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Organizational Contrasts on

British and American Ships

To determine some of the common denominators and variations
that occur cross culturally in social organizations, a comparison is made
between the crews of British and United States merchant ships. This
type of organization was selected because such ships have an identical
purpose and similar environments irrespective of nationality. Differ-
ences are described and analyzed in the training, social control, and
stratification of the deck departments.

Dr. Richardson, now assistant director of the Association for the
Aid of Crippled Children, New York, made the study while a student
at Harvard University.'^

TO BE effective, an organization must have a structure appropriate
for the particular purpose and the resulting necessary tasks. At the
same time, the form of organization and the values and needs of
its members must be adapted to one another. Variations in organi-
zation, then, can be expected to follow from variations of the
cultures from which members of an organization are drawn. The
effects of cultural factors can be seen in comparing organizations
which function in a wide variety of countries and have identical
purposes and similar environments.

The social organization on British and United States merchant
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the fieldwork and writing of this study, and to the many Maritime Union officials
and seamen who generously gave their time and provided the material and many
of the ideas that appear in this study.



ADMINISTRATIVE SCIENCE QUARTERLY

ships was selected for study because cargo ships have identical
purposes, closely comparable environments, and a set of conditions
as near to the research ideal as is likely to be found in a natural
setting without experimental manipulation. Cargo ships or
freighters of approximately seven thousand tons, carrying crews
of forty men, were selected for study.

We will first describe the purpose and environment which are
common to foreign-going cargo ships of all nationalities. Then we
will describe how British and United States seamen arrange their
shipboard lives to meet these common conditions. For the purposes
of this paper the description will be limited to some differences
found between the two nationalities in training, social control, and
stratification.^

METHODS USED IN COLLECTING DATA
In evaluating a study it is helpful for the reader to know some-

thing about the methods used in carrying out the study. The author
had firsthand experience for nine years on British and United
States merchant ships, from 1937 to 1946. He sailed in all deck
department ranks from able-bodied seaman's apprentice to chief
oflicer and holds a British master mariner's certificate. The author
kept a daily diary during this nine-year period. In 1947 the author
returned to sea in connection with this study. Two passages were
made, one as chief oflicer of a British ship and one as an able-bodied
seaman on an American ship. Detailed daily observations were
made and recorded.

In 1948 seventy-two interviews were conducted in port with men
of all ranks in the deck department of British and American ships
and with American union officials. Because of the conditions under
which interviewing took place, a flexible procedure was used. A
set of topics for the interviews was developed from the personal
experiences of the author and from documentary sources. The set
of topics was memorized and used as a guide, but none of the actual
questions asked were preformulated.

study was completed in 1949, as an honors thesis for the Bachelor of Arts
degree, in tbe Department of Social Relations at Harvard University. A full report
can be found in S. A. Richardson, The Social Organization of British and United
States Merchant Ships. Mimeographed copies are available through the New York
State School of Industrial and Labor Relations, Cornell University.



ORGANIZATIONAL CONTRASTS ON SHIPS I91

Various drafts of the larger study were read by seamen and union
officials of both nationalities, and the subsequent evaluations and
discussions were taken into account in revising the final report.

COMMON PURPOSE AND ENVIRONMENT

A merchant ship's purpose is to transport cargo and passengers.
This demands three main focuses of work for the crew: (1) aiding
and facilitating the loading and discharging of cargo and passen-
gers; (2) bringing the ship and her contents safely to her appointed
destination, and (3), throughout the life of the ship, maintaining
and repairing her so that she will give efficient service.

A ship and her contents are a large capital investment. She is
exposed frequently to such hazards as storms, collision, fire, and
shipwreck. The safety of the ship depends in large measure upon
the quick judgments and actions of experienced and skillful sea-
men. The social organization of the crew must therefore have a
clearly designated hierarchy of responsibility and must make pro-
vision for rapid communication and execution of orders. Because
potential hazards to the ship exist at all times, the organization
must function continuously.

A ship's movements impose limitations as to when a member of
the crew may form and sever connection with the ship. A seaman
joins a ship when it is in his country and reasonably close to his
home. With few exceptions, he must remain with the ship until it
returns to his home country. This period may be from a month to
two years. During the voyage, the crew therefore has a smaller
turnover than any comparable organization ashore.

Members of the crew spend their working hours and leisure time
at sea, isolated from other people. In foreign ports the friendships
they can form ashore are limited by the brief duration of the ship's
stay and by the limited channels that may be used to establish social
contacts. Life at sea has in most cases been found unsuitable for
families. Members of the crew must therefore be separated from
their families for the duration of the voyage.

THE SOCIAL SYSTEM OF MERCHANT SHIP CREWS

To fulfill the purpose of a ship and to adapt the seaman to the
environment which has been described, a clearly defined social
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system has been evolved through centuries of experience. This
system must be sufficiently clear so that a new crew made up of men
who have never before met can immediately coordinate the com-
plex task of running a ship.

Before describing and analyzing some of the differences found in
the social system on British and American merchant ships, we will
outline the organization of the crews of both nationalities and the
way in which the crews function. The crew is divided into four
departments which work in close cooperation: deck, engineering,
stewards, and radio. In this article, attention will be focused on the
deck department, with other departments discussed only in relation
to this department. Figure 1 shows the manning and basic working
organization which with little variation is typical of British and
United States cargo ships of about seven thousand tons (e.g.. World
War II liberty ships).

There are two main categories of work for the crew while the
ship is at sea. These are:

Navigating and propelling the ship: While at sea, a ship is con-
tinuously under way, and most members of the crew are divided
into three shifts, or watches. Each watch alternates four hours on
duty with eight hours off duty. A watch on deck is made up of one
officer, two able-bodied seamen, and an ordinary seaman.̂  Al-
though the deck watch-keeping officers are in full charge, the
captain is at all times responsible for the safety of the ship and is
on call if an unusual situation is suspected or special vigilance is
required. The chief engineer is at all times responsible to the
captain for the ship's machinery. Radio officers receive and trans-
mit messages at internationally agreed-upon times. Competence of
all officers is tested by a governmental examination system. The
watch-keeping routine at sea is broken only in extraordinary cir-
cumstances. The entire crew is trained in the procedures to be
adopted in case of emergency.

Ship's maintenance: During the day, the carpenter works on his
own, and the bosun* works with any able-bodied seamen who are on

^Able-bodied seaman is a rank obtained after a man has spent three years in
the deck department and has passed the required examination. The rank of ordinary
seaman is given men in the deck department when they first go to sea.

*The position of bosun is analogous to that of foreman. It requires an able-bodied
seaman's rating and sufficient sea experience and supervisory ability (as judged by
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day work and do not keep watch, and with the two watch members
not steering the ship. Since this gives the bosun only three or four
men, if any large job has to be done extra men are called out during
their time off watch and paid overtime. On occasion, the bosun may
be supervising ten to twelve men. Planning and supervising the
deck-department work is done by the chief officer (often called the
mate) during his time off watch. The captain rarely participates in
this supervision but may do so if he wishes.

The Effects of the Unions on the Organization of the Crew
British and American officers and men are represented by unions,

and collective bargaining between the shipping companies and
unions is well accepted. While at sea, the crew must determine the
administration and interpretation of the agreements without assist-
ance from shore officials. On British ships this task is left to tradi-
tional informal practices, and the unions do not require any
organized activity while the crew is aboard the ship. On United
States ships, however, unions representing the unlicensed personnel
require a number of types of activity while at sea. Because of the
widespread effects that union activity has had on American ships
these will be described first.

At the beginning of the voyage, a meeting is called which is obliga-
tory for all members not on duty. At the meeting, the deck, engine-
room, and stewards departments each elect a delegate. The types
of qualifications looked for are sea experience, education, thorough
knowledge of the contract, fiuency of speech, and the ability to stay
sober at the pay-off at the end of the voyage. The department
delegates act as official union spokesmen to the head of their depart-
ment. A ship's delegate or chairman is also elected to coordinate the
departments and act as delegate to the captain for all unlicensed
personnel when matters arise involving more than one department.
The chairman and departmental delegates constitute the ship's
committee. Delegates check up on members' subscriptions, hold
meetings which must be attended, educate the membership about
union policies and rules, watch over members' interests, and main-
tain union solidarity and discipline (see Figure 2). The unions

competent seamen) to be responsible to the chief officer for the work of the able-
bodied and ordinary seamen.
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believe that any hierarchy within their ranks aboard ship might
decrease their unity and strength in action; therefore union educa-
tional policies stress that all members are equals and brothers. This
also tends to prevent delegates from exploiting their position for
personal or political ends.

Union activity at sea is instigated mainly by the ship's committee.
The union headquarters offers a wide range of suggestions and
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Figure 2. Union organization of unlicensed personnel
on United States ships.

•Member of unlicensed personnel's union.
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facilities, which are reflected in the agenda for union meetings of
the crew. The agenda includes union business, reports from the
ship's committ,ee on the handling of complaints, education, politi-
cal action, and "good and welfare." Any matter can be brought to
the floor by crewmen in the form of a motion. Under the heading
of "good and welfare," it is said that "everyone gets a chance to
blow his top."^ While political and educational activities take place
only on some ships, the ship's committee always handles com-
plaints, watches over living conditions, and serves a policing
function in seeing that members live up to the terms of the agree-
ment and behave in a manner which will give the shipping com-
pany no grounds for withdrawing any part of the gains won by the
union. The National Maritime Union summarizes the aim of
union activity aboard ship as follows: "Everyone has his special job
and keeps checking with everyone else. The same policy, the same
method of handling problems, the same rights apply to all. That's
what makes a happy, livable, workable ship."®

Union activity can have an important effect on the informal
structure of the unlicensed personnel. It provides a number of
positions that give prestige and leadership and an opportunity to
participate in group activities. It tends to bring together the un-
licensed men in the three departments, maintains union interests,
gives a sense of solidarity and distinction, and provides meaningful
activity in a restricted environment where men have few facilities
for entertainment when not at work.

Both British and United States officers have their own unions,
which have no organized activity aboard the ships while at sea.

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE SOCIAL SYSTEM ON
BRITISH AND UNITED STATES SHIPS

For the effective maintenance and survival of the social system
on a ship there are two important requirements: (1) a continuous
supply of trained men and (2) ways to control deviance from norm-
ative or ideal patterns of behavior if the degree of deviance becomes
a threat to the functioning of the system. We will now focus atten-

^National Maritime Union, Pilot, Education and Publicity Department Publica-
tion No. 16, Heart of the Union (November 1947).

'Ibid.
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tion on some of the national differences that appear in the way
these requirements are met.

Training of Deck Department Officers
On British ships, the four-year apprenticeship for youths intend-

ing to become officers is generally spent with one company. This
training begins at age sixteen or seventeen, and the company takes
the responsibility of teaching the apprentice the business of a sea-
man and the duties of a navigating officer. The apprentice "binds
and obliges himself.. .to faithfully serve [the company] and any
shipmaster... and obey their and his lawful commands [perform
various duties]. .. nor absent himself from their service without
leave nor frequent taverns or alehouses, nor play at unlawful
games.'""̂  About three-fourths of British Merchant Service officers
receive their training as apprentices or cadets, and the remainder
put in the required sea time as ordinary seamen and able-bodied
seamen.

In the American Merchant Marine, a man is required to have
three years of training before he can become an officer. Youths who
train as cadets spend two of their three years at a shore-based mari-
time academy and two six-month periods at sea, either in maritime-
academy training ships or in regular merchant ships. Training
begins at eighteen or nineteen years of age.

Only about 10 per cent of the officers in the American Mer-
chant Marine are trained as cadets. The remaining 90 per cent
sail as ordinary seamen and able-bodied seamen for three years and
then take the examination for their license.

Among British officers, primary loyalty is found to be to the
shipping companies, and to be a "company man" is considered ad-
vantageous. Among American officers, primary loyalty is found to
be to the unions. For them the expression "company man" has
disparaging connotations, the most important of which is its use as
an opposite to "union man."

A number of factors in the training of officers suggest an explana-
tion for this difference in loyalty. A youth sixteen to seventeen years
old is in the process of gaining emotional emancipation from his
parents, and is doing so through increased membership in peer

'Indentures to Anchor Line Ltd., Glasgow.
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groups outside his family. When the British boy goes to sea as an
apprentice, he is separated from his family and his friends and
placed in a social structure composed almost entirely of adult men.
Here the peer group is limited to one or two somewhat older
apprentices, since he is not allowed to associate with able-bodied
seamen or ordinary seamen. However, the captain as shipping-
company representative has certain responsibilities to the youth
and plays a role closely analogous to that of a father. Because the
youth is in need of stability, a sense of belonging, and friendship to
replace what he has lost, he is highly motivated to use the captain,
who represents the company, as a substitute for his father. The
company is interested in training its apprentices in its ways and
follows the youth's training and development with interest because
it is likely that if he shows promise he will remain with the com-
pany throughout his career. Although the apprentice is given a
great deal of work that is normally done by the unlicensed per-
sonnel, he is trained to identify himself with the officers even
though he does not hold officer's status.

The few American officers who are trained as cadets have little
or no connection with any shipping company. Two-thirds of their
training takes place ashore in schools which they enter when they
are older than British apprentices, and where they associate mainly
with a peer group. This type of training preckides the possibility of
a relationship with a shipping company such as exists between
British companies and officers. The majority of American officers
spend their first three years at sea as ordinary seamen and able-
bodied seamen. Although they go to sea at a somewhat older age
than British seamen, they still have to make the difficult transition
from shore to ship life. They have, however, a wider range of men
with whom they may make friends and more chance of finding
persons of their own age witb whom they may associate.

The union and its elected representatives in the crew provide
guidance and training for youths coming to sea as ordinary seamen.
In return the youths develop a strong loyalty to the union. For
American deck officers who first go to sea as ordinary seamen, the
union plays a role comparable to that played by the company for
British apprentices. When American able-bodied seamen become
officers, it is natural for their allegiance to be transferred to the
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officer's union rather than to the companies, which they have been
trained to consider as more unfriendly than friendly to the seaman.

Among the unlicensed personnel, the difference in loyalty may
be explained in part by the greater militancy and youth of the
American unions. The American union-controlled hiring halls,
the union-organized activity at sea, and the union discipline, as
compared to the British jointly controlled company-union hiring
halls and the lack of union activity and discipline at sea result in
different attitudes toward the companies and the unions.

Mechanisms of Control Used by Unlicensed Seamen
An intricate set of checks and counterchecks are continuously in

play between the mate, bosun, and deck crowd.* The captain and
officers' interest and responsibility is to initiate the work and see
that it gets done. The deck crowd's interest is to control authority
which is not customarily acceptable or is illegitimate. Only the
differences in the kinds of controls used by the deck crowd will be
examined here.

British ships: When the able-bodied seamen or ordinary seamen
think the mate has infringed on an official regulation (e.g., not kept
an accurate check of the number of hours overtime) the offended
person will generally enlist the sympathy of the deck crowd, since
there is close identity of interest and a tendency to stand together
for mutual protection. The first formal move generally is to take
the complaint to the bosun, although this is often little more than
a gesture to prevent any comeback from him that would occur if he
were ignored. The deck crowd often feels that the bosun is on the
chief officer's side. A direct approach to the department head would
probably meet with refusal and an order to see the bosun. This was
well described in two interviews:
The bosun is rather suspect, because he works so close with the mate.
The men are afraid he can be too easily called [talked around by the
mate]. He is more used to acting for the mate than the men, so he
may not be a good spokesman. [British able-bodied seaman]

Often the men try the bosun to get him to clear up the trouble and
he has failed. [British second officer]

'On U.S. ships the term "deck gang" is used. These terms, used by the men
themselves, have no derogatory connotation.
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If the complaint is not settled by the bosun himself or by his
referring the matter to the mate, the second step is for the ag-
grieved individual, a spokesman, or a delegation to go to the mate.
There is no formal way of selecting a spokesman, but one appears
in almost every deck crowd. The ability to talk well and think fast
seems to be the prerequisite. In interviews, an able-bodied seaman
said a delegation was sent to accompany the spokesman "for moral
support," and the second officer explained that the delegation was
sent "to give him moral courage and to see he says his piece."

If the complaint cannot be settled with the chief officer, the
delegation may then go to the captain. The use of delegations for
giving moral courage is evidenced by the more common usage of a
delegation for the captain than for the chief officer. Omitting some
of these steps may be done intentionally as a sign of hostility to or
disparagement of a disliked bosun or mate.

United States ships: The unions have laid down rules for
handling complaints against infringement of rules. The elected
union delegate handles all grievances. This arrangement reinforces
the union structure aboard the ship since it allows the ship's com-
mittee to have control and to interpret communications, and it
prevents individual members from taking complaints directly to
the captain and heads of departments. The discussion of any griev-
ance centers around the interpretation of the union contract,
which describes in great detail the rules and conditions of work.
Having all complaints handled by the union delegate has the ad-
vantages of saving time and having an experienced man handle the
disputes. It also ensures consistency in the treatment of comparable
disputes. There is the disadvantage, however, that the chief officer
receives complaints at second hand and has no opportunity to
gauge the feelings underlying the complaint, to learn how widely
those feelings are shared, and in some cases to know who instigated
the complaint. The delegate system also makes it difficult for the
chief officer to give a man more overtime than he has earned, a
procedure sometimes used by British chief officers to reward better
workers.

An American bosun has described how the procedure affects the
bosun, if it is functioning well:
The bosun likes the system of having the delegate handle all the
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beefs with the mate. The delegate gets the dirt and leaves the bosun
clear of being involved in friction with the mate. As the bosun is clear
of beefs he [is] in a more favorable position in handling the men.
He keeps in touch with all beefs as these are aired at the union meet-
ings. If the deck crowd are dissatisfied with anything the bosun does,
he is talked to by the delegate and they try to straighten it out. If this
is not possible the delegate takes the beef to the mate. The delegate
would not go over the bosun's head.

The success of this procedure depends on its acceptance by the
chief officer and on the willingness of the bosun to work in coopera-
tion with the union. The bosun is in a difficult position, however,
if the chief officer resists the union form of communication. If the
chief officer is antiunion, he can weaken the union structure on
board by discouraging the delegate and by encouraging communi-
cation through the bosun. In one way this strengthens the bosun's
position, especially if his actions are fully backed by the chief
officer, since then he is working on the side of the officers. He is,
however, a union member, and by working with the officers, who
tend to be identified with the company, he may antagonize the
men, thus losing their support and incurring the strong controls
that the union can apply to deviant members. If the bosun resists
the chief officer's attempt to undermine the union communication
procedure, the bosun will antagonize the chief officer. This places
him in a difficult position since close cooperation between chief
officer and bosun is essential in the smooth running of the crew.
The difficulty of the bosun has been increased as the result of the
loss of some of his traditional status symbols. Whereas he used to
eat separately from the deck crowd, he now eats in the same mess-
room; and whereas he used to have a single cabin, he now tends to
share a cabin with the deck maintenance crew. This, together with
his membership in the same union as the men he supervises, has
made his status less well defined and increased the difficulties of
his position as "football" in the communication struggle.

It is probable that, as a result of increased experience with the
union system of communication, its operation will become
smoother.

The American unions have also developed a set of formal rules
governing the role the deck-crowd union members should play in
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exercising self-regulatory controls. An able-bodied seaman outlined
the delegate's job in this way:

The delegate's joh is to keep the guys in line. Charges may be brought
against fellow union men for inefficiency, not cooperating, refusing
work, drunkenness, being antiunion, stealing from a shipmate, pulling
knives.... The crew tries to take care of what happens. I think the
Old Man likes the men to straighten out their own troubles. All the
delegates may go to the Old Man and straighten things out with him.
Then the delegates will call a meeting for the membership to endorse
action or decide what should be done.

Some practical difficulties which lie in the way of the delegate's
carrying out his job were raised by a second officer:

Discipline hardly lies with the union delegate. Union education is
good on this matter, but one or two troublemakers are enough to
wreck this. The delegate has got to live with the men, and if the
trouble starts in Singapore, it is a long time for him to swim against
the tide [until the end of the voyage].

The formal system of handling complaints has focused interest
on the problem of formal and informal control. The subject was
more often brought up by Americans than British and was spoken
of at greater length. Controlling deviant behavior is a problem of
great importance because it is conceived of not as a personal but as
a union-owner issue. From the union's point of view, this approach
has value in maintaining members' interest in the union. From the
point of view of the chief officer, bosun, and deck crowd, a lack of
agreement in interpreting the formal grievance rules leads to
caution in adopting a fiexible give-and-take system, and sometimes
a struggle ensues between the chief officer and the deck crowd for
the bosun's allegiance.

Informal Controls on British and United States Ships
It is possible for behavior to deviate widely from expected or

ideal forms of behavior without technically infringing upon any
written agreement. To counteract such deviations by officers, a
number of informal controls are commonly used by crews on
British and United States ships.

Work slowdowns: Close supervision of most of the work on deck
is difficult, especially if the bosun is party to the slowdowns. Slow-
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downs have to be very marked before the captain or chief officer
can find grounds for action—great ingenuity can be exercised in
doing nothing, and doing it industriously. A slowdown is most
commonly used to counteract too close supervision by the mate or
too rigid application of working rules without allowing for any
flexibility or give-and-take. It is also used to prevent the chief
officer from deviating far from the role expected of him in his rela-
tions with the men.

Quality of work: Reduction in the quality of the work on deck
serves the same purpose as work slowdowns, and these two forms of
control are generally used together. Within certain limits, it is diffi-
cult for the chief officer to obtain sufficient evidence of poor work-
manship, especially where the work is of such a nature or in such
a position as to be difficult to check with periodic inspection.

Misuse of ship's equipment: This may take the form of misusing
equipment or dumping overboard small articles not easily checked.
The degree to which this is done will depend largely on how well
equipment is watched by the chief officer. Misuse of equipment is
a more destructive reaction than work slowdowns and is likely to
lead to further deterioration of relations, whereas slowdowns and
poor work can vary in seriousness, and any sign of improved rela-
tions instigated by the chief officer can be encouraged by increased
output and quality of work.

Leaving the ship: If the work relationship has been poor between
the deck officers and the men, and if the men's complaints have met
with little or no satisfaction from the captain, a great deal of hos-
tility accumulates. This is often harmlessly dissipated at the end
of the voyage, but the men may all leave the ship or make a formal
complaint to the union if there are grounds for action against the
captain or chief officer. A complete turnover of the crew at the end
of a voyage, especially if this happens on several consecutive
voyages, may indicate to the shipping company's officials that the
cause may be a captain or officer. The men leaving the ship spread
the information of the cause for leaving, and it may in extreme
cases reach the stage where the shipping company has trouble in
getting a new crew so long as the officer causing the difficulty re-
mains on the ship. A formal complaint achieves the same purpose
directly.
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EFFECTS OF SOCIAL STRATIFICATION ON
PATTERNS OF BEHAVIOR

If the social structure of the crew is conceived as occupying a
vertical scale with the captain at the top and a first-voyage ordinary
seaman at the bottom, it should be possible to place all crew mem-
bers on this scale and to determine the range within which groups
form. This grouping may be called social stratification, and the
distance along the scale may be called social distance. There are a
number of indicators of social stratification and distance which are
recognized implicitly or explicitly by members of British and
American crews. These include wages, qualifications formally
required for holding an office (such as examinations and length of
sea service), number of persons supervised, food and living condi-
tions, and such behavior as the use of titles in addressing people.
Together these indicators influence the behavior of every member
of the crew with respect to every other member, providing pres-
sures toward maintaining approved patterns of behavior.

Comparison of British and American crews on indicators of
social stratification and distance showed that American seamen
consistently play down behavioral and physical symbols that
strengthen status and social distance. Some examples of the dif-
ferences will now be given.

Food and the Division of the Crew at Meals
The value of the eating arrangements aboard ship as a measure

of social stratification was recognized by Herman Melville in White
Jacket when he observed that "the dinner table is the criterion of
rank in our man-of-war world."^

The British crews have more divisions than the American. The
British bosun and carpenter eat with the engine-room supervisory
men; this group is often called the petty officers. The American
bosun and carpenter and other petty officers eat with the able-
bodied seamen and ordinary seamen, but generally at a separate
table. Interviews showed a close positive relationship between
status and the quality of food on British ships. The same was true of
American ships in an earlier period, until unions won the right of
equal food for all. This right is carefully guarded by unlicensed

'The Romances of Herman Melville (New York, 1931), p. 1126.
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personnel, whose delegates compare the quality of food being
served officers and men. The British able-bodied seamen and
ordinary seamen collect their meals from the cook, carry food to
their messroom, and after eating do their own cleaning up. Araer-
ican able-bodied seamen and ordinary seamen are provided with a
steward, who takes orders from the men, acts as waiter, and after-
ward cleans up the utensils and messroom. Both British and
American officers are served at meals. Whereas on British ships only
officers have tablecloths at meals, on American ships tablecloths are
provided for all hands.

Although union membership has had little effect on status on
British ships, the American union organization among unlicensed
personnel at sea has tended to decrease social distance between
fellow union members of different status, because the union teach-
ings of brotherhood and equality are in contradiction to the official
social hierarchy. Social pressures are applied to the bosun, chief
steward, and carpenter to make them work in close cooperation
with, and give their loyalty to, the able-bodied and ordinary sea-
men rather than form a separate petty-officer group. Through
union efforts, the pay differential and differences in living condi-
tions have been reduced between bosun, carpenter, chief steward,
and the able-bodied and ordinary seamen.

On American ships the consistent playing down of symbols that
strengthen status and social distance as compared with British prac-
tice appears to be closely related to the sentiments the men have
toward social distance and authority. While interviewing, I found
a consistent difEerence between British and American seam^en in the
degree of awareness and acceptance of social distance between
statuses. On American ships, early in the interviews, I met such
expressions as:

The bosun, he's one of the boys. He's just another fellow.
[Able-bodied seaman]

The mates, they just act big because they don't do no lousy jobs,
and walk up and down the bridge doing nothing. I'm as good a man
as any of them. [Able-bodied seaman]

As the interviews developed, seamen did give various reasons
why there was a need for social distance, and these explanations
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would often be accompanied by surprise, as if these were ideas they
had never before explicitly recognized.

On British ships, in contrast, social distance was accepted as a
matter of course, and it was stressed among the men that one of the
reasons that officers and men for the most part kept separate was
that the men had no wish to mix with the officers and preferred
companions from their own or a similar status.

CONCLUSION

The description of the purpose and environment of a ship
showed that it was necessary to have a clearly designated hierarchy
of authority to meet the hazards and emergencies which the ship
may encounter at any time. During nonemergency activities which
account for most of the routine aboard ships, the full measure of
vested authority remains latent, and a form of authority more
suited to nonemergency routine work and living is manifest. There
is always the possibility, however, that the powers necessary for
emergency action may be misused by the captain and officers for
dealing with nonemergency issues. Comparison of British and
American crews suggests that the British realize and accept the
authority of competent persons and are not as fearful of the misuse
of authority as Americans. This acceptance of authority is closely
related to acceptance of social stratification and the symbols of
these differences. Status symbols function as cues for self-regulation,
in conformity with the status and role requirements of the ship.
British seamen are conditioned before coming to sea to accept
authority, and consequently the change in attitudes required when
a man becomes a seaman is slight. Acceptance of authority, by
trainees, facilitates training and a willingness to rely largely on in-
formal and traditional practices for dealing with behavior of the
captains and officers which they consider deviant.

Among American crews a far greater fear and suspicion of au-
thority appears to exist. Social stratification is not widely accepted
and is often denied. Many symbols of social stratification and
authority have been removed, and, because they are suspect, the
remaining symbols do little to enhance self-regulation of the men
in conformity with the status and role demands of the ship's social
organization. If the symbols of social stratification are ineffective.
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alternative procedures are necessary for training Americans for the
requirements of life at sea and for maintaining the necessary social
system. The alternative procedure has been a far greater formaliza-
tion of the social system than the British. Greater formalization is
evident in training men for the system, in maintaining the expected
patterns of behavior, and especially in placing constraints upon
authority.

Examples given have included the formalization of working con-
ditions through a detailed union contract, formalizing the system of
handling complaints, and the training of officers and men to a far
greater degree than the British through specialized shore-based
training institutions. The unions have played an important part in
this process of formalization. The cultural differences between the
British and Americanf'opefMing through their beliefs and atti-
tudes have, then, important effects in the operation and mainte-
nance of a social system developed to meet an identical purpose and
similar environment.






