 
merit raise . . . and had to wait a year to get it. I’m a first- line supervisor 
in our group. And I feel I should earn more than the newer, younger male 
supervisors. And why won’t I? Because I’m a woman.”86

A third woman discovered she was making six thousand dollars less 
per year than any of her male counterparts even though she was doing 
the same work.87 Because of their tone of resentment, these interview 
excerpts stand out with respect to the many issues that the women identi-
fied as problems at Boeing. Despite affirmative action, one woman noted, 
pay inequities were at the root of Boeing’s discriminatory practice: “The 
company probably would like to think it treats men and women equally, but 
they don’t really get down to where the discrimination is being done. Like 
in advancement, and in salary.”88 This assessment of Boeing’s affirmative 
action programs depicts a company with only superficial commitment to 
equal employment opportunities. The court documents from the subsequent 
class- action lawsuit make such comments seem generous.

As the case developed, details emerged that proved Boeing leaders 
had in- depth knowledge of pay inequalities and had worked to hide them 
from public view. In response to the lawsuit, Boeing denied the charges. 
A Boeing spokesperson reassured the public, “When the jury has the full 
story, they will find that the company did not practice discrimination of 
any kind.” He also stated that statistical data on pay disparities between 
men and women “can’t capture all of the critical factors that go into pay or 
promotion decisions.”89 To women workers, the most significant “critical 
factor” was gender. One Boeing manufacturing engineer, Patti Ander-
son, testified that she made two thousand dollars less per year than men 
performing the same job. More poignantly, she made less than her male 
family members, who also worked at Boeing: “My husband, brother and 
dad also performed the same job as me and consistently received higher 
raises than I. I know this to be true because I saw their pay stubs.”90 Boe-
ing leaders, in response, argued that gender was never a consideration in 
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pay disparities between men and women: “These disparities are the result 
of quantity or quality of work, seniority and/or merit- based pay systems, 
or other factors other than gender.”91 Boeing’s public denials, however, 
masked what company leaders and managers already knew. Although Boe-
ing tried to seal the court documents, the presiding judge ordered them to 
be opened, and more than twelve thousand pages of internal documents 
revealed that Boeing paid men more than women for the same job. Internal 
correspondence also revealed that racial minorities, both men and women, 
were paid less than white men were.92

More alarming is the fact that Boeing leaders and managers had been 
aware of these disparities since at least 1994, when they had actually been 
forced to perform several internal studies on the issue. In the 1990s a gov-
ernment agency responsible for making sure federal contractors followed 
affirmative action mandates began to audit Boeing sites.93 In 1998 the Labor 
Department’s Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs (OFCCP) 
initiated an investigation of Boeing based on the agency’s findings, which 
suggested “systemic discrimination concerning compensation of females 
and minorities.”94 In response to the audits Boeing also organized an 
internal investigation into pay discrimination. The company organized 
the Diversity Salary Assessment Team in 1997 to study inequities in pro-
motions and pay. The study concluded that “females . . . are paid less” 
and that “gender differences in starting salaries generally continue and 
often increase as a result of salary planning decisions.”95 These “planning 
decisions” included determining who would be promoted into the ranks 
of management. A May 1998 report from Boeing’s internal investigation 
noted that gender was a primary determinant in who got promoted: “few 
persons, especially women and minorities, are hired into management.”96 
From 1997 to 2000 women at Boeing were paid an average of $1,000 less 
per year than their male coworkers.97 In some departments the dollar 
figure was higher. Women employed in the commercial airplanes group, 
for example, made an average of $1,742 less per year than men.98

During the audits, Boeing refused to hand over its internal studies on 
pay inequities, and the Labor Department case was eventually settled for 
$4.5 million. Company managers who had brokered the settlement were 
reportedly relieved, as they had anticipated worse liabilities. Boeing’s 
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director of employee relations, who had been a key player in settlement 
negotiations, tellingly observed, “The fact that our compensation comes 
up . . . negative, negative, negative would suggest that there’s something 
generally not right about the way we’re doing it.”99 Boeing leaders, then, 
as well as Labor Department investigators, were aware that Boeing’s cor-
porate culture created and maintained gender pay disparities.

In response to this trouble, Boeing began to try to temper the pay ineq-
uities without drawing too much attention to the issue or to Boeing’s role 
in it. Because Boeing leaders were “worried about a major lawsuit,” they 
attempted to hide the pay discrepancies beginning in the mid- 1990s by 
increasing women’s salaries.100 They also attempted to hide the efforts to 
compensate for pay discrepancies. A senior compensation manager testified 
that he organized a secret compensation plan designed to mitigate legal 
risks; the plan was so secret that even senior- level managers were not privy 
to the information. Laura Yamashita, a labor law attorney who had once 
worked for Boeing on the pay studies, testified that Boeing hid the studies 
in a “secured office location” that included precautions such as a locked 
cabinet with a “special electronic cipher lock” that had its combination 
changed regularly; not even janitors or security personnel were allowed 
access to the room. Yamashita also testified that all meetings regarding 
the studies were held in a “secure, limited- access conference room” and 
that corporate leaders had to hand over all meeting notes when they left 
the room. Boeing spokespersons dismissed the secrecy by stating, “It is 
company practice to keep confidential information secure, particularly 
when it comes to salary information.”101 The court disagreed, however, and 
ordered Boeing to produce documents it had been keeping secret, which 
pushed the company toward settlement of the class- action lawsuit in 2004.

Despite the secrecy around specific documents and numbers, the salary 
adjustment plan was well known to Boeing employees. Some employees 
nicknamed the program “Bucks for Babes,” underscoring both the systemic 
awareness of claims of disparity and the more cynical view that women’s 
pay increases amounted to tokenism.102 The court documents revealed 
that Boeing’s own reports admitted that the wage gap would be difficult 
to close. In 1999 Boeing leaders found they would have to pay out an 
additional $30 million in salary adjustments to equalize just some, not all, 
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of the wage gap. In the end Boeing funded only a dismal one- third of this 
amount, at $10 million.103 This payout was enough, however, to stop the 
Labor Department audits in 1999. However, even the semisecret program 
to adjust women’s pay could not undo the institutionalized discrimina-
tion embedded in Boeing’s corporate culture. The plaintiffs’ lawyers in 
the 2000 class- action suit argued that, even after the salary adjustments, 
pay disparities still existed.104 Plaintiffs’ experts argued that Boeing’s 
business practices and corporate culture “permitted gender stereotypes 
or gender- biased opinions to infect Boeing’s employment decisions, and 
disadvantaged women throughout their Boeing careers through arbitrary 
restraints on pay adjustments.” They also argued that “Boeing permitted 
a corporate culture or environment hostile to women” because those who 
did act inappropriately received no punishment or consequences and that 
gender or sexual harassment was underreported because women who did 
report problems suffered retaliation.105

Ironically, despite proclaiming innocence, Boeing had, in its effort to 
avoid litigation, produced an enormous paper trail documenting widely 
known, pervasive, and systemic gender discrimination.106 After the paper-
work was brought to light, a settlement agreement was reached. Boeing 
paid $72.5 million to the twenty- nine thousand female plaintiffs to settle 
the case in 2004. The settlement report noted, “By the time of the settle-
ment, this was among the most hotly- contested matters of its kind.”107 
The matter may have been hotly contested, but it was certainly not an 
isolated case. Boeing joined the ranks of several other large corporations, 
such as Home Depot, Coca- Cola, and Morgan Stanley, that had settled 
discrimination suits in the years leading up to Boeing’s case. As part of the 
settlement terms Boeing admitted no fault but agreed to change some of 
its policies and practices, including monitoring overtime and salaries and 
conducting annual performance evaluations.108 Boeing was also ordered to 
report salaries more frequently, collect information on compensation and 
report it to the plaintiffs’ counsel for three years, reevaluate and restruc-
ture decisions on overtime and promotions, and strengthen the power of 
investigators of EEO and sexual harassment complaints to enforce deci-
sions. Prior to the settlement, managers were able to “veto any sanctions 
proposed by the EEO investigator.”109 The EEO Commission, then, had 
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little to no authority when compared with Boeing management. Boeing’s 
corporate culture had outweighed federal mandates, which reveals the 
power of corporate culture to both block equal opportunity employment 
and perpetuate employment discrimination despite institutional changes 
designed to prevent employment discrimination.

Global Teamwork and the Pacific Northwest

The scandals of the late 1990s focused public attention on employment 
discrimination and corporate culture just as Boeing was planning for the 
release of the new 7E7 passenger jet, later known as the 787 Dreamliner. 
A BusinessWeek writer declared, “Troubling headlines are a comparatively 
new problem for Boeing. A company dominated by engineers, it tradition-
ally focused on innovation and design.” The magazine reporter further 
opined, “The company’s tactics in the pay- discrimination lawsuit, Beck v. 
Boeing, also raise broader questions about the health of Boeing’s corporate 
culture.”110 The scope of the lawsuit and the settlement that resulted also 
drew attention. The plaintiffs’ attorney noted, “It’s revealing that over 60 
percent of female employees filed claims— in most class- action suits a 30 
percent response rate is typical.”111 The strength of women’s response to 
the class- action suit reveals the depth and breadth of gender discrimina-
tion at Boeing.

The class- action lawsuit forced a very public reworking of Boeing’s cor-
porate culture just as company leaders were strategizing the restructuring 
needed after the merger with McDonnell Douglas. It did not, however, 
immediately place men and women workers on equal footing or eliminate 
charges of discrimination based on race and ethnicity. In 2001, for example, 
a group of 1,850 Asian American engineers sued Boeing on the basis of 
racial and ethnic bias. The engineers, who had come from Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, India, Cambodia, Vietnam, and the Philippines, charged Boeing 
with paying them less and giving managers unfair discretion in assigning pay 
scales, a charge also made in the class- action lawsuit filed by women. In a 
2004 ruling that came only days after the Beck settlement was announced, 
however, a federal judge dismissed the claims and stated that Boeing did 
not discriminate against Asian Americans. A Boeing spokesperson stated 
that the ruling was not a surprise to company leaders because, in their 
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view, “We’ve demonstrated that the company has gone to great lengths to 
be a good place for all employees to work.”112 The number of employees 
involved in lawsuits charging racial and ethnic discrimination, however, 
shows that many nonwhite employees had problems with managerial 
practices on the shop floor and with the power given to managers.

Gender, too, remained a point of contention. Gendered cultural expec-
tations mattered a great deal in how women’s employment was perceived. 
Those women who were promoted to managerial and executive positions 
were often stigmatized as representing tokenism. In 2003, for example, 
one male manager who had been with Boeing since 1987 described a 
“widely held belief that women were sometimes promoted to meet diversity 
requirements.” In 2006 another male engineer, who had started working 
at Boeing in 1991, characterized the hiring of women and minorities as 
insincere and based only on a need to appear to be an equal opportunity 
employer. He noted, “There has been company- wide promotion of women 
and minorities over equally or even better qualified personnel.”113 To 
engineers who had weathered the shifting landscape at Boeing due to 
globalization and the SPEEA strike, enforcement of equal opportunity 
programs were part of the larger demise of power and rights for white- 
collar workers. White male engineers were losing power and rights within 
the ranks of the company; highly paid, highly skilled workers were being 
replaced in the company ranks, and white male engineers vocalized their 
sense of loss amid these shifts.

In the midst of increased scrutiny of Boeing’s corporate culture, however, 
the company was also widening the gap between company leaders and 
workers, which included making plans to move the company headquarters 
from Seattle. The relocation plans did not sit well within the traditional 
family framework, which had fostered a sense of belonging and place.114 
Boeing leaders’ new emphasis on teamwork was a calculated rhetorical 
move that individualized business and work and held the company less 
responsible for the fate of workers, a fate that seemed increasingly precari-
ous because of a new focus on global business and financial speculation. 
The family metaphor suggested a fixed home headquarters, patriarchal 
responsibility, and stability— notions that were not easily portable to the 
competitive global or transnational corporate world. Although Boeing had 
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long endured boom- and- bust cycles, the familialism of Boeing’s corporate 
culture and the social hierarchies upon which it was based offered a compel-
ling sense of stability, authority, and control to help workers weather the 
changes. The striking SPEEA engineers wanted to hold on to the familial 
model because it offered a promise of inclusion, at least for some, and a 
predictability that the new model of teamwork did not.

Boeing was beginning to alienate not just individual workers but the 
entire city of Seattle. As the aviation journalist Sam Howe Verhovek has 
noted, this “new Boeing” was a sharp departure from the business practices 
that had built the company over the course of the twentieth century. He 
references those glory days when the occasional labor dispute or strike 
could be worked out with management. As he observes, “The dominant 
feeling in Seattle was one of immense, almost viscerally parental, pride 
in the company’s airplanes, especially the Boeing 707.” Verhovek also 
claims that this familylike atmosphere facilitated innovation, creating 
a stable workplace where employees felt free to share their ideas. As he 
recalls, “In interviews more than fifty years after the fact, one hears over 
and over that Boeing’s workers believed— knew— they were involved in 
a great enterprise.”115 However, the SPEEA strike in 2000 and the class- 
action lawsuit illustrate that workers did not think they had a stake in the 
“new Boeing” and in the focus on globalization.

Workers began to feel even more isolated from company leaders in 
the years that followed. Company leaders lost credibility amid a series 
of scandals, which reinforced the message that Boeing’s unions, rather 
than company leaders, were the family members to be most trusted. In 
March 2005 Boeing Company executive board members forced CEO Harry 
Stonecipher to resign after a coworker reported an illicit affair between 
Stonecipher and a female executive. Boeing board chair Lew Platt com-
mented, “It’s not the fact that [Stonecipher] was having an affair. That is not 
a violation of our code of conduct.” He further explained that Stonecipher 
had been asked to resign based on “issues of poor judgment surrounding 
the affair” that “impaired his ability to lead.”116 In a move that seemed 
well timed, especially after more scandal involving business deals made 
by Phil Condit, Boeing began to recruit leadership from outside the com-
pany.117 In June 2005, for the first time, Boeing chose a leader who did not 
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come from the company’s own workforce and Seattle networks. W. James 
McNerney, former head of 3M, earned the dubious distinction of becom-
ing the “first outsider to run the Boeing Company.”118 The fact that the 
first “outsider” was not hired at Boeing until 2005 attests to the strength 
of the fraternal corporate culture at the company and the strength of the 
institutional bonds it had forged with the military, the city of Seattle, and 
the University of Washington.

The processes of globalization, most notably the growth that went 
along with it, changed the dynamics of the Boeing “family” and made it 
difficult, and eventually impossible, to maintain the company’s links to 
Seattle in the same way that it once had. As Dana Cloud notes, “A number 
of workers saw the move [of the company headquarters to Chicago] as a 
desertion of a community Boeing was preparing to ‘trash,’ without having 
to look workers and their families in the face.”119 Most of the company’s 
newspapers and magazines, relics of the 1930s family- based approach, 
were shifted to online formats. A monthly magazine, Frontiers, became 
an in- house publication in 2002. The audience for such publications had 
also shifted in the twenty- first century. In 2012 Boeing announced that 
it would partner with the Seattle Times Company to offer the magazine 
as an advertising insert in the newspaper. James Albaugh, CEO of Boe-
ing Commercial Airplanes, stated that the magazine, and the company’s 
distribution of it as a monthly “advertising insert” in the Seattle Times, 
was about sharing teamwork, a stark contrast to promoting family among 
workers only: “Our team does exciting things and we’d like to share some 
of that excitement with you.”120

Boeing also went to great lengths to define itself as a global company. 
Some argued that despite Boeing’s efforts to “go global,” the company 
would always be local, an enterprise steeped in rigid regional traditional-
ism that went against Boeing’s efforts to develop a global image. Indeed, 
in 2007 the aviation writer John Newhouse had described the company 
as “provincial.”121 The irony of course is that more than five years after 
Boeing leaders had attempted to globalize the company and moved their 
headquarters, they were accused of being “provincial.”

Although Boeing moved its headquarters to reflect a more global image, 
the company still faced enormous changes beyond the central geographic 
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one. Firms at this time were more focused on finance, and the company 
workforce was increasingly dispersed across different locations. Despite 
these changes, the decline of familialism at Boeing or other corporations 
was not inevitable. Sanford Jacoby notes that some businesses, such as 
Kodak, 3M, and Hewlett- Packard, continued to have “cohesive industrial 
communities based on comprehensive benefits, employee involvement, 
and stable, albeit not permanent, jobs” despite heavy layoffs. For Kodak 
in particular, the new emphasis on globalization did not alter concep-
tions of family; Kodak has remained a “nonunion stronghold,” and even 
with layoffs and “geographic decentralization,” Kodak “still calls itself an 
industrial ‘family.’ It spends huge amounts on training, career planning, 
and fringe benefits, including the wage dividend.”122 At Boeing, and many 
other firms, the situation is markedly different.123 Unlike Kodak, Boeing 
is a union stronghold, and the development of a familial atmosphere via 
management strategy no longer exists. This does not mean, however, that 
all aspects of the Boeing “family” are gone but that the focus, emphasis, 
and priorities of corporate culture have shifted.

While Seattle’s economy has often been linked to the fortunes of Boe-
ing, and increasingly of Microsoft, Weyerhauser, Amazon, Costco, and 
Starbucks, it has also featured a long history of labor organizing. Although 
the legacy of racial labor politics in Seattle and the Pacific Northwest is well 
documented, the protests against the World Trade Organization (WTO) 
meeting held in Seattle in 1999 thrust the city and its labor politics onto 
the world stage. Anne Slater, an organizer for Seattle Radical Women, one 
of the groups that participated in the protests, noted that the WTO protests 
also radicalized Seattle workers by making labor activists aware of how 
to organize more effectively for change at corporations like Boeing; she 
pointed to job actions like the SPEEA strike as “reverberations of the WTO 
and . . . people sensing the power we can actually have.”124 Another WTO 
protester noted that Boeing workers might no longer be complicit in the 
processes of capitalism that perpetuated the patriarchy in Boeing’s corporate 
culture over the course of the postwar period. In his view, the long history 
of labor activism in Seattle could override the company’s hiring practices 
and economic clout: “You have a long tradition of trade unionism, of forest 
activism defending our old growth forests, etc. People don’t say Left Coast 
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for nothing.”125 This is not to say, however, that workers have necessarily 
gained more power. Despite the sorrow and strong emotion many workers 
feel at being left vulnerable by the new workplace order that has emerged, 
many workers also marvel at the barriers that have been broken down at 
Boeing. Amy Laly, who had come to the United States from India in 1966 
and worked for Boeing for nearly twenty- five years, noted in 2007 that the 
breakdown of Boeing’s corporate culture was a positive development that 
signaled a major shift in employment discrimination. She observed that 
“Boeing still has a long way to go. But I have seen a sea change at Boeing 
and that is good. Maybe I am older and self assured. Women still get paid 
less than men doing the same work.”126 Although Laly remarked upon the 
changes that had opened up opportunities to women, her reflection on her 
age and the presence of a generational gap is testimony to the hurdle that 
Boeing’s corporate culture represented to those who desired change in the 
dynamics of workplace organization. It is also testimony, however, to the 
possibility for workplace cultures to shift and thus allow for greater diver-
sity and equal employment opportunities, a reality that corporations like 
Boeing would be wise to accept as the twenty- first century progresses.127

Gendered Inequalities

By the end of the twentieth century, Boeing’s old corporate culture had 
been dismantled. The collapse of the familial metaphor under the strains 
of neoliberalism revealed the urgency of the situation, workers’ dimin-
ished power, and their increasingly antagonistic relations with Boeing. 
But while men, especially engineers, looked to the past with a nostalgia for 
their once exalted place in the company hierarchy, women looked to the 
future; the past had not offered them the sort of empowerment men had 
enjoyed, since women had always been aware that they were discriminated 
against. The sense of urgency among both men and women energized 
union efforts. During contract negotiations in 2002, Bob Thayer, head 
of the IAM Aerospace Department, argued that “Boeing may be running 
away to Mexico and China, but we’re not running anywhere. We will fight 
in court, in negotiations, in Congress and on the picket lines. We are mak-
ing a stand right here, for the future of our kids and our communities. This 
is a fight for survival.”128
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However, workers did not experience the feelings of loss and anxiety in 
the same way, which is especially evident in women’s experiences within the 
union. In April 2002 the District Lodge 751 Women’s Committee cochairs, 
Gloria Millsaps and Susan Palmer, sent a letter to Dick Schneider, the aero-
space coordinator, asking him to consider the role of gender in contract 
negotiations. They argued, “We feel it is most necessary and long overdue 
to strongly encourage our negotiators to respect all of our members by 
adding the words ‘she’ instead of just ‘he’ and ‘her’ instead of just ‘him.’” 
They reminded the union, “We are all in this together.”129 Millsaps and 
Palmer’s letter reflects not only the strengthening of union organizing at 
Boeing since the 1990s but also the very real ways in which union efforts, 
and Boeing’s past, have been shaped by gender. It also serves as a reminder 
that the push for stable work and equal employment opportunities must 
occur within unions as well.
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Conclusion
Corporate Capitalism in the Twenty- First Century

In 2011 Boeing announced that the company would produce its second 
line of 787 Dreamliners in North Charleston, South Carolina, rather than 
in the Puget Sound area. The announcement set off a firestorm of political 
wrangling. After union complaints, the National Labor Relations Board 
investigated and charged the company with relocating work to South 
Carolina in retaliation for labor agitation. In response, South Carolina 
governor Nikki Haley wrote an op- ed piece for the Wall Street Journal in 
which she praised the company for choosing South Carolina. She noted 
that the state had a “long tradition of distinguished and employee- friendly 
corporations,” primarily due to its status as a “right to work state,” where 
employees have a choice about joining the union. In Washington, Boeing 
employees had to join the International Association of Machinists and 
Aerospace Workers. Haley opined, “In choosing to manufacture in my 
state, Boeing was exercising its right as a free enterprise in a free nation to 
conduct business wherever it believed would best serve both the bottom 
line and the employees of its company. This is not a novel or complicated 
idea. It’s called capitalism.”1 Haley’s version of twenty- first- century capi-
talism, however, was quite different from the union’s idea of capitalism.

While Haley (and many Republicans highlighting the economic role 
of corporations during the 2012 presidential election campaigns) praised 
Boeing’s relocation as a sound business strategy that would benefit Boeing, 
the U.S. economy, and the American people, union leaders and others dis-
agreed. They condemned the move as symbolic of the effort to concentrate 
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power in the hands of Boeing leaders, and in corporations like Boeing, at 
the expense of the workers. Tom Wroblewski, president of District Lodge 
751, observed that Boeing’s move symbolized the company’s divestment 
from Seattle and the familial obligations of an earlier time: “Instead of 
investing in a profitable shared future here in Puget Sound, with the people 
who have spent generations making Boeing a world leader, the smart guys 
in Chicago have doubled- down on the failed 787 business model, placing 
a multi- billion- dollar bet on a process that’s a proven loser. Some people 
never learn.”2

As Wroblewski’s comments reveal, the company’s decision to go with 
South Carolina for the next 787 was not the sort of teamwork that Boeing 
employees had been hoping for. Instead, the move signified all that had 
gone wrong with Boeing’s corporate culture since the mid- 1990s. The move 
also seemed to dismiss the dynamics of the Boeing “family,” which had 
been built on the loyalty of Puget Sound workers to the company. As one 
former worker noted, the move “shows lack of loyalty to their roots.”3 After 
Lodge 751 received a contract promising more work in the Puget Sound 
region, its complaint was withdrawn and the NLRB dropped its charges. 
The issue, however, did not go away. Instead, debates over Boeing jobs, 
union politics, globalization, and neoliberal capitalism continued.

Even more attention was focused on the weakened position of Boe-
ing workers during SPEEA contract negotiations in the summer of 2012. 
At the time of the merger with McDonnell Douglas in 1997, engineers 
reported feeling less concerned about job security than did shop- floor 
production workers. By 2003, however, both engineers and production 
workers shared the same level of fear over job security.4 In 2012 the same 
issues and insecurities made contract negotiations contentious. SPEEA 
engineers wanted higher wages to bring their pay closer to competitive 
industry rates. They also wanted to achieve a sense that the company was 
investing in a future, and workforce, in the Pacific Northwest. Seattle Times 
columnist Jon Talton agreed with the engineers, arguing that Boeing’s 
strategy amounted to “redistributing income from the middle class to the 
very rich while rubbing the union’s face in it.” Talton, like Wroblewski, 
argued that Boeing was neglecting its labor history and regional identity, 
particularly with respect to engineers. He claimed Boeing leaders were 
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simply making bad decisions, observing that “smart management would 
want to invest in this culture, especially the people, rather than low- balling 
them. ‘No nerds, no birds,’ indeed. The American middle- class has been 
hollowed out by this kind of action across corporate America.” He went 
on to describe the prevailing corporate climate as a “looter/taker mental-
ity, with outrageous CEO pay, bad mergers, industry consolidation and a 
Wal- Mart attitude toward workers much at odds with the capitalism that 
made America great and exceptional.”5

SPEEA members also believed that company leaders and managers 
were not recognizing workers’ significance to the company. One SPEEA 
member, Roy Goforth, stated, “These are the most offensive and disre-
spectful negotiations I’ve ever been a part of. It appears they don’t have 
any intention to reach a deal.”6 In these negotiations the issue of respect 
took center stage, much as it had in the 2000 SPEEA strike. The 2013 and 
2014 negotiations over the 777X made it clear that the debate over Boe-
ing’s place in Seattle and the quality of the relationship between company 
leaders and workers has not ended, though it is apparent that the neoliberal 
context and the increasingly frequent company decisions to move work 
elsewhere have diminished expectations that Boeing will remain a top 
employer in region. In its February 2014 issue, for example, Seattle maga-
zine featured an article on a hiring boom in the Seattle area but notably 
left Boeing off the list of “26 companies to watch for steady growth— and 
local job opportunities with great benefits.” Boeing did receive coverage, 
but only to point out how drastically the company had changed from the 
familial ordering the company began with: “In the past, Boeing has been a 
big player in the region’s job opportunity mix, with a famously boom- bust 
impact. Today, the role is anything but straightforward. While aerospace 
product and parts manufacturing companies employed more than 95,000 
workers in the Seattle- Tacoma- Bellevue area in 2013, last year, Boeing shed 
nearly 4,000 Washington state jobs.”7

The role that Boeing will play in the Pacific Northwest seems more tenuous 
than ever in the turmoil of global corporate capitalism. One of the chal-
lenges in writing recent history is accepting that the story is not finished. 
Renee C. Romano observes that historians who write recent history must 
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“write histories that do not in fact aim for or achieve closure. If our pasts 
are ‘not dead yet,’ we can’t pretend that they are by tying up our stories with 
a lovely narrative bow.”8 Certainly the story of Boeing and the company’s 
labor politics will continue to dominate news headlines in the Pacific North-
west and, it appears, to contribute to national political debates as people 
examine not only workers’ relationship to increased corporate power but 
also a neoliberal capitalist context that relies on and exacerbates inequali-
ties. While Boeing’s future may not be entirely clear, we can learn a great 
deal about corporate power from the company’s long history as well as the 
company leaders’ more recent decisions.

The story of the demise of the Boeing “family” reveals that Boeing’s 
corporate culture, and corporate capitalism more broadly, is an obstacle 
to diversity, equal employment opportunities, and empowerment for all 
workers. When Boeing leaders were confronted with a more diversified 
workforce, they tried to uphold workplace order and economic stability by 
maintaining a gender division of labor. The heterosexual norms on which 
Boeing’s familial culture was based provided the stability that company lead-
ers and some workers wanted, particularly in times of crisis when it seemed 
that economic uncertainties of the global market needed a stabilizing force. 
Under the shifts of neoliberal capitalism all workers have lost power and 
are vulnerable in new ways. For women, who have been concentrated in 
the lowest- paying jobs and positioned lower in capitalist hierarchies, the 
effects are magnified. As Mimi Abramovitz argues, “The gender division 
of labour continues to assign women near- exclusive responsibility for 
care work— even when they work outside the home. The employment of 
women has increased their economic independence but reduced the time 
available to women for care work in the home.” She further argues that 
the dismantling of the welfare state in the name of corporate capitalism 
will lead to social and economic instabilities, as well as instabilities within 
real families. She poses the critical question, “How long can corporate 
capitalism manage without the programmes that keep the current and 
future workforce healthy, educated, and productive, and that mediate 
the disruptive impact of too much class, race, and gender inequality?”9

The story of Boeing’s workplace dynamics reveals the processes of 
capitalist empowerment of corporations in the twenty- first century at the 
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expense of all workers and to the particular detriment of women. While 
the shift to “teamwork” might rhetorically seem to equalize opportunities 
between men and women, in the end it reflects corporate management of 
employees much the same way that the familial metaphor did, although with 
the decreasing support of the welfare state or corporate welfare programs. 
Despite the demise of the family metaphor and the new emphasis on global 
teamwork, all workers are more vulnerable to employment insecurities. 
Inequalities have not been eradicated even while rhetorically the teamwork 
metaphor may appear to level the playing field and open up opportunities. 
Business leaders no longer appear to be held accountable by workers for 
the loss of jobs nor do they seem bound by familial obligations to look out 
for the welfare of workers in the same way.

Debates over loyalty, of employees to the company and of the company 
to Puget Sound workers, suggest that Boeing is not likely to be completely 
disentangled from the Puget Sound region anytime soon despite the com-
pany’s attempts to globalize. The historian William G. Robbins argues that 
global shifts have strained regional identity in the Pacific Northwest more 
broadly: “Since World War II, the revolutionary forces of an increasingly 
aggressive global economy have threatened to undermine regional culture 
and what had once been deep- rooted local traditions. Postwar affluence, the 
growing mobility of the professional classes, and the accelerating movement 
of capital around the globe have posed ever- greater challenges to the efficacy 
and meaning of regionalism.”10 Williams goes on to describe “placeless” 
and “faceless business people” who move through the Pacific Northwest 
and “who are weakening place as a central experience in everyday life.”11 
Certainly the tensions between a regional versus a global identity underlie 
the fears expressed in debates over Boeing’s decisions to open a plant in 
South Carolina and move company headquarters to Chicago, as well as 
in contract negotiations with SPEEA and IAM. Yet the very resistance that 
workers, both men and women, have expressed to completely abolishing 
Boeing’s regional identity or erasing its historical identity as a product of 
the Pacific Northwest reveals the stakes, and power, that workers have in 
this process. It also suggests that aspects of the Boeing “family” will con-
tinue to endure despite Boeing’s status as a global leader in airplane and 
aerospace production and as workers try to regain access to stable jobs.
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The place of women within the new global Boeing team remains some-
what unclear, although recent developments show that some positive 
changes have been made. A 2007 issue of Boeing Frontiers examined the 
place of women engineers in the company. The article presents the suc-
cesses and challenges of diversifying Boeing’s ranks. John Tracey, a senior 
vice president for engineering, pointed out that a diversified engineering 
base had made the company more competitive and, in his view, remained 
the key to maintaining a competitive edge: “Engineering is our lifeblood. 
It is at the heart of everything we do. We need to find ways to fill the engi-
neering pipeline and then draw from the best of the best. By increasing the 
diversity of our work force, we can better meet our growth requirements 
and also meet them in a way that enhances our ability to provide more 
creative and competitive solutions.”12 Mike Denton, vice president of engi-
neering for Boeing Commercial Airplanes, similarly noted that diversity 
is a requirement in the twenty- first century: “In the future, white males 
will be a minority in the work force. We have to attract and retain women 
and minority engineers to get the talent we need to succeed.”13 Shelley 
Lavender, a program manager for navy aircraft, observed that Boeing had 
been working on building a “culture of inclusion.” This culture, Lavender 
argued, had resulted in women feeling valued, a change she predicted 
“will retain everyone.”14 The teamwork metaphor provides room for a new 
recognition of diversity. As Deborah Limb, a director for Boeing’s com-
mercial division, observed, the workplace “should be a dynamic teamwork, 
bringing people from different cultures and backgrounds and achieving 
something more than any one of them could do alone.”15 However, as the 
author of the Boeing Frontiers article pointed out, the biggest obstacle to 
diversifying Boeing may be getting over the company’s image as a place 
that is hostile to diversity. The author concluded, “Now the challenge is to 
spread the word that Boeing is a great place to work— for all employees.”16

Boeing’s history and culture, both real and imagined, still hold significant 
power. In 2004 Boeing’s workforce still predominantly comprised males; 
women constituted only 25 percent of the workforce.17 In 2012 women 
represented only 19.5 percent of the SPEEA membership. On the national 
level only one in five engineers is a woman. As the business writer Steve 
Wilhelm has noted, “Women are even more scarce in manufacturing’s 
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corner offices, where they fill one in 10 executive seats.”18 High numbers 
of women continue to report unequal treatment and sexual and gender 
discrimination. The American Association of University Women reported 
that in 2011 the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission received 
almost thirty thousand complaints of sex discrimination. Also sobering is 
the fact that the wage gap between men and women has hardly moved in 
a decade, going from an eighty- cent average (for every dollar men make) 
to an eighty- two- cent average for women.19

Equality for diverse sexual identities, in addition to gender, remains a 
battleground. This tension is particularly evident in the battles over pen-
sion benefits after Washington State’s same- sex marriage law went into 
effect in December 2012. In November, during contract negotiations with 
SPEEA, Boeing announced it would have to “study” same- sex partner 
survivor pension benefits to decide if it would grant them. Of particular 
concern, company officials said, was funding the pensions. The fact that 
SPEEA raised the issue of survivor benefits for same- sex partners illustrates 
a widened recognition of sexual discrimination within the union ranks 
since the 1990s. Regardless of state law, however, the federal Defense of 
Marriage Act and other federal laws regulating retirement and pension 
benefits mean that Boeing does not have to follow state laws in recogniz-
ing same- sex spouses. A Boeing spokesperson stated, “This is obviously 
a new law, and we’ll take a closer look to see how it impacts us across the 
board.” In response, a SPEEA representative observed that Boeing was 
“using a loophole” to withhold benefits.20 The satirical talk- show host 
Stephen Colbert quipped that Boeing’s response was a “refreshing denial 
of human dignity,” and, more to the point, he called it a “blatant devalu-
ing of gay partners.”21 By January 2013 Boeing had changed its position, 
particularly after an online petition supporting the extension of pension 
benefits to same- sex couples garnered seventy- nine thousand signatures; 
company leaders and union representatives agreed that pension survivor 
benefits would cover “all spouses, as defined under either State or Federal 
law whichever defines the same sex person as a spouse.”22

For employees to achieve workplace equality corporations and unions 
need to realize the power of work cultures to tolerate and promote inequali-
ties and to stifle what both women and men imagine is possible. Alice 
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Kessler- Harris has argued that to fully open equal employment opportunity 
we must recognize “not only the ways in which traditional habits of mind 
have become embedded in our legislative, judicial, and policy- making 
apparatus but the difficulties of redefining social policies in the light of 
persistent gendered tensions surrounding them.”23 She further points out 
that “informal as well as formal rules constrain options.”24 The power of 
corporate culture to either support or dissuade equal employment oppor-
tunity needs to be taken more seriously. In their 2010 study of workplace 
relations at Boeing since 1997, Edward Greenberg, Leon Grunberg, Sarah 
Moore, and Patricia Sikora conclude, “While much of the overt forms 
of discrimination are nearly a thing of the past, more subtle forms of 
discrimination persist, contributing to a glass ceiling at higher levels of 
management.” They also argue that “gains in areas of gender equality have 
come more slowly and are still in the midst of being realized.”25 It is my 
hope that this study contributes to this growing awareness by addressing 
the inequalities embedded within American capitalism. With awareness 
of the problem, workers can strengthen not only their own rights in the 
workplace but also their future economic outlook.
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