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Abstract 
This dissertation provides a locally specific exploration of how normative gender 

dynamics and local occupational cultures interact with neoliberal regimes to (re)produce 

industrial hierarchies of inequality, exploitation, and blame. I extend research linking the 

neoliberalisation of the trucking industry to declining wages and working conditions to 

consider how these changes interact with the historically and culturally specific ethical 

formations, subjectivity negotiations, and everyday work practices of British Columbia-

based long haul truckers. I argue that a locally and historically specific manifestation of 

normative masculinity – and the racialising processes it presupposes and (re)produces – 

plays a crucial role in these interactions. This ‘old school’ white working class masculinity 

is complexly articulated in relation to the neoliberalisation of the industry, and especially 

in regards to gendered and racialised politics of skills, stigma, and blame. I found that 

these articulations bolster white supremacist tendencies, particularly with regard to 

South Asian truckers, and have complex implications for gender inequality. I further 

contend that these dynamics emerge out of and are imbricated in the power dynamics of 

Canadian (neo)colonial automobility. The differential politics of skills, stigma, and blame 

evident in my research encounters contribute to the denial and invisibilisation of road 

carnage and industrial risk that has been entrenched through neoliberal shifts in 

automobility and the trucking industry.  

This research is based on my ethnography of the British Columbia-based long 

haul trucking industry. Data were generated through qualitative interviews with current 

and former truck drivers; participant observation and observant participation at truck 

stops, weigh scales, and industry-associated sites; recording VHF radio 

communications; and ride-alongs with truckers. Truckers in my study placed especial 

moral weight on practices of skilled and safe driving, on maintaining civilised practices of 

cleanliness and excretion, and on stopping to assist other truckers and motorists in need 

of help – which often meant engaging in collision and carnage labour at crash scenes. In 

this study, I examine how deregulation and the neoliberalisation of the industry have 

impacted truckers’ capacities to engage in each of these work practices, and the 

implications of those shifts for truckers’ gendered, classed, and racialised ethical 

alignments and subjectivity negotiations.  

Keywords:  Trucking; Labour; Gender; Race; Automobility; Ethnography 
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Glossary 

Autonomous Vehicle Also known as self-driving vehicles or self-driving cars. 
Vehicles that are built with new technologies installed that, to 
varying degrees, automate some, many, or all of the tasks 
previously performed by a human driver. 

Brake 
Check 

 Roadside pull-outs located before many significant grades on 
highways. Drivers of specified vehicles – including the heavy 
trucks used for long haul – are required by law to stop at each 
brake check, perform a check of their braking system, and 
attend to any mechanical brake defects prior to proceeding.  

British 
Columbia 
Trucking 
Association 
(BCTA) 

 The British Columbia Trucking Association is the provincial 
division of the Canadian Trucking Alliance. 

B-Train  A form of trailer configuration involving two trailers held 
together by a fifth wheel. They are up to 26 metres long and 
towed by a tractor.  

Box Trailers Also referred to as dry van trailers, because they are enclosed 
and can keep cargo clean and dry during transport. A single-
axle 53 foot trailer connected to the towing tractor with a 
drawbar.  

Cab Short for cabin, the front interior space of the tractor on a rig. 
The cabs of most long haul trucks include a doghouse (a 
storage compartment between the driver and passenger 
seats) and air-ride seats. A sleeper is usually located in the 
back of the cab. Cabs on long haul trucks can vary 
significantly in terms of the comforts and amenities they 
provide.  

Canadian Trucking 
Alliance (CTA) 

The Canadian Trucking Alliance is a federation of provincial 
trucking associations that represents carriers, suppliers, and 
owner operators. 

Canadian Trucking 
Human Resources 
Council (CTHRC) 

The Canadian Trucking Human Resources Council was 
created in response to a 1990 Human Resources and 
Development Canada study that identified the truck driver 
shortage as a problem (Chow, 2006, p. 46). It was a non-profit 
organisation management company that conducted and 
publicised research concerning human resource issues in the 
trucking industry. The CTHRC phased out operations in early 
2013 and was replaced by Trucking Human Resources 
Canada. 
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Company (or 
Employee) Driver 

Employed truck drivers who drive trucks owned by their 
employer. 

Commercial Vehicle 
Inspection Station 

Roadside inspection sites located alongside the highway that 
are staffed by enforcement officers and have large scales 
capable of weighing heavy trucks. Commercial vehicle 
operators are required by law to stop at any open inspection 
station to be weighed and/or (according to the discretion of the 
enforcement officers) have a mechanical inspection of their 
trucks and/or checks of their paperwork (logbooks, permits, 
licences, and so on). Also referred to as scales and weigh 
scales, inspection stations are located throughout the United 
States and Canada.  

Commercial 
Vehicle 
Safety and 
Enforcement 
(CVSE) 

 Provincially known as the BCCVSE, or British Columbia 
Commercial Vehicle Safety and Enforcement. The provincial 
law enforcement agency staffed by unarmed peace officers 
who are responsible for enforcement and compliance for 
commercial transport and road safety. CVSE officers enforce 
the Motor Vehicle Act, Commercial Transport Act, 
Transportation Act, Passenger Transportation Act, Transport 
of Dangerous Goods Act, Motor Fuel Tax Act and the federal 
Transportation of Dangerous Goods Regulations.  

Dump Truck Dump trucks are smaller than a large tractor-trailer. They are 
usually used for transporting loose material such as sand, 
rock, or gravel. They have a box in the rear that is usually 
open on top with a tailgate that can lock and swing open. A 
hydraulic lift at the front of the box (close to the cab) allows the 
box to raise up at an angle and dump the load behind the 
truck. In British Columbia, dump truck drivers are required to 
have a Class 3 driver’s licence. 

Electronic Logging 
Device (ELD) 

Electronic Logging Devices, sometimes called Electronic On 
Board Regulators (EOBR), are devices installed into vehicles 
to track and record vehicle information, with the specific 
intention of monitoring and enforcing drivers’ compliance with 
HoS regulations. ELDs may record when the engine is 
running, the duration of operation, when the vehicle is in 
motion, and the distance travelled. The data is stored and may 
be uploaded for review by law enforcement or employers. The 
United States has mandated the use of ELDs to replace paper 
logbooks beginning in December 2017, and Canada has 
indicated its intention to follow suit. ELD data may or may not 
be bundled within fleet management system software.  
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Federally Regulated 
Trucker 

Canadian truckers who engage in extra-provincial hauling 
(either interprovincially or internationally) are subject to federal 
labour standards, as well as all applicable regulations 
(including Motor Carrier Safety Fitness Certificate Regulations 
and Commercial Vehicle Drivers Hours of Service 
Regulations). Provinces are authorised to enforce these laws 
on behalf of the federal government, and federally regulated 
truckers are additionally responsible for adherence with local 
provincial, state, or national laws (for example, complying with 
American Hours of Service regulations while in the United 
States, or provincial laws regarding legal weight limits on 
various roads).  

Flatbed Trailer A trailer with no walls, sides, or roof for carrying freight, which 
is towed by a tractor.  

Fleet Management 
System (FMS) 

Fleet Management Systems are a form of technology that can 
be integrated into vehicles, and which bundle, store, and 
transmit vehicle performance data. On long haul trucks, such 
data may include driving times, locations, departures, arrivals, 
speed, fuel efficiency, idling time, cargo status, diagnostic 
information, lane departures, and braking and acceleration 
patterns. This information can be uploaded by employers or 
law enforcement.  

Full Truckload (FTL) A type of shipping service where the carrier offers customers a 
dedicated truck for shipping their product. This option is 
usually more expensive than Less than Truckload (LTL) 
options, but offers quicker delivery and less risk to the 
product(s). 

For-Hire Trucking 
Industry 

Trucking companies that offer freight delivery for a fee. These 
companies are distinguished from private carriers.  

General Freight Any type of shipment that can be organised for transport, 
usually to be shipped inside enclosed box (or dry van) trailers. 

Governor A governor or speed governor is a device installed on some 
vehicles, including many long haul trucks, to prevent them 
from exceeding a set upper speed.  

Heavy Equipment 
Operator 

A person who operates various forms of heavy equipment 
(such as snowplow, dump truck, excavator, or bulldozer) for a 
living, usually holding a Class 1 driver’s licence.  

Hours of Service (HoS) 
Regulations 

A complex set of regulations governing the on- and off-duty 
scheduling of commercial vehicle drivers (among other 
things). The Motor Vehicle Operators Hours of Work 
Regulations replaces Canada Labour Code entitlements for 
federally regulated carriers. The Commercial Vehicle Drivers 
Hours of Service Regulations set minimum and maximum 
daily and weekly or bi-weekly on- and off-duty time for 
commercial vehicle drivers (among other things).  
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International Carrier A trucking company that hauls freight over international 
borders. Canadian truckers who haul internationally usually 
remain within Canada, the United States, and Mexico. In 
addition to being subject to local laws, Canadian international 
carriers are federally regulated. 

Interprovincial Carrier A carrier that hauls freight over provincial borders. In addition 
to being subject to local laws, Canadian interprovincial carriers 
are federally regulated.  

Intraprovincial Carrier A carrier that hauls freight within provincial borders. 
Intraprovincial carriers are provincially regulated.  

Labour Market Impact 
Assessment (LMIA) 

Employers seeking to hire workers through the Temporary 
Foreign Worker Program (TFWP) in Canada are required to 
obtain a Labour Market Impact Assessment (LMIA, formerly 
Labour Market Opinion/LMO), which is a document from 
Employment and Social Development Canada attesting that 
there are no Canadian workers available to fill the position. 

LADD Channels LADD radio channels 1-4 are VHF radio frequencies that 
truckers most commonly use to communicate with each other. 
Although mostly written as LADD in online trucking forums, 
trucking magazines, and so on, sometimes the acronym is 
written as LAD and it may stand for Logging ADministration, 
although that is contested and uncertain.  

Lease Operator A truck driver who has a lease agreement pertaining to their 
labour and vehicle with a freight hauling company. 

Less Than Truckload 
(LTL) 

A type of shipping service where the carrier offers customers 
shipping on a truck that may be carrying cargo from multiple 
different customers. This is usually a lower cost option than 
Full Truckload (FTL) services, but can involve longer delivery 
times and higher risk to the products being shipped.  

Logging Truck A heavy truck with a specially designed trailer for carrying logs 
from the backwoods to a shipping or processing site. Logging 
truck drivers in British Columbia are required to have their 
Class 1 driver’s licence. They operate primarily on forest and 
industrial roads, although they may also put on extensive 
highway miles. 

National Safety Code 
(NSC) 

A legal code setting minimum performance standards for 
commercial vehicles, drivers, and motor carriers. The code 
sets 15 standards ranging from carrier facility audits to 
commercial driver licencing (see Transport Canada, 2013) 

Operating Authority An operating authority certifies a carrier to work within a 
specific region in accordance with applicable regulations. 

Owner Operator A truck driver who owns and drives their own truck.  
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Pre-Trip Truck drivers are legally required to perform a pre-trip 
inspection of their vehicle and load prior to the first trip of the 
day. This includes completing a trip inspection report on the 
brakes, steering, lighting, tires, horn, windshield wipers, 
mirrors, coupling devices, load securement, emergency 
equipment, and so on (see British Columbia, 2007).  

Private Carrier A company with its own fleet of heavy trucks for shipping its 
own products (which does not offer shipping services on a for-
hire basis). 

Provincial Nominee 
Program (PNP) 

A program whereby provinces nominate eligible members of 
previously defined groups (or ‘streams’) who meet specified 
criteria for immigration to that province. PNP programs offer 
enhanced rights vis-à-vis the TFWP and a potential path to 
permanent residency for low-skilled temporary migrant 
workers. The Government of British Columbia has specifically 
targeted long haul truckers for PNP recruitment. 

Provincially Regulated 
Truck Driver 

A truck driver who hauls intraprovincially is regulated by the 
province, although National Safety Code standards apply in all 
provinces.  

Reefer Van Colloquial term referring to a refrigerated trailer, commonly 
used for transporting perishables or produce.  

Sleeper A sleeper is located in the cab behind the front driver and 
passenger seats of most long haul trucks. A sleeper is a small 
living space area that may include one or two beds, a small 
fridge, some storage space for clothing and incidentals, and 
so on. Sleepers can vary considerably in terms of the comfort 
and amenities they provide.  

Tank Trailers Trailers specially designed for hauling liquids, including fuel.  

Temporary Foreign 
Worker Program 
(TFWP) 

A federally run program that whereby employers can obtain 
permits to hire foreign workers for jobs in Canada on a 
temporary basis. The program has been subject to significant 
controversy and various revisions since its first implementation 
in 1973 (see Auditor General of Canada, 2017; Fudge & 
MacPhail, 2009; Nakache & D’Aoust, 2012; Nakache, 2013; 
Rodgers, 2016; Siemiatyck, 2010; Strauss, 2014). 

Territorial Nominee 
Program (TNP) 

A program whereby Territories can nominate eligible members 
of previously defined groups (or ‘streams’) who meet specified 
criteria for immigration to that province. TNP programs offer 
enhanced rights vis-à-vis the TFWP and a potential path to 
permanent residency for low-skilled temporary migrant 
workers. 

Tire Chains Commonly referred to as chains, these are specially 
constructed links (or webs) of chain that hook around vehicle 
tires to give maximum traction when driving on snow or ice.  
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Triples Snow tire chains that are designed to wrap around the duel 
tires on tractor-trailers and hook up between them.  

Tractor The front portion of a rig comprising the truck engine, cab, and 
(usually) sleeper. The tractor supplies the power to tow the 
trailer(s) on a rig.  

Trailer The back section of a rig, usually detachable from the tractor, 
and used for storing and carrying freight.  

Trucking Human 
Resources Canada 
(THRC) 

A trucking industry organisation that collaborates with 
stakeholders to identify trends in human resource issues, 
support truck driver recruitment and retention, partner on 
trucking industry human resource initiatives, provide a national 
forum for trucking HR knowledge gathering and exchange, 
and to promote the industry (THRC, 2017).  

Trucker Bomb Colloquial term referring to a container (such as a pop or juice 
bottle) filled with urine and discarded on the side of the road, 
sometimes from a moving vehicle.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction1 

It is difficult to overstate the role of the trucking industry in contemporary society. 

Many Canadians would struggle to find a single commodity in their home that has not, at 

some point, been transported by truck. In 2015, more than 729 million tonnes of freight 

were moved by the Canadian for-hire trucking industry (Statistics Canada, 2017). 

Despite the important role that the industry plays in the functioning of contemporary 

society and the economy, prevalent and arguably increasing stigmas against truckers 

abound. Common stereotypes about truck drivers invoke an overtired, overweight, and 

imbecilic white working class man with a propensity for reckless (and probably drug-

fuelled) driving (see Lee, 2013; Mills, 2007a, 2007b; Strand, 2012, p. 177-178; Viscelli, 

2016). Truckers themselves are highly cognizant of these stigmas, and they factor into 

drivers’ gendered, classed, and racialised subjectivity negotiations in the context of the 

shifting organisation of trucking labour. Researchers in Canada and the United States 

have found that deregulation and the neoliberalisation of the industry have resulted in 

stagnating and declining wages (Dubé & Pilon, 2006), increasing competition (Belzer, 

2000; Li, 2003, p. 78; Viscelli, 2016), and markedly worse working conditions for truckers 

(Belman, Monaco, & Brooks, 2004; Belzer, 2000; Conygnham, 2005; Viscelli, 2016). 

This dissertation extends research linking deregulation and the neoliberalisation 

of the trucking industry to declining wages and working conditions to consider how these 

changes interact with the historically and culturally specific ethical formations, 

1 Some portions of this dissertation initially appeared as two sole-authored published articles (full 
article citations appear in the References) as follows: 1) Less than 25 percent of the article 
“Battling blind spots: Hours of service regulations and contentious mobilities in the BC-based 
long haul trucking industry” (McLean, 2016a) is reproduced and dispersed across chapters 1, 2, 
4, 6, 7, and 8; 2) Almost 50 percent of the article “‘Four guys and a hole in the floor’: Racial 
politics of mobility and excretion among BC-based long haul truckers,” (McLean, 2016b) is 
incorporated into the dissertation primarily in Chapter 5 (in the section entitled “’Four Guys and 
a Hole in the Floor: Gendered Racialisation and the Politics of Excretion”), as well as in 
Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 7. More details about the incorporation of this previously published 
material is provided in the first footnote of Chapters 2, 5, and 7.  
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subjectivity negotiations, and everyday work practices of British Columbia-based long 

haul truckers. I argue that a locally and historically specific manifestation of normative 

masculinity – and the racialising processes it presupposes and (re)produces – plays a 

crucial role in these interactions. This ‘old school’ white working class masculinity is 

complexly articulated in relation to the neoliberalisation of the industry, and especially in 

regards to gendered and racialised politics of skills, stigma, and blame. I further contend 

that these dynamics emerge out of and are imbricated in the power dynamics of 

Canadian (neo)colonial automobility. The differential politics of skills, stigma, and blame 

evident in my research encounters contribute to the denial and invisibilisation of road 

carnage and industrial risk that has been entrenched through neoliberal shifts in 

automobility and the trucking industry. This study thereby provides a locally specific 

exploration of how normative gender dynamics and local occupational cultures interact 

with neoliberal regimes to (re)produce industrial hierarchies of inequality, exploitation, 

and blame.  

This research is based on my ethnography of the British Columbia-based long 

haul trucking industry. Data were generated through qualitative interviews with current 

and former female and male truck drivers; participant observation and observant 

participation2 at truck stops, weigh scales, and industry-associated sites; listening to and 

recording VHF radio3 communications; and ride-alongs with truckers. Ride-alongs 

ranged in duration from six hours to multiple days, and took me through two Western 

Canadian provinces and three Northwestern American states. A total of 34 truckers 

(seven women and 27 men) participated in recorded interviews, which ranged from 

roughly one hour to over three hours in length. All names are pseudonyms, and some 

details have been altered or omitted to protect participants’ identities. Because trucking 

is significantly male-dominated and almost all of my interview participants were white, I 

pay particular attention to contextual enactments of masculinity and whiteness. 

2 Researchers have encouraged a move towards observant participation in order to shift the 
focus or emphasis in fieldwork away from observing and towards participating in the social 
arena being studied. The shift implies a recognition of the researcher as embedded and 
implicated in social dynamics (Moeran, 2009; Schmuck, 2006). 

3 Very High Frequency (VHF) radios are used for truck-to-truck communication, and have 
replaced older CB radio technologies. 
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Many truckers I encountered evinced a sense of embattled masculinity, and 

sought to reconstitute their identities by aligning their gender enactments with colonial 

frontier ideals and Canadian national mythologies. I adopt the term ‘old school’ to reflect 

how my participants regularly used the phrase: that is, to denote a particular way of 

being and a set of normative ethical alignments that are primarily understood as 

knowable through specific work practices and techniques or performances of selfhood. 

In this sense, the ‘old’ in ‘old school’ refers not to the quantitative age of an individual, 

but to their subjective performance and embodiment of norms, values, and practices that 

are the presumed legacy of gendered and racialised colonial frontier ethics (see Chapter 

2, especially). These old school masculine formations are primarily expressions of the 

ethical alignments and imagined communities of the white truckers I engaged with in the 

course of this research. As such, they should be understood not as reified categories but 

as configurations of practice and meaning that are historically contingent, contested, and 

deeply implicated in local relations of dominance and oppression in the industry. Women 

truckers are complexly positioned in relation to this norm; although they are excluded 

from idealised conceptualisations of truck drivers, I found white women drivers could 

achieve a nominal feminised or ‘allied’ old school status. By the term ‘allied’ I mean to 

indicate that some women’s racialised gendered identity performances dynamically 

supported and invoked the old school trucker ideal, and that they benefitted through their 

complicit adherence to the norm.  

Masculine norms in the British Columbia-based trucking industry idealise the old 

school trucker as a naturally skilled driver, an ingenious and adaptable mechanic, and a 

rational, fiscally conscious labourer who respects his equipment. Crucially, he also 

conducts himself in accordance with old school ethics, or the ‘code of the road.’ Old 

school truckers are thought of as men who have ‘paid their dues,’ having worked their 

way up through the ranks in accordance with pre-deregulation and pre-neoliberal 

mentorship protocols. They are ‘stand up guys’ with a wealth of trucking knowledge and 

road stories. An old school trucker is identifiable by his dress, his walk, his way of 

entering and exiting the vehicle, the cleanliness of himself and his rig, his ability to 

remain calm, how he shifts gears and even the height adjustment of his seat. 



4 

In this regard, old school truckers are defined not only by their words but by their 

actions. Truckers’ performances of a range of embodied practices associated with 

colonial masculinity assist them in accomplishing identities commensurate with the old 

school trucker ideal. Truckers in my study placed especial moral weight on work 

practices of skilled and safe driving, on maintaining civilised practices of cleanliness and 

excretion, and on stopping to assist other truckers and motorists in need of help – which 

often meant engaging in collision and carnage labour at crash scenes. In this study, I 

examine how deregulation and the neoliberalisation of the industry have impacted 

truckers’ capacities to engage in each of these work practices, and the implications of 

those shifts for truckers’ gendered, classed, and racialised ethical alignments and 

subjectivity negotiations. Among the truckers I encountered, I found these practices 

carry with them a moral imperative rooted in truckers’ recognition of their work as both 

vital and incredibly dangerous for themselves and other road users. For many truckers, 

then, abiding by old school ethics is not simply a matter of good manners but a potential 

life and death issue.  

Among the drivers in my study, however, there is a widespread perception that 

the battle for ethical driving and labour practices in the trucking industry is rapidly being 

lost. As that occurs, the old school trucker is increasingly depicted as a fading archetype 

being beaten out of the industry by forces beyond his control. The truckers I spoke with 

drew on multifaceted narratives of decline concerning the work ethics, skills and 

subjectivities of drivers to help them make sense of their work lives and identities. In 

these and other ways, articulations of old school trucking masculinities draw on 

Canadian national mythologies and emerge out of a specific history of patriarchal 

capitalist neo-colonial automobility.  

Urry (2004) defines automobility as “a self-organizing autopoietic, non-linear system that 

spreads world-wide, and includes cars, car-drivers, roads, petroleum supplies and many 

novel objects, technologies and signs” (p. 27; see Chapter 2, p. 39-40; Packer, 2008, p. 

293-294). Urry (2004) argues that automobility produces the preconditions necessary to

its own self-expansion, both generating and presupposing a coercively flexible,

individualised mobility (p. 27-29; see also Sheller & Urry, 2000). Critical automobility

research has drawn attention to the complex and situated role of automobility in
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constitution of classed, gendered, and racialised power dynamics. Reid-Musson (2014) 

argues that automobility “is an often-overlooked site where citizenship – the social and 

legal regulation of national belonging – is concretely articulated” (p. 186). My research 

contributes to a growing body of critical automobility research in Canada (Conley & 

Jenson, 2016; Conley & McLaren, 2009; Genovese, 2009; MacGregor, 2002; McLaren, 

2007; McLaren & Parusel, 2011, 2014; McLean, 2016a, 2016b; Morton, 2016; Scott, 

2010; Reid-Musson, 2014), in particular through my focus on the trucking industry and 

the dynamics of colonialism and neo-colonialism therein. Historically, Canadian 

automobility has played a key role in colonisation and the dispossession of Indigenous 

peoples and nations (see Chapter 2). Current manifestations of Canadian automobility 

are distinctly neoliberal, particularly in terms of the individualisation of responsibility for 

road safety and collisions (MacGregor, 2002). This has implications for the vulnerability 

of all road users, but for truckers produces particular risks in terms of the precarity of 

their work lives and the likelihood of their involvement in and exposure to collisions and 

road carnage. 

Within these contexts, white truck drivers in my study increasingly sought to 

redirect incompetent, uncivilised, dangerous stigmas onto South Asian truckers. 

Participants commonly invoked old school masculinities in negating depictions of South 

Asian truckers, and were especially likely to charge such drivers with engaging in 

unsafe, immoral, and dangerous driving behaviours. These depictions problematically 

locate ‘the problem’ of the trucking industry in the bodies and subjectivities of South 

Asian men and, as I explore, have everyday implications for workplace inequality. The 

bolstering of white supremacist tendencies in the industry further has complex 

ramifications for gender inequality. Contemporary labour dynamics create opportunities 

for some women to negotiate their place in the industry even as sexism, the neoliberal 

intensification of trucking labour, and the ongoing presumption of a male trucking body 

significantly impede the work lives of women truckers. Meanwhile, the contemporary 

organisation of trucking labour intersects with the neoliberal model of Canadian 

automobility in ways that place all truckers at increased risk of exposure to road 

collisions and carnage. 
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Industrial Context and Literature Review 

Long haul trucking is crucially important to the national economy and functioning 

of contemporary society. In 2006, truck driving was the second most common 

occupation for men in Canada, with 276,200 men reporting they were truck drivers (CTA, 

2012; Statistics Canada, 2008). Trucking also represents a large and growing provincial 

industry (BCTA, 2017c). In 2013, truck transportation comprised 0.93 percent of British 

Columbia’s gross domestic product (GDP), which is more than coal mining or forestry 

and logging (BCTA, 2017c). In 2011, there were 31,800 short and long haul truck drivers 

in the province (Province of British Columbia, 2017). The British Columbia Trucking 

Association (BCTA) estimates there are 26,000 registered for-hire trucking companies in 

the province, and that private haulage (whereby companies transport their own products) 

is roughly equivalent to the for-hire sector in terms of the movement of goods (BCTA, 

2017c; see also Minister of Transport, 2017). Across Canada, roughly 61 percent of 

truck drivers worked for for-hire trucking companies in 2004 (Chow, 2006, p. ii).  

Despite the social and economic importance of their work, long haul truckers are 

subject to increasingly precarious working conditions. Scholars almost invariably cite 

deregulation as a catalyst for the ongoing deterioration in truckers’ working conditions in 

both Canada and the United States (Belman et al., 2004; Belzer, 2000; Bensman, 2009; 

Conygnham, 2005; Hamilton, 2008; Viscelli, 2016). In referencing North American 

trucking deregulation, analysts are referring to a specific historic, state-led process that 

began in the 1980s. Deregulation involved the removal of previous government oversight 

and regulation of trucking industry rates, as well as route and commodity controls 

(Madar, 2000). In a broader sense, widespread initiatives to deregulate the labour 

market have impacted people’s experiences of and perspectives on their work lives, as 

well as enforcing increasingly precarious, casual, and ‘flexible’ work practices (see 

McDowell, 2003, 26-29). These shifts are part of a broader neoliberal agenda 

emphasising limited government, free trade, flexible labour, targeted governance and 

individualisation (see Brodie, 2002; Connell, 2010; Peck & Tickell, 2002).  

Emerging from free-market economic theory, neoliberalism is now a dominating 

ideology that has been mobilised to rationalise competitive globalisation, state 
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reorganisation, and a broad range of local, national, and international ‘free market’ 

reforms. Neoliberalism has been widely associated with welfare state and public service 

retrenchment, fiscal austerity measures, privatisation and decentralisation (Brodie2002; 

Kingfisher, 2002; Peck and Tickell, 2002). However, and as Peck and Tickell (2002) 

argue, “‘local neoliberalisms’ are embedded within wider networks and structures of 

neoliberalism” that involve destructive, creative, and reconstructive processes (380). 

Braedly and Luxton (2010) similarly emphasize the paradoxes and tensions inherent to 

neoliberal policies and initiatives (6). As I explore throughout this dissertation, the 

neoliberalisation of the trucking industry has been characterized not only by the 

retrenchment of state involvement exemplified by deregulation, but also an increase in 

targeted and individualised regulation and surveillance, as well as the formalisation of 

other processes (such as training – see, especially, Chapter 4).  

A growing body of research indicates that neoliberal restructuring through the 

1980s and 1990s has intensified gender, class, and racial patterns of inequality in the 

Canadian labour market (Brodie, 2002; Creese, 2007; Griffin Cohen & Pulkingham, 

2009; Kingfisher, 2002; Thomas, 2010). Studies in the United States have concluded 

that the dual processes of deregulation and de-unionisation have been primary sources 

of wage decline, worsening work conditions, and increased wage inequality among truck 

drivers (Belman & Monaco, 2001; Viscelli, 2016). Belzer (2000) goes so far as to label 

trucks ‘sweatshops on wheels,’ and Hamilton (2008) makes a similar critique. In Canada 

in 2004, unionised truckers earned approximately 11 percent more than non-unionised 

drivers (Dubé & Pilon, 2006, p. 16). In a national survey of 449 long haul, federally-

regulated truck drivers, Chow (2006) found that unionised drivers had relatively fewer 

complaints about problems with payment and unjust dismissal and reported fewer 

problems with scheduling in terms of time away from home than their non-unionised 

counterparts (p. 175). Belman et al. (2004) found that, as compared to non-unionised 

truckers, unionised truck drivers in the United States spend less time doing non-driving 

work; have greater job stability; are more likely to be compensated for loading, 

unloading, and waiting time; and are less likely to be disciplined, to have their pay 

reduced, or to lose work if they are unable to meet their assigned schedules. Union 

membership rates among all American truckers have fallen considerably since 

deregulation. In 1978/1979, the Current Population Survey of the United States national 
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labour force found that almost 43 percent of all truck drivers were unionised, but by 1997 

this had declined to 19.6 percent (Belman et al., 2004, p. 15).4  

Chow (2006) contends that unionisation in the Canadian trucking industry has 

also receded since deregulation (p. 145). In 2004, roughly one quarter of all full-time 

Canadian truckers were unionised, compared with 32 percent of employees in general 

(Dubé & Pilon, 2006, p. 16).5 There are also indications that rates of unionisation among 

long haul drivers may be lower than those of local truckers. A 1997 survey of 573 truck 

drivers in the United States found that 10.5 percent of long haul truckers were unionised, 

compared with 17.6 percent of local truck drivers (Belman et al., 2004, p. 16). Taken as 

a whole, long and short haul truckers in Canada have low rates of unionisation, have 

seen decades of stagnating wages, and are less likely to receive benefits than workers 

overall (Chow, 2006; Dubé & Pilon, 2006). Heightened regional and international 

competition combined with complex and stringent safety regulations have placed 

increased pressure on truckers (Nix, 2003, p. 21; see also Chow, 2006; Madar, 2000; 

McLean, 2016b).  

Within this context of heightened competition, targeted regulation, and declining 

wages and working conditions, some women and increasing numbers of immigrant men 

are entering the industry (Anderson, Gay, Westneat, & Reed, 2005; Dubé & Pilon, 2006, 

18-19; Ouellet, 1994). Precise and up-to-date figures on the ethnic distribution of 

Canadian truck drivers are lacking. Nationally, the proportion of immigrant truckers has 

been increasing in recent years (Canadian Trucking Alliance, 2016; Dubé & Pilon, 

2006).6 The number of visible minority truck drivers in Canada more than doubled 

between 1996 and 2001 (from 2.9 to 6.3 percent), with the number of South Asian truck 

drivers also more than doubling in that time (Rudolphs, 2004). In British Columbia, South 
 
4 These calculations exclude owner operators. Owner operators own their own trucks, whereas 

employee (or company) drivers drive trucks owned by their employer. A 1997 survey of 573 
American truck drivers found 11.5 percent of drivers – including owner operators – were union 
members. That rose to 15.5 percent when calculations were limited to employee drivers 
(Belman et al., 2004, p. 15). 

5 Canadian truckers working in the for-hire sector have rates of unionisation one-third lower than 
those working for private carriage (Dubé & Pilon, 2006, p. 16). 

6 In 2011, about 20 percent of truck drivers were immigrants and 0.5 percent were non-
permanent residents, a smaller percentage than for the Canadian workforce as a whole 
(Canadian Trucking Alliance, 2016). 
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Asian7 drivers participated in the trucking industry from very early on, and Sing argues 

they have been entering the industry in higher numbers since the 1970s (quoted in 

Francis, 2012). These shifts need to be understood in relation to the racialised 

dimensions of immigration, neoliberalism, and labour precarity in Canada, including the 

neo-colonial reliance on and regulation of migrants’ labour and mobilities through guest 

worker programs such as the Temporary Foreign Worker Program (TFWP) and 

Territorial/Provincial Nominee Programs (TNP/PNP) (see Carter, 2012; Foster, 2012; 

Landolt & Goldring, 2013; Nakache, 2013; Sharma, 2006; Strauss, 2014; Valiani, 2013). 

These combined changes have on-the-ground implications for gendered and racialised 

power dynamics in the industry, and for how truckers navigate and make sense of their 

everyday work lives. 

According to the 2011 National Household Survey, 97 percent of all truck drivers 

in Canada are men (Statistics Canada, 2011); in British Columbia, 96 percent of all truck 

drivers are men (Province of British Columbia, 2017). There is now a wealth of research 

providing theoretical and locally specific explorations of the complex, relational, and 

embodied power dynamics involved in contested hierarchies of masculinities (see, for 

example, Connell, 1995, 2002, 2010; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Courtenay, 2009; 

Dummit, 2007; Forth, 2008; Kenway, Kraack, & Hickey-Moody, 2006; Pacholuk, 2012; 

Pyke, 1996; Razack, 2002a, 2002b). My research is situated, in particular, within larger 

conversations concerning colonial (or frontier) and white working class masculinities 

(Arnot, 2004; Fleras & Dixon, 2011; Gest, 2016; Hogg, 2012; Kenway et al., 2006; Lott, 

1997; Nagel, 1998; Paap, 2006; Perry, 2001; Razack, 2002b, 2004; Roediger, 1999; 

Trapani & Win, 2014; Williams 2017; Willis 1979, 2004; Wray, 2006). As Greig and 

Martino (2012) point out, the “many different versions of Canadian masculinities that are 

affected by, among other things, social class, race, ethnicity, nationality, sexuality, bodily 

ability, and geographical location are situated in history and shaped by economic, social, 

cultural, and political changes” (p. 3). Razack (2000) further demonstrates that Canadian 

 
7 It also seems clear that, in British Columbia, South Asian truckers are predominantly – although 

by no means exclusively – Punjabi. While many South Asian truckers have generations of 
heritage in Canada, there are also significant numbers of recent immigrants in the industry. 
White truckers in my study most commonly used the terms “East Indians,” “Pakis,” and “Hindus” 
in racist and racialising depictions of all such truckers. I use the term ‘South Asian’ inclusively to 
denote all those who are indiscriminately homogenised and targeted by such depictions.  



 

10 

manifestations of normative masculinity are deeply spatialised and implicated in the 

violences of imperialism, capitalism, and patriarchy (p. 129, 140). In recent decades, 

scholars have documented a heightened sense of embattled masculinity among white 

working class men, a sense that is rooted in a perception of disempowerment and loss 

of historic privileges in the labour market, the family, and broader society (Fine, Weis, 

Addleston, & Marusza, 1997; Lott, 1997; Simpson, Hughes, & Slutskaya, 2016; Weis, 

Proweller, & Centrie, 2004, p. 130).  

Support for the idea that truckers’ conceptualisations of masculinity and 

gendered negotiations of self are key to understanding industry dynamics and truckers’ 

work lives can be found in the scholarship that addresses gender dynamics in the 

trucking industry. Researchers are especially apt to identify notions of masculinity, 

freedom, and control as defining features of truck driving identities and work cultures 

(Agar, 1986; Mills, 2007b; Levy, 2015; Nehls, 2001; Ouellett, 1994; Rothe, 1991; 

Thomas, 1979). In his ethnography of American independent owner operators, Agar 

(1986) found that male truckers’ identities were heavily invested in notions of 

independence, personal freedom, and control – as well as the iconic cultural imagery of 

the American cowboy. He argues that deregulation has heightened many truckers’ 

dependence and challenged their sense of autonomous masculine selfhood.  

Ouellet (1994), meanwhile, found that it was only by interrogating American 

truckers’ gendered identity making processes that he could gain insight into a perceived 

lack of resistance to exploitative labour relations. Ouellet drove trucks for two California-

based companies as part of his autoethnographic research into the trucking industry. 

Finding that truckers displayed an almost a total lack of the ‘counter-culture’ identified by 

Willis (1979), Ouellet (1994) set out to discover why truckers work so hard, and how they 

make sense of their efforts (p. 4-11). Ouellet (1994) argues that truckers engage in high 

levels of effort because, in doing so, they accomplish identities that conform with the 

dominant masculine norms of the industry, which strongly valorise high, competent, and 

sustained physical effort (p. 220). He finds that “gender…was central to drivers’ 

agendas, strategies, and interpretations of work experience” (p. 11). He further 

demonstrates how associations between masculinity, technological competence, and 

driving prowess obscure business practices that put truckers – and the general public – 
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at significant risk (p. 139). In this regard, Ouellet’s analysis is in keeping with Rothe’s 

(1991) findings that truckers’ engage in risky work behaviours to increase their autonomy 

and independence, as well as to achieve a reasonable income. Drawing primarily from 

observational and interview data with truckers in Western Canada and the Western 

United States, Rothe (1991) found that truckers invoke masculine identities to promote a 

view of themselves as safe drivers even when they are routinely breaking the law.  

Several studies in Europe have emphasized the centrality of truck driving labour 

to truckers’ negotiations of identity, space, and mobility. Ethnologist Nehls (2001) 

describes the importance of masculinity and notions of freedom to Swedish truck drivers’ 

conceptualisations of themselves and their work lives. Nóvoa (2014) engaged in a 

mobile ethnography of Portuguese truck drivers hauling throughout the Eurozone. She 

argues that despite trucking’s ostensible associations with freedom, the mobilities of the 

drivers in her study were in many ways very confining. Moreover, her participants’ 

heightened mobilities actually intensified their local and national identifications, to the 

degree that Nóvoa (2014) describes the space of their cabs as a “nationalised nutshell 

on wheels” (p. 2835). Drawing on qualitative research with truck drivers in southeast 

London, Gregson (2017) is likewise critical of the constrained mobilities of truckers and 

the implications of the contemporary organisation of trucking labour for their cab-based 

habitation. She argues that the current shortage of truck drivers in the United Kingdom 

(which is also an issue in Canada and the United States) must be understood in relation 

to the sometimes extreme discomforts associated with dwelling in the cab. Of particular 

relevance to my work, she considers the politics of sanitation (manifested in truckers’ 

contested lack of access to sanitation facilities) for truck drivers’ everyday and embodied 

experiences of their labour (for further discussion, see Chapter 5, p. 160-161).  

There has also been a recent spate of ethnographic research on the American 

trucking industry that incorporates or emphasizes gender dynamics. Working from a 

communications perspective, Mills (2007a, 2007b) applies symbolic convergence theory 

in her long-term ethnographic study of American long haul truckers. Mills is especially 

concerned with how truck drivers make sense of their work lives, and she pays particular 

attention to how they manage their identities in relation to the stigmas associated with 

their work. In doing so, she discusses various masculine archetypes that are prevalent in 
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the industry. Upton (2015, 2016) finds that Christian long haul truckers are confronted by 

myriad masculine expectations in navigating their work and family lives. Working from a 

feminist grounded theory perspective, she documents the complexities of truckers’ 

negotiations of work, family, religion, and identity in relation to sometimes competing or 

contradictory gender expectations. Among other things, Upton (2015) argues that 

Christian truckers invoke “older ideas” about fatherhood and provisioning in ways that 

sometimes conflict with their work lives and masculine associations between truckers, 

freedom, and the open road (p. 103). Levy (2015, 2016) also conducted an ethnography 

of the American trucking industry, which she defines as a hypermasculine workplace. 

Focusing on issues of organisational control, Levy argues that truck drivers’ masculine 

self-conceptions play a significant role in fostering resistance to digital surveillance 

technologies intended to increase monitoring and control over drivers. Examining the 

experiences of working class transgender women truckers in the United States, Balay 

(2017) argues that her participants negotiated and resisted stigma in their everyday work 

lives. She finds that ‘big rig work culture’ and trucking labour can be a source of self-

respect for such women, many of whom identify with the cowboy ideal of trucking. At the 

same time, and like Levy (2015, 2016), Balay (2017) emphasizes the impact of 

increasing surveillance and new technologies on the truck drivers in her research.  

Collectively, these studies provide a sense of the importance of gender – and 

particularly masculinity – in various trucking contexts (especially in the United States). 

However, there is a notable tendency to elide or erase the experiences and perspectives 

of women truckers (see, for example, Agar, 1986; Gregson, 2017; Mills, 2007a, 2007b; 

Levy, 2015, 2016; Nehls, 2001; Nóvoa, 2014; Ouellet, 1994; Upton, 2015, 2016; Rothe, 

1991; Thomas, 1979; Viscelli, 2016). A Canadian-specific exploration of operations of 

gender in the trucking industry has not been previously undertaken, nor has there been 

sustained or detailed engagement with racialising processes among truckers (although 

see Gill, 2013; Leone, 1970). Moreover, there has been sparse critical academic 

investigation of the implications of neoliberal regulatory and public policy models on 

truck-involved collisions (although see Conyngham, 2005; McLean, 2016a; Quinlan, 

Mayhew, & Johnstone, 2006), and a complete lack of research into the experiences, 

causes or implications of truckers’ engagement in collision labour and subsequent 

exposure to road carnage. 
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Longstanding cultural associations between masculinity, whiteness, and 

individual capacities for safe, ‘civilised’ driving practices profoundly influence the 

contentious politics of blame surrounding long haul truckers, collisions, and road 

carnage. At the same time, truckers’ prior masculine status as a ‘good buddy’ (see 

Packer, 2008) and ‘knight of the road’ (see Chapter 6, especially) is increasingly 

challenged by commonplace depictions of truck drivers as dirty, dangerous, stupid men 

(Balay, 2017, p. 103; Mills, 2007a, 2007b; Strand, 2012, p. 177-178; Von Doviak, 2004). 

As Douglas (1992) has shown, assignations of blame and risk are mobilised as 

rhetorical devices in political struggles, including struggles over power and resources. In 

such contestations, disadvantaged groups are often targeted as objects of blame. In 

applying Douglas’ approach to an analysis of automobility, risk, and safety, Packer 

(2008) demonstrates how being a safe driver has been considered consonant with good 

citizenship, whereas various historically disenfranchised groups – including American 

independent truckers – have been labelled as risky and targeted for surveillance and 

intervention.  

Packer (2008) argues that automotive safety can thereby “be understood as a set 

of contested procedures and related forms of conduct that are used to govern various 

populations’ automobility” (p. 11). There are currently a range of governmental and 

industry initiatives underway intended to heighten the disciplinary surveillance of long 

haul truckers, most notably through the use of various electronic devices including 

Global Positioning Systems (GPS), on-board cameras, speed governors, and electronic 

logging devices (ELDs) that track and record vehicle driving times (among other things) 

(see McLean, 2016a; Thiffault, 2011; Transport Canada, 2015). Such targeted and 

individualised measures fail to account for, and ultimately obscure, the systemic roots of 

truckers’ overwork – including the widespread practice of working and driving illegally 

long hours (Heaton, 2005; Hokey, 2009; McLean, 2016a; Saltzman & Belzer, 2002). As I 

demonstrate in this study, neoliberal ideologies and initiatives also interact with classed, 

gendered and racialising frames in ways that further negate recognition of collective, 

corporate, or governmental responsibility for truckers’ experiences of heightened labour 

precarity and industrial risk.  
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Ethnographic Claims and Complexities 

Ethnography’s use of an array of field techniques for the production of 

contextually rich data (Gustavson & Cytrynbaum, 2003; Nadai & Maeder, 2009; Robben, 

2007; Smith, 2007) make it particularly well suited to adaptive, iterative, and contextually 

specific explorations of social and cultural practices (Buch & Staller, 2007). As the 

previous discussion makes clear, social researchers have found ethnographic 

approaches especially valuable for investigating the trucking industry. Truck drivers’ 

conditions of work can be especially isolating, even as truckers have long been identified 

as having a distinct work culture (as evidenced in trucking music, literature, media, 

communicative rituals, social norms, and so on) (Agar, 1986; Mills, 2007a, 2007b; 

Ouellett, 1994; Stern, 1975; Thomas, 1979; Upton, 2015, 2016). As a result, researchers 

have found ethnographic practices particularly effective for ‘getting at’ truck drivers’ 

everyday lives, work cultures, and experiences of labour (Agar, 1986; Balay, 2017; Mills, 

2007a, 2007b; Levy, 2015; Nehls, 2001; Nóvoa, 2014; Ouellett, 1994; Upton, 2015, 

2016; Viscelli, 2016). However, none of this ethnographic work has involved Canadian 

truckers. Although Rothe (1991) included participant observation with Canadian truck 

drivers in his research, that work is well over twenty years old and does little to attend to 

the specificities of Canadian historical, social, and regulatory contexts. In contrast, I work 

to situate my ethnographic encounters within local, provincial and national social, 

historical, and regulatory contexts while also considering broader processes of 

globalising neoliberalism (see Kingfisher, 2002; Quinlan et al., 2006). Moreover, 

although some ethnographies of the trucking industry have focused on or addressed 

gender and/or class (Agar, 1986; Balay, 2017; Mills, 2007a, 2007b; Levy, 2015; Nehls, 

2001; Ouellett, 1994; Upton, 2015, 2016), there has been no reflexive ethnographic 

engagement with the dynamics of race, class and gender as interlocking systems of 

oppression within the trucking industry. I engage with these issues throughout this work 

and at the methodological level, paying particular attention to negotiations of gender and 

whiteness and their implications for researcher/participant negotiations of subjectivity 

and power.  

Conducting this research has involved attempting to track a theoretical concept 

(operations of gender) within an extremely mobile, spatially diverse arena comprised of 
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individuals who undertake labour of heterogeneous forms, content, and social meanings. 

Inasmuch as I needed to adopt research methods well suited to the highly mobile work 

lives of my participants, my work accords well with a recent intensified focus on mobile 

methods (Bissell, 2010; Büscher, Urry, & Witchger, 2011; D’Andrea, Coiti, & Gray, 2011; 

Vergunst, 2011).8 Büscher et al. (2011) argue that  

By immersing themselves in the fleeting, multi-sensory, distributed, mobile and 
multiple, yet local, practical and ordered making of social and material realities, 
researchers come to understand movement not only as governed by rules but as 
methodologically generative. (p. 7) 

Ride-alongs were an important method of taking truckers’ mobilities into embodied, 

ethnographic account. However, in order to reach widely dispersed truckers and trucking 

spaces, I also needed a considerable degree of independent mobility. To accomplish 

this, I borrowed my Mom’s old pickup, bought a broken-down camper from a trucker, 

fixed it up and hit the road with my dog, Lola. I travelled extensively throughout British 

Columbia, engaging in interviews and ethnographic research along the way. 

  
Figures 1.1 and 1.2 Left: Pickup truck and camper (Winter 2011). Right: Lola in 

the passenger seat (Winter 2011). 

Although by no means a simplistic reflection of truckers’ experiences of their 

embodied mobilities, my time on the road highlighted issues of embodiment and 

differential mobilities in illuminating ways. For example, it is one thing to recognize that 

the spatial organisation of trucking labour assumes the masculine driver as normative. It 

 
8 For an important critique of this emergent focus on mobile methods, see Merriman, 2014.   
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was another thing to be a woman sleeping alone in my vehicle along Highway 16 (the 

‘Highway of Tears’) and to be woken by apparent gunshots and a police incident just 

yards away. Likewise, I believed truckers when they told me during interviews that a lack 

of consistent access to toilets and basic facilities is a defining aspect of their work lives. 

Yet the relative weight I give to those issues in this dissertation is also a reflection of 

having spent hours needing to urinate, and finally finding a truck-accessible rest stop 

only to walk into a bug-infested outhouse with no toilet paper and feces covering the 

walls, floor, and toilet itself.  

These experiences highlight the degree to which ethnography involves using the 

self as a tool of knowledge generation (Buch & Staller, 2007; Cerwonka & Malkki, 2007; 

Franklin & Roberts, 2006). Franklin and Roberts (2006) point out that, in ethnography, a 

researcher’s fieldwork experiences are both the primary data for analysis and a means 

for doing so (p. 80). My capacity to engage in this research was enhanced by having 

grown up in a working class trucking subculture, my previous experiences being on the 

road in a truck for weeks at a time, and my longstanding familiarity with trucking 

mobilities, labour, and spaces. At the same time, the research is necessarily both the 

product of and an intervention into hierarchical and contentious power dynamics – 

dynamics in which my white female settler subjectivity is and has been a factor (see 

Chapter 3). 

This project is also a feminist ethnography. Broadly speaking, feminist 

ethnography explicitly acknowledges that any research project is inherently political, as 

are the methodological decisions involved in knowledge production (Harrison, 2013). 

This approach emphasizes situated knowledges and lived experiences, while requiring 

ongoing and reflexive attention to power differentials (Craven & Davis, 2013; Harrison, 

2013). Buch and Staller (2007) explain, “Feminist ethnography attends to the ways in 

which gender is understood and made meaningful in social life, as well as the ways that 

gender is related to the distribution of power and resources” (p. 107). However, while 

operations of gender are the analytic focus of my work, these operations can never be 

adequately understood without a simultaneous focus on relevant dynamics of race and 

class (among others). Labeled ‘articulated categories’ by McClintock (1995) and 

discussed as ‘interlocking systems of oppression’ by Razack (2002a), the premise 
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remains that gender, racial, and class categories are produced in and through each 

other by complex relations of power and knowledge (see also Hill Collins, 1990; 

McClintock, 1995; for further discussion, see Chapter 2). Moreover, such categories are 

not reified but highly contested and formed, destabilised, and re-imagined in the context 

of shifting and historically situated power dynamics. 

These understandings have been foundational to my research practices, and 

they also have implications for issues of representation in this dissertation. In light of 

this, I now consider two complex tensions concerning representation in my work: the 

concern that I problematically (re)stereotype the white working class, and the potential 

that my attempts to expose and analyse white supremacism may replicate or subtly 

reinforce dehumanising and oppressive portrayals of people of colour. 

‘I’m Not Racist, But…’: Research Portrayals, Betrayals, and Academic 
Stereotyping of the White Working Class 

I write this dissertation knowing that some of my participants and members of my 

– and their – communities will feel betrayed by it. As I explore, white working class 

gender formations and ways of being are widely stigmatised, and truck drivers especially 

so. As Mills (2007b) argues,  

Truckers manage physical, social, and moral taint…Physically, the job is 
associated with dirt, grease, and dangerous conditions. Socially, truckers do 
servile delivery work that is not accorded high prestige. Morally, they are often 
suspected of dubious behaviour (riding on the edge of the law with regard to 
driving, drugs, and sometimes prostitution). (p. 78; see also Ashforth & Kreiner, 
1999) 

Stigmas against truckers are, in many ways, a labour-specific crystallisation of stigmas 

against the white working class. Sociologists have pointed out that elite whites and 

progressive political movements commonly vilify the white working classes as a 

behaviourally and morally inferior underclass (Gest, 2016; Jones, 2011; Wray, 2006). 

White working class people are often stereotyped as backward, racist, sexist, 

uneducated, dirty, and lazy (Gest, 2016; Jones, 2011; Kadi, 1996; Wray, 2006). Among 

other things, such rhetorical moves allow elite whites to displace blame for racism and 
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sexism onto poorer white people and their communities (Bettie, 2003; Williams, 2017). 

Bettie (2003) argues:  

…one marker of having progressive politics is displaying oneself as antiracist, 
and this can, at times, unfortunately manifest as a demeaning of and distancing 
from white working-class people, who are constructed as stupid and racist. But 
white racism is not limited to the working-class; it is merely that middle-class 
expressions are interpreted as less vulgar or crude. (p. 173).  

Furthermore, some feminist and academic scholars’ tendency to depict white working 

class ways of being as singularly or exceptionally oppressive (see, for example, Fine et 

al., 1997; Paap, 2006; Pyke, 1996; for exceptions, see Bettie, 2003; Perry, 2001) belie 

the complexities of white working class negotiations of gender and race politics. In this 

dissertation, I attempt to provide a more nuanced, complex, and situated portrayal of 

exercises of power and negotiations of subjectivity by members of the white working 

class. At the same time, I do not hesitate to name, critique, and analyze white working 

class engagements in harmful and oppressive practices. This raises important questions 

about whether my work problematically re-stigmatizes an already stigmatised and 

exploited group of workers. 

In recent years, scholars – and ethnographers in particular – have been 

concerned about questions of researcher accountability, including accountability to our 

research participants (Brettell, 1993; Duncombe & Jessop, 2002; Hill Collins, 1990; 

Levinson, 2010; Oakley, 1981; Skeggs, 2007). Of course, researchers are also 

accountable to a broader research community and all those whose lives are implicated 

in and by their work (participants or no) (see Doucet & Mauthner, 2002). Paramount 

among those responsibilities is the duty to report, as transparently and reflexively as 

possible, on the data – which in this case comprises my fieldwork experiences. To put it 

simply, denying or downplaying the pervasiveness of racism or sexism I encountered 

would not reflect those research experiences. Moreover, I do not reasonably believe that 

any one of my participants would be shocked to learn that I encountered a lot of racism 

during my research, or that South Asian truckers were the especial targets of said 

racism. A more likely critique is that I focus too much on racism and sexism, and/or that I 

do not give adequate attention to those truckers who challenge inequality, prejudice, and 

discrimination in the industry. 
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These are tensions I have continued to wrestle with within the confines of this 

project. I did encounter white truckers who critiqued and challenged racism in the 

industry and among their colleagues, albeit problematically at times. Within their means 

and according to their social resources, some of those drivers actively attempted to 

practice anti-racism and anti-sexism in their everyday lives (see McLean, 2016b). And 

while I have worked to incorporate those encounters and perspectives into this 

dissertation, the adequacy of those attempts is open to critique. Certainly I recognize the 

importance of considering on what grounds and in what circumstances anti-racist and 

anti-oppressive sensibilities can be productively fostered among truckers. However, I 

also take seriously the call for white feminist researchers to, in Carby’s words, “uncover 

the gender-specific mechanisms of racism” within their own communities (Carby, 1983, 

p. 232, quoted in Perry, 2001, p. 8). In doing so, I have endeavoured to acknowledge the 

complexity of – as well as to contextually situate – truckers’ engagements in race 

politics; however, this remains an enduring tension of my work.  

For now, I will make one final point on this issue. Throughout this dissertation, I 

consistently name racism and sexism as such, regardless of whether participants 

engaging in such speech or actions self-identified as ‘not racist,’ ‘not sexist,’ or 

expressed concerns about being portrayed or perceived as racists or sexists. I make no 

apologies for doing so. Scholars have shown that white people often mobilise denials of 

racism as a mechanism to protect themselves against accusations of immorality and to 

manage their identities as moral subjects in the context of heightened taboos against 

racism (Augoustinos & Every, 2007; DiAngelo & Allen, 2006). Similar dynamics have 

been observed in denials of sexism (Lockwood Harris, Palazzolo, & Savage, 2012; 

Tirrell, 2000). So pervasive and meaningless have white denials of racism become that I 

had a participant who openly fantasised about selectively murdering South Asian 

truckers and consistently advocated violence against them repeatedly claim to not be 

racist. Therefore, while I always try to provide context and explanation for my analysis, I 

do not hesitate to name the oppressions I experienced in fieldwork encounters. 



 

20 

Repeating Racism: Exposing or Replicating Oppression? 

My goal in this dissertation has been to identify and explore how normative 

gender and racial hierarchies are sustained and reproduced in the British Columbia-

based long haul trucking industry. I have sought to map out the foundational context and 

procedural dynamics in and through which the normative status of the old school white 

male trucker is achieved and maintained. I also explore how these racial negotiations of 

subjectivity are linked to broader systems of oppression, from the legacy of gendered 

colonial automobility, to exploitative neoliberal labour market and government reforms, to 

Canadian nation-building imperatives. As Razack (1998) argues, “If we can name the 

organisational frames, the conceptual formulas, the rhetorical devices that disguise and 

sustain elites, we can begin to develop responses that bring us closer to social justice” 

(p. 16). By focusing on the dominating narratives of the white truckers I encountered in 

the course of this research, it is not my intention to position people of colour – and South 

Asian drivers in particular – as objects in need of saving, or to in any way reinforce the 

very racist imaginings I attempt to deconstruct.  

 Mohanty has famously argued that composite depictions of Third World women 

in some western humanist feminist scholarship effectively silence and decontextualise 

women from their subjective historical, political, and geographical embeddedness 

(Mohanty, 1988, 2003). In light of these and similar critiques (see, for example, Spivak, 

1985, 1988, 1999; Trinh, 1991), increasing attention has been paid to the dangers of 

representations that depict members of marginalised groups as the unagentic victims of 

oppressive power dynamics. This is a particular risk here because the words and lived 

experiences of South Asian truckers are largely absent in my work, even as I 

consistently re-present white truckers’ racist depictions of them. I do not mean to imply 

that such drivers are unagentic victims of the power dynamics I explore; my fieldwork 

strongly suggests otherwise. Rather, my intention is to understand oppressive narrative 

and power dynamics in the industry so that they may be undone. It was beyond my 

capacity to also investigate the lived experiences of South Asian truckers, although such 

work would provide a meaningful counterpoint to the narrative and power dynamics I 

investigate here. This is an important area for future research. 
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 Of course, the risks of racism and representation here go beyond the possibility 

that I fail to depict South Asian truckers’ full agency or to present them as complex and 

fulsome historically and socially situated subjects. There is also the concern that by 

reproducing truckers’ white supremacist claims and narratives, I will expose them to a 

broader audience and potentially reinforce racist prejudices. While I acknowledge this as 

an inherent risk of my research, the alternative – that is, to never interrogate racism or 

oppressive enactments of whiteness – is obviously unacceptable. Similar risks of 

amplifying oppressive voices exist in virtually all anti-oppressive scholarship, which is 

why careful critical analysis and ongoing ethical engagement on the issue of 

representation is crucial to such work. I have endeavoured to consistently adhere to 

such standards throughout this dissertation.  

Are Truckers ‘Working Class’ Labourers? 

Over-arching definitions of truckers as working class, and of their labour as 

precarious, are problematic and contestable. However, I argue that, within the overall 

context of their work lives and in consideration of the interpretive cultural focus of this 

dissertation, such generalisations are appropriate – provided important qualifications are 

kept in mind. First and foremost, complex hierarchies of income and socio-economic 

status exist among truckers, and a truckers’ relative position in these hierarchies can 

fluctuate considerably over the course of their career (or, in the case of many of my 

participants, over a few short years). Certainly some participants in this study would be 

more accurately classified as middle class if that categorisation were based strictly on 

measures of income.  

In 2010, the average employment income for all truck transport drivers in Canada 

was $40,871, which places them firmly among other middle income earners (the 

average employment income of all Canadians being $41,795 in 2010) (Statistics 

Canada, 2011). However, truckers’ earnings should be considered in light of actual 

hours worked. Hours of Service (HoS) Regulations act as a complex set of rules 

governing the on- and off-duty scheduling of commercial vehicle drivers (see McLean, 
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2016a).9 Current regulations set maximum per-week on-duty times at 70 hours; 

however, it is widely recognised that compliance rates are low and that drivers are 

regularly pressured to report non-driving on-duty labour as off-duty hours (see Belman et 

al., 2005; Heaton, 2005; Hokey, 2009; McLean, 2016a; Saltzman & Belzer, 2002). 

According to Rafuse (2011), a majority of all Canadian full-time truck transport drivers 

(not strictly long haul) reported working over 50 hours per week in 2006, which was the 

highest reporting category offered (p. 4). Among the truckers in my study, a long hauler 

working 70 hours a week or more was generally considered normal, and research in the 

United States (where HoS limits are lower than in Canada) suggests it is not uncommon 

for truckers to work 60 hours per week (Belman et al., 2004; Belzer, 2000).10 Special 

exemptions from provincial Employment Standards Acts mean truckers are not subject 

to minimum wage requirements, nor are they entitled to daily overtime pay.11  

Moreover, and as previously mentioned, deregulation and the movement to just-

in-time shipping practices have increased occupational demands on drivers (Baldwin, 

2005; Belman & Monaco, 2001; Belman et al., 2004; Li, 2003; Nix, 2003; Viscelli, 2016). 

Available data in Canada do not distinguish between long haul truckers and other 

sectors of the trucking industry. However, for the Canadian trucking industry as a whole, 

only about one-quarter of truckers are unionised, truckers’ average wages have 

remained stagnant since 1998,12 and employed truckers are less likely to receive 

benefits than workers overall (Dubé & Pilon, 2006). Truckers’ labour and long hours 

have been linked to a broad range of negative physical, social, and mental health 

implications (Apostolopoulos, Lemke, & Sönmez, 2014; Dahl et al., 2009; Dubé & Pilon, 

 
9 Canadian HoS regulations differ North and South of Latitude 60 degrees North. This dissertation 

addresses regulations for the Southern latitudes. 
10 American commercial vehicle operators have a maximum 11 hours of per-day drive time, after 

10 consecutive hours off (compared to 13 and 8 hours for Canada, respectively). What little 
time long haul truckers do have off while on the road is still spent away from home and family. 

11 Although not standard industry practice, some provisions for overtime pay for federally 
regulated carriers may exist (see Lockwood, 2013). British Columbia-based intraprovincial long 
haul truckers should be entitled to time and a half after a 60 hour work week (BC Employment 
Standards Branch, 2016), although truckers can encounter significant barriers to collecting 
overtime pay (see McLean, 2016a).  

12 Dubé and Pilon (2006) find the earnings of all truckers have been stagnant, but suggest “some 
sectors, such as long-distance haulage, may have registered strong wage increases.” They 
provide no data to support this supposition, which is completely contrary to the experiences of 
my participants and other research (see Belman et al., 2004; Hamilton, 2008; Viscelli, 2016). 
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2006; Quinlan et al., 2006; Thomas, 1979). Drivers may go for long stretches without 

physical exercise, followed by short bursts of heavy physical labour while loading and 

unloading under strict time constraints. The 2004 Labour Force Survey found that male 

truckers had one of the highest rates of labour-market non-participation due to illness or 

disability (Dubé & Pilon, 2006, p. 19). Truck drivers are more likely than other workers to 

be the sole income earners in their families. In 2002, approximately 70 percent of 

Canadian truckers’ spouses had paid employment, compared with 82 percent for all 

workers (Dubé & Pilon, 2006, p. 17).  

Working class bodies are expendable bodies – they are bodies that consistently 

risk injury and death in order to ‘get the job done’; they are weathered and scarred 

bodies (see Caccia, 2007; Donaldson, 1991; Ouellet, 1994; Paap, 2006; Silva, 2013). In 

this regard, it is important to distinguish between structural conceptualisations of class 

as income- or wealth-based categorisations (or even more complex measures of socio-

economic status), and relational conceptualisations of class as a social nexus situated in 

history and based in lived experience (see Acker, 2006, p. 15-72; Glenn, 2002; Skeggs, 

1997). It is the latter conceptualisation that I invoke here. In doing so, I argue that 

although complex and non-static hierarchies of income and socio-economic status are 

evident among truckers, truckers’ understandings of themselves and their labour are 

rooted in working class cultural norms and ethical formations (see Chapter 2, especially). 

These associations are profoundly implicated in the contemporary organisation of 

trucking labour and the differential exploitations that occur therein. 

Defining the Long Haul 

When I began this project, I did not give much thought to what long haul trucking 

was, or who was – and was not – a ‘long haul trucker.’ I thought a considerable amount 

about the various types of long haul trucking labour, the probable differential gender 

associations of those jobs, and about the potential heterogeneity of ‘imagined 

communities’ of long haul truckers (as well as potential continuities among them). 

However, I largely considered ‘long haul trucking’ and ‘long haul trucker’ to be self-

evident categories. I quickly learned, however, that the boundaries of these categories 

are remarkably fluid, contested, and unclear.  
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According to the Government of British Columbia (2016) Employment Standards 

Regulations, a long haul trucker is someone who is employed to drive truck13 for a 

distance that usually exceeds 160 kilometres (radius, or ‘as the crow flies’) from their 

home terminal. According to the 2011 National Occupational Classification, long haul 

truckers engage in some or all of the following types of labour: 

• Operate and drive primarily tractor-trailer, long-combination vehicle and straight-
body trucks weighing over 4500 kg to transport goods and materials over long 
distances 

• Plan trip logistics and obtain required documentation to transport goods 
• Perform pre-trip, en route and post-trip inspection of vehicle systems, equipment 

and accessories such as tires, lights and turning signals, brakes and cold storage 
• Ensure cargo is secured properly in accordance with safety requirements and 

follow safety procedures for transporting dangerous goods 
• Obtain special permits and other documents required to transport cargo on 

international routes 
• Record cargo information, hours of service, distance travelled and fuel 

consumption 
• Administer bills of lading and manually or electronically maintain log books 
• Communicate with dispatcher, other drivers and customers using communication 

devices and on-board computers 
• May perform emergency roadside repairs 
• May drive as part of a two-person team or convoy 
• May transport hazardous products or dangerous goods.  

(Government of Canada, 2011) 

These criteria form the basis of my operationalised understanding of what long haul 

trucking labour is, and who is – or is not – a long haul trucker.  

It should be noted, however, that among my participants these categories were 

contested and hierarchical. Some participants did not self-identify as long haul truckers 

despite meeting the above criteria. This seemed to principally occur with two truckers 

who hauled intraprovincially on relatively regular routes. Despite the long distances they 

travelled, the significant majority of which was on highways, they did not consider 

themselves ‘long haul truckers.’ This seemed to be rooted in the fact that they were 

home with relative frequency and did not have to regularly sleep overnight on the side of 

the road or in truck stops (Fieldnotes, Summer 2011). In contrast, another trucker self-

identified as long haul although his employer had recently had him re-classified as short 
 
13 A truck is defined under the legislation as a large tractor-trailer combination for hauling freight 

on and off road (Government of British Columbia, 2016). 
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haul. Although there had been no alteration to the trucker’s regular routes or driving 

distances, the change allowed his employer to reduce his wages.  

Moreover, it is clear that there are contested hierarchies of long haul labour 

among drivers, and these contestations are tied up in the masculine associations of the 

work. Distance and skill were central criteria in these debates. Some truckers felt that 

long haul work on Canadian ice roads was the pinnacle in ‘real’ long haul trucking. 

Others resented the attention given to ice road trucking by recent reality television 

shows, and argued that it was easy and boring – in contradistinction to the ‘real’ long 

haul labour of highway drivers. Truckers hauling on regular routes, who were home 

often, and who did not have significant loading/unloading labour were often not thought 

to ‘really’ be doing long haul, and the labour was generally feminised (see also Nehls, 

2001). Even one trucker who hauled throughout Canada and the United States would 

refer to ‘real’ American truckers who went out on the road for months at a time in 

contradistinction to his own labour (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011).  

It was also clear that for many of the drivers I met, the identity of being a ‘trucker’ 

largely took precedence over being a long haul trucker. The border between long haul 

and the broader trucking industry is blurred both in terms of how research and statistical 

analyses often fail to distinguish them; and the markedly high level of employment 

fluidity between trucking sectors. For many truckers, this movement was an obvious 

symptom of the precarious status of their labour, as they moved from job to job in an 

effort to maintain employment, to make more money, or to get away from exploitative 

labour conditions. For others, the movement reflected seasonal opportunities or 

challenges. For example, some truckers chose to drive logging truck or work for a 

highway maintenance company in the winter (driving snowplough, sand truck, and so 

on). Others preferred to drive long haul in the winter when there were fewer tourists on 

the roads, and found work such as dump truck driving in the summer.  

For the purposes of this research, I have adopted a definition of long haul 

trucking in accordance with the description laid out in the beginning of this section. This 

means that I have classified two truckers as ‘long haul drivers’ even though they did not 
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self-identify as such.14 Each of these drivers was legally regulated as a long haul trucker, 

and was recommended by truckers who knew their labour and considered them to be 

long haul truckers. Moreover, rather than using my definition of long haul trucking as 

over-riding and definitive, I have worked to incorporate and address contested and 

heterogeneous definitions of long haul trucking (as well as specific forms of long haul 

trucking labour) into my methodological and analytic strategies. This included exploring 

and inquiring into contested definitions with truckers. Such explorations were especially 

helpful to considering diversity among imagined communities of truckers, as well as the 

gendered associations of various forms of trucking labour.  

Organisation of the Dissertation 

Including this introduction, there are eight chapters in this dissertation. In this 

chapter, I present an overview of my research focus and main arguments. I discuss my 

research methods and outline key methodological tensions pertaining to representation, 

as well as in certain research categorisations. In Chapter 2, Old School Masculinity: 

Embodiment, Ethics, and Neoliberal (Neo)colonial Automobility, I discuss the theoretical 

foundations of the project and situate my work within broader literatures. I begin with a 

discussion of feminist conceptualisations of race, class, and gender as interlocking 

systems of oppression. I theorise normative masculinity in the trucking industry in 

relation to contested hierarchies of masculinities and femininities, incorporating a focus 

on the role of spatial power dynamics and (neo)colonialism as I do so. I engage with 

theories of embodiment and subjectivity, and explore the relationship between power, 

gender norms, racialisation and bodily materiality. I introduce Foucault’s concept of 

positive ethics, which has ongoing relevance throughout this dissertation. I discuss the 

cultural and historical links between automobility, ethics, and embodiment and historicise 

normative power relations in the British Columbia-based trucking industry. I consider 

more contemporary influences of deregulation, neoliberalism, and Canadian immigration 

policies on truckers’ work lives and conceptualisations of self, and in particular on the 

 
14 One of these two drivers did self-identify as having previously done long haul labour, but he did 

not define his current job that way. 
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pervasive sense of embattled masculinity among the white truckers I encountered. I 

further conceptualise the role of Canadian national mythologies within these dynamics.  

In Chapter 3, Ethnography for the Long Haul: Methodology and Methodological 

Considerations, I discuss my methodological approach to this project. I consider my 

adoption of mobile methods and the insights and limitations of that for the project. I 

provide a detailed description of the data generation and analysis techniques I 

implemented. I discuss my interpretive approach to incorporating narrative and 

observational analysis techniques. Throughout, I attend to the adaptive, contextual, and 

iterative nature of these processes and practices. In the latter half of the chapter, I 

reflexively engage with issues of subjectivity, embodiment, and representation in the 

ethnographic encounter. I discuss prevalent and problematic assumptions I have 

encountered about the influence of my gender on my fieldwork. I contrast those 

assumptions with the lack of attention given to my whiteness, which nonetheless had 

profound implications for my research experiences. I review my initial plans to engage in 

‘talking back’ as a method for enacting critique within the research encounter, and the 

limitations and barriers I encountered in doing so. I close the chapter with a discussion of 

the implications of issues of subjectivity, inequality, and ethnographic representation for 

my research. 

In Chapter 4, From Patriarchal Protection to a Neoliberal Free-for-All: Narratives 

of Decline in Trucking Skills, Standards, and Subjectivities, I explore some of the major 

implications of deregulation and the neoliberalisation of the industry for truckers’ work 

lives and cultures. I describe participants’ depictions of old school mentorship models, 

which many truckers I encountered argue have been eroded since deregulation. 

Drawing on Viscelli’s (2016) research on the long haul trucking industry in the United 

States, I consider the implications of contentious claims of a truck driver shortage and 

the increasing importance on unregulated truck driving schools to the industry. In 

keeping with Viscelli’s (2016) findings, I argue that current industry dynamics may allow 

companies to externalise the risks associated with a heightened reliance on 

inexperienced and undertrained truckers. I further argue that, in Canada, these 

dynamics may increase the vulnerability and precarity of truckers employed under guest 

worker programs even as they contribute to the suppression of wages and working 
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conditions in the industry. I then map out, in broad strokes, how my participants’ claims 

to trucking skills and embodied capacities for truck driving labour are implicated in 

hierarchies of inequality and exploitation in the industry. I conclude the chapter with 

some initial considerations of how these dynamics inform related politics of safety and 

blame. 

Canadian national mythologies associating white men with cleanliness and civility 

(see Razack, 2000) mean that processes of gender and racialisation in the trucking 

industry are also bound up in everyday politics of cleanliness and excretion. The 

gendered and racialised dimensions of these dynamics are made especially clear when 

considering truckers’ everyday negotiations of and narratives about managing 

cleanliness and excretory needs while on the road. In Chapter 5, Neoliberal Trucker 

Bombs: The Politics of Filth and Excretion Among Long Haul Truckers, I consider how 

the neoliberal intensification of labour has differentially impacted truckers’ abilities to 

maintain high standards of personal hygiene and vehicular cleanliness. I examine the 

implications of widespread tendencies in the industry to conflate truckers’ skills and 

subjectivities with their embodiment of cleanliness (or filth). I contextualise these ethical 

dynamics within the neoliberal organisation of trucking labour and road/rest stop 

maintenance. I explore the moral significance of cleanliness and ‘civilised’ practices of 

excretion among truck drivers and discuss the role of cleanliness in the enactment of 

ethical trucking masculinities. I consider how issues of cleanliness and excretion are 

integral to women truckers’ embodied negotiations of their femininities and work lives. 

Finally, I closely analyse a pervasive, racialising story told by white truckers about South 

Asian truckers’ excretory practices, and consider the implications of that story for 

hierarchies of inequality and oppression in the industry.  

Chapters six and seven of this dissertation provide an overview of the ethical 

obligations and gendered meanings associated with truckers’ practices of stopping to 

assist other motorists, as well as their attendant engagement in collision and carnage 

labour at crash sites. Truckers’ interpretive practices concerning assistance provision 

provide another powerful example of how some drivers mobilise Canadian national 

mythologies in their negotiations of identity. Canadian national mythologies have 

venerated frontier white working class masculinities in ways that continue to resonate 
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with heroic ideals concerning truckers as ‘knights of the road.’ Stopping to assist allows 

truckers to demonstrate masculine instrumentality considered integral to old school 

trucking masculinities, while simultaneously enacting saviour imperatives fundamental to 

white colonial masculinity (see Razack, 2004). Among other things, these imperatives 

mean truckers are at high risk for exposure to road carnage. 

In Chapter 6, We Used to be Kings of the Road: Ethical Trucking Masculinities 

and Assistance Provision, I explore the central role of practices of stopping to assist 

fellow truckers and other road users to the ethical formation of masculine trucking 

selves. I situate the decline of these practices within the contexts of deregulation and the 

neoliberalisation of the industry, and HoS regulations in particular. I examine how 

practices of stopping to help are deeply racialised. I consider how, among my 

participants, white male truckers’ sense of embattled masculinity is often metaphorically 

embodied in the person of Alex Fraser, a ‘good Samaritan’ trucker who was attacked 

and left for dead on the side of the highway by three assailants who initially flagged him 

down for help. I examine women truckers’ negotiations of gender and assistance 

provision, paying particular attention to the influence of notions of chivalrous masculinity 

and the trope of the ‘damsel in distress.’ I explore how ideas about helping women are 

implicated in women truckers’ experiences of sexualisation and sexual harassment on 

the job. I consider male truckers’ depictions of the dangerous sexuality of women in 

narratives about women in the workplace and stopping to assist female road users, and 

argue that these stories must be contextualised in relation to neo-colonial automobility. 

In Chapter 7, Collisions and Carnage, I consider the implications of truckers’ 

ethical obligations to stop and help for their exposure to and engagement in collision and 

carnage labour. Because of the sheer amount of time they spend on the roads, truckers 

are already at increased risk of being involved in road collisions; they are also often 

compelled to engage in sometimes gruesome collision and carnage labour at crash 

scenes. There is a broad-based lack of social recognition of the extent of truckers’ 

exposure to road carnage, as well as the degree of donated labour they engage in at 
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crash scenes.15 My research strongly suggests that the inadequately attended costs of 

automobility – including the everyday, commonplace bodily carnages it entails – requires 

and relies on donated carnage labour, a significant proportion of which is performed by 

truck drivers. These risks – and responses to them – are tied into the neoliberal model of 

automobility that is currently normative in Canada. 

I open the chapter with a discussion of truck-involved collisions, as well as 

examining widespread beliefs among the truck drivers I encountered that truckers are 

automatically, and often unjustly, presumed to be at fault in all such collisions. I adapt 

Beckmann’s (2004) analytic approach to crash response, reconstruction and analysis to 

a consideration of contemporary neoliberal enforcement and regulatory responses to 

truck involved collisions. In doing so, I argue that such responses help invisibilise the 

inherent risks of truck transport, as well as to downplay collective and corporate 

responsibility for truck involved collisions. I further explore contested politics of blame for 

truck-involved collisions for truckers’ ethical negotiations of their gender identities. I then 

take a closer look at the extent and nature of collision and carnage labour that truckers 

do at motor vehicle crashes. I discuss gendered ethical imperatives to engage in 

collision and carnage labour, and how those imperatives are linked to differential 

experiences of carnage labour for women and men truck drivers. I consider the evidence 

and implications of male truckers being conscripted to engage in collision and carnage 

labour by authorities, paramedics, employers and others. I discuss the visceral and 

traumatic nature of many truckers’ experiences of road carnage, and the gender 

dynamics of silence and mental health provision in relation to those experiences. I 

question the potential implications of these complex issues for processes of racialisation 

in the industry before concluding the chapter with an abridged consideration of some 

possible harm reduction strategies for addressing truckers’ heightened exposure to road 

carnage. 

 

15 I use the term ‘donated labour’ to underscore that the work truckers do at crash scenes is not 
merely unpaid, but often comes at significant personal cost in terms of trauma as well as 
monetary and time losses at work.  
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In Chapter 8, Conclusion, I review the main insights and arguments in this 

dissertation. I consider some of the major limitations of this study, and make 

recommendations for future research. I conclude with a brief consideration of the current 

context of truck drivers’ labour and the dynamics of power therein.  

 

Figure 1.3 British Columbia Truck Stop  
Photo: Nancy Wretham, date unknown. Reproduced with permission.  
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Chapter 2. Old School Masculinity: Embodiment, 
Ethics, and Neoliberal, (Neo)colonial Automobility1 

Introduction 

Throughout this dissertation, I attend to the interstitial dynamics of gender, race, 

and class in the context of normative power relations in the British Columbia-based long 

haul trucking industry. I begin this chapter by setting out the theoretical foundations for 

conceptualising operations of gender within interlocking, mutually constitutive relations of 

domination. Throughout the remainder of the chapter, I work to theorise the complex and 

relational dynamics that have created the conditions of possibility for old school 

masculinity to emerge as a defining feature in the work lives of my participants. Given 

the importance of embodiment to the social relations I am examining, I next 

conceptualise the links between embodiment, ethics and subjectivity. I contend that 

Foucault’s concept of positive ethics is especially useful for explicating the relationships 

between truckers’ ethical alignments, work practices, and understandings of self. I then 

draw on insights from automobility scholars to consider how embodied associations 

between people and vehicles are implicated in the governance of differential mobilities, 

particularly in relation to automotive safety and the trucking industry.  

I go on to situate British Columbia-based long haul truckers within local historical 

dynamics of patriarchal (neo)colonial automobility, and to consider the implications of 

these dynamics for white male dominance in the industry. I discuss the complexly 

privileged and degraded status of old school trucking masculinities in the context of the 

 
1 Just over 5 percent of this chapter as a whole (comprising slightly more than 8 percent of the 

original work) was first published in the article “Battling blind spots: Hours of service regulations 
and contentious mobilities in the BC-based long haul trucking industry” (McLean, 2016a). All 
reproduced material appears within the section entitled “Embattled Masculinity, Neoliberalism, 
and Nation-Building” (comprising just over 15 percent of that section). The reproduced material 
primarily concerns trucking industry regulation, organization, and the TFWP. 
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neoliberalisation of the trucking industry and neo-colonial shifts in the labour market. 

This leads me to consider these articulations of gender in relation to Canadian national 

mythologies and automotive safety before concluding with a summative discussion of 

the complex and relational dynamics at play in the negotiations of subjectivity and power 

I explore in this project. 

Theorising Operations of Gender within Interlocking 
Systems of Oppression 

Conceptualisations of gender as emerging from and existing within interlocking 

systems of oppression have their roots in Black feminist thought. At the forefront of these 

theoretical shifts, Crenshaw (1989) argued that single-axis, exclusive frameworks for 

understanding and analysing inequality fail to account for the multidimensional social 

locations and more complex experiences of oppression of, in particular, Black women. 

She demonstrated how these tendencies have created problems for feminism and anti-

racism by ignoring differences and complexities within groups. Crenshaw (1989, 1991) 

called for multidimensional, ‘intersectional’ frameworks of analysis that could account for 

experiences and oppressions that occur at the intersections of race and gender. This 

focus on race and gender emerged from her attention to the lived experiences and 

structural inequalities faced by Black women; however, Crenshaw (1991) also explicitly 

acknowledged the importance of analyses that accounted for other axes of inequality, 

such as class and sexuality (p. 1245). 

Hill Collins (2000) subsequently took up the concept of intersectionality, using 

and distinguishing between it and the notion of a matrix of domination (p. 18). She 

applies intersectionality as a framework for analysis that understands various axes of 

identity and inequality – including, but not limited to, race, class, gender, age, sexuality, 

and so on – as mutually constitutive components of social organization (p. 299). The 

matrix of domination more broadly refers to overarching and interlocking hierarchies of 

domination (Hill Collins, 1990, p. 225-226); it indicates a society’s “overall organization of 

hierarchical power relations” (Hill Collins, 2000, p. 299). This notion of interlocking 

systems of oppression means that patriarchy, imperialism, class exploitation, 

heterosexism and so on require and come into being in and through one another 
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(Fellows & Razack, 1998, p. 335). Put another way, each component of what bell hooks 

(2006) termed “imperialist white supremacist capitalist heteropatriarchy” is co-imbricated 

and instantiated in and through mutually constitutive relations of domination and 

oppression (p. 60).  

In addition to inspiring a broad and multi-disciplinary range of intersectionality 

studies (see Cho, Crenshaw & McCall, 2013; Cole, 2009; Glenn, 2002; McCall, 2005; 

Valentine, 2007; Verloo, 2013; Yuval-Davis, 2006), these insights have heavily 

influenced the work of feminist critical race and post- (or anti-) colonial scholars (see 

McClintock, 1995; Perry, 2001; Razack, 2002a, 2002b; Stöler, 2002). McClintock (1995) 

writes that  

…race, gender and class are not distinct realms of experience, existing in 
splendid isolation from each other; nor can they be simply yoked together like 
armatures of Lego. Rather, they come into existence in and through relation to 
each other – if in contradictory and conflictual ways. In this sense, gender, race 
and class can be called articulated categories. (p. 5) 

To put it another way, experiences and conceptualisations of masculinity are formed and 

articulated in and through experiences and conceptualisations of race, class, 

heteronormativity, and so on. They also emerge from and within historically and socially 

specific power dynamics. A concern for such dynamics is evident in the work of 

Canadian critical race (and anti-racist) feminists. For example, Razack has repeatedly 

demonstrated the importance of conceptualizing interlocking systems of oppression to 

understanding relations of dominance and oppression within Canada as a white settler 

society (Razack 2000, 2002a, 2002b, 2016; see also Calliste & Dei, 2000; Oikawa, 

2002; Smith, 2010; Thobani, 2007). These understandings are reflected in her analysis 

of gender and, more specifically, hegemonic (or normative) masculinity. Her work, and 

that of other scholars, reveals how masculinities and femininities can be understood as 

contingent, hierarchical, and relational.  

Within these contingent and unequal relations, normative masculinity represents 

the most valorised way of being a man within a particular society at a given historical 

moment. Constructed through processes of Othering and relying on the subordination of 

femininities and alternative masculinities, hegemonic masculinity represents the 



 

35 

standard “against which other masculinities compete or define themselves” (Nagel, 

1998, p. 247; see also Arnot, 2004, p. 24-28; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Pyke, 

1996, p. 531; Razack, 2000, p. 129, 140). Relational hierarchies of femininities and 

masculinities are embedded within multiple and interlocking systems of domination and 

privilege, whereby non-heterosexual and non-white femininities and masculinities exist in 

subordinated tension to white, heterosexual, elite gender formations (Brownlow, 2005; 

Connell, 1995, 2002; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Kenway et al., 2006; McKay, 

Mikosza & Hutchins, 2005; Nagel, 1998). As mentioned in the Introduction, I found that 

many white women truckers I encountered allied themselves with old school masculine 

trucking norms. This concept of allied femininities is informed by Connell and 

Messerschmidt’s (2005) notion of complicit masculinities. While complicit masculinities 

do not involve the enactment of “a strong version of masculine dominance” (p. 832), 

many women truckers I encountered did strongly invoke old school trucker norms, 

including through appeals to patriarchal white supremacy. These dynamics suggest the 

importance of theorising operations of gender within colonial and imperialist histories.  

Inasmuch as she conceptualises the dynamics of hegemonic masculinity within 

interlocking systems of oppression, Razack (2000) consistently emphasizes the 

relationship of hegemonic masculinity to imperialism and patriarchy (p. 129). Razack 

(2002a) further argues that conceptualising space is crucial to understanding the 

constitution of gendered, classed, and racialised bodies and subjectivities, and perhaps 

especially so in the context of settler colonial states such as Canada. She contends that 

colonial practices of mapping, as well as gendered and racialised mobility regimes, have 

constituted the male European settler as the mobile, disembodied universal subject 

belonging to civilised spaces, and dehumanised, non-white abject bodies and 

degenerate spaces as the racial Other (Razack, 2002a). She explicates the foundational 

importance of ideas about white colonial men as intrepid pioneers to Canadian national 

mythologies and, concomitantly, to contemporary hierarchies of dominance and 

oppression (Razack, 2000, 2002a). Kenway et al. (2006) also describe how mythic ideas 

about frontier masculinity depict hardy, heroically self-sufficient, unpretentious men at 

the centre of white histories (p. 73-75). They explain that such depictions continue to 

resonate in certain articulations of masculinity, which are imagined in relation to “notions 

of ‘unregulated’ frontier masculinity” (Kenway et al., 2006, p. 75).  
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In this chapter and throughout this dissertation, I argue that conceptualisations of 

masculinity by and among my participants were similarly haunted by mythic, frontier 

ideals of white colonial masculinity. Moreover, these articulations are specifically 

grounded in white working class ethics, norms, cultural understandings, and lived 

experiences. Although I emphasize the importance of locally situated analyses of 

interlocking systems of domination and privilege, other scholars’ depictions of operations 

of gender in the trucking industry tend to resonate with these assertions. Agar (1986) 

consistently invokes the masculine image of the fading frontier cowboy in his exploration 

of the work lives of American independent truckers (see also Balay, 2017; Stern, 1975). 

Among the truckers Mills (2007) spoke to, “freedom, independence, and control” were 

the most frequently cited rationales for doing the work (p. 86). Mills also notes that some 

drivers “identify with the pioneering spirit of stage-coach drivers and wagon masters” (p. 

84). Ouellett (1994) contends that truckers’ work identities are “based in class but still 

intertwined with gender” (p. 224). He finds that truck drivers are heavily influenced by 

‘traditional’ working class definitions of masculinity, and that they are determined to be 

seen as competent but not subservient. Ouellet (1994) further argues that truckers 

understand themselves to embody the mythic connotations of the road, which include: 

“escape, adventure, possibilities, loosened social bonds, and the implied individualism, 

self-containment, daring, strength, and bravery of its travelers” (p. 104; see also Rothe, 

1991, p. 33, 92). 

In the remainder of this chapter, I work to conceptualise operations of gender – 

and specifically old school masculinity – in the trucking industry in relation to historical 

and contemporary (neo)colonial and neoliberal capitalist processes. Automobility also 

has played and continues to play a defining role in these dynamics, including in regards 

to negotiations of embodiment and subjectivity. For now, one final note on my attempts 

to theorise articulations of old school masculinity as produced in and through interlocking 

systems of oppression and along specific axes of inequality: as McCall (2005) has 

argued, there is a difficult “complexity that arises when the subject of analysis expands 

to include multiple dimensions of social life and categories of analysis” (p. 1772). There 

are, for example, difficult questions about which axes of inequality have been included 

and excluded from study. My sustained focus on dynamics of race, class, and gender 

reflect the salience of these articulated categories to my research encounters – but this 
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should not be taken to imply that oppressive dynamics along and through other axes do 

not occur or abide in the social contexts I explore.  

Embodiment, Ethics, and Subjectivity 

Social theorists’ deliberations on the body and embodiment have encouraged 

attention to the conditions of possibility and the historically specific power relations that 

govern the formation, inscription, and disciplining of bodies (see, for example, Bourdieu, 

1984, 1990; Butler, 1993, 2004; Elias, 1978; Foucault, 1977, 1980, 1988, 1997; Stöler, 

2002). For Butler (1993), matter has no ontological moorings that are intelligible outside 

of language; rather, matter is knowable through discourse as a constitutive effect of 

power (p. 34-5).2 Bodies, then, are the productive effects of power, produced through 

and embedded in processes of signification (p. 31). In this regard, Butler (2004) 

emphasizes the simultaneously autonomous and public dimensions of the body: “It is 

through the body that gender and sexuality become exposed to others, implicated in 

social processes, inscribed by cultural norms, and apprehended in their social 

meanings…constituted as a social phenomenon in the public sphere, my body is and is 

not mine” (p. 20-21). Social norms govern and produce the materialisation of bodies 

(Butler, 1993) even as bodies are linked to the potential enforcement or reinscription of 

oppressive social norms (Butler, 2004). In discussing Butler’s theorisations of these 

relationships, Subramanian (2008) explains “Rather than understanding how gendered 

 
2 Materiality “designates a certain effect of power, or rather, is, power in its formative or 

constituting effects. Insofar as power operates successfully by constituting an object domain, a 
field of intelligibility, as a taken-for-granted ontology, its material effects are taken as material 
data or primary givens” (Butler, 1993, p. 34-35). 
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and racialised3 identities are made separately from the body, the making of these 

‘identities’…is the very making of the body itself” (p. 39). 

Butler’s work is enormously helpful in considering the relationship between 

gender norms, the making of subjects, and the materialisation of the bodies. However, 

her work is also contentious and has been criticised, in particular, by some anti-racist 

feminist scholars. Three of these critiques are especially relevant to this discussion. 

First, Butler fails to adequately theorise ‘race’ and the constitution of racialised bodies in 

her work. Second, greater attention needs to be paid to the role of spatiality and spatial 

power dynamics in the constitution of bodies and subjectivities. And finally, Butler’s 

theorisations do not fully apprehend the work of the body in the constitution of the self. 

In Bodies that Matter, Butler (1993) acknowledges that the heterosexual matrix 

governing the materialisation of bodies is always racialised (p. 18). However, her 

approach to racialisation is predominantly additive and has been widely critiqued as 

inadequate (Subramanian, 2008, p. 40). Other feminist, anti-racist, and anti- (or post) 

colonial scholars have long wrestled with these issues far more thoroughly. Fanon 

(1967) also recognised that identity is not merely read or projected onto the body, but 

that racialisation actually constitutes the body. During the same period, Memmi (1965) 

argued that everyday movements and social practices produce both the colonised and 

the coloniser. Spivak (1985, 1988, 1999) has powerfully critiqued the erasure of the 

bodies and subjectivities of colonised women in histories of imperial domination and 

resistance. And through detailed and nuanced analysis of the intimate and embodied 

practices and protocols of European colonisers, Stöler (2002) has shown how the 

imperial regulation of sexuality was directly concerned with the reproduction of racial 

difference. 

 
3 While some scholars – including Subramanian – use the term ‘racialised’ to refer exclusively to 

non-white bodies and peoples, I conceptualise whiteness within processes of racialisation. As 
Creese (2007) argues, racialisation “embodies all subjects, not only those identified as racially 
‘other,’ including members of dominant groups who may be treated as the ‘unraced’ standard 
against which others are judged. So, for example, ‘whiteness’ is a racialised category that has 
been central to the development of power relations in Canada and the United States but has 
often been invisible to those who embody it” (p. 193). This approach is in keeping with bell 
hooks’ (1992) assertion of the importance of rupturing the normalisation and invisibilisation of 
whiteness. For a dissenting approach, see Agnew (2009).  
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Stöler’s (2002) work is particularly relevant because – in tension with Butler’s 

formulations – she argues that white endogamy in European colonies was not a norm (p. 

2). Rather, she contends that the maintenance and exercise of imperial power required 

the enforcement of racialised politics of classification through the regulation of sexuality 

and intimacy. In doing so, she directly links the racialising governance of everyday 

intimacies, embodied practices, and sexualities (and concomitantly, in Butler’s terms, the 

materialisation of bodies) – or the “microphysics of colonial rule” – to the macropolitics of 

imperial rule (Stöler, 2002, p. 7, 1-21). Stöler’s work highlights that the constitution, 

inscription, and interpretation of gendered and racialised bodies is not only the 

productive result of normative relations, but further involves the application of specific 

forms of power and regimes of truth in historically and socially specific contexts. Her 

work encourages a locally situated analysis of forms of power being exercised and their 

contingent, contested implications for embodied practices and bodily materiality.4 

In keeping with these analytic imperatives, Foucault’s concept of positive ethics 

allows for a consideration of embodied subjectivities enmeshed in complex relations of 

power, while still encouraging an exploration of the work of the body in the constitution of 

the self. In discussions of positive ethics, Foucault (1997) was particularly interested in 

the role of practices (or care) of the self in the formation of the ethical subject. According 

to this definition, ethics is a way of being in the world, a set of practices and behaviours 

that embody and enact the ethical formation of the self (p. 206-207). Mahmood (2005) 

explains that Foucault “…conceives of ethics not as an Idea, or as a set of regulatory 

norms, but as a set of practical activities that are germane to a certain way of life. Ethics 

in this conception is embedded in a set of specific practices” (p. 27). For Foucault, 

practices of the self include those bodily, corporeal practices immanent to everyday life. 

Analyzing the locally specific, historically situated shape and character of techniques of 

the self is crucial to apprehending the formation of the ethical subject and their normative 

relations (Foucault, 1997; see also Mahmood, 2005, p. 27-30). As Mahmood (2005) 

explains: “the body is not a medium of signification but the substance and the necessary 

tool through which the embodied subject is formed” (p. 29). According to this formulation, 
 
4 As Phillips (2006) has noted, Stöler’s work is also compelling in that her analysis, language, and 

concepts are “profoundly spatial” (p. 8). Implicitly and explicitly, Stöler draws attention to the 
gendered, racialised, and classed spatial dynamics at work in the governance of sexuality. 
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analysing local and particular practices of the self is necessary to apprehending the 

formation of embodied subjects.  

I have found Foucault’s approach to positive ethics especially useful because it 

resonates with how my participants conceptualise a range of specific, embodied work 

practices both as evidence of, and as being integral to the creation of, an ethical self. In 

Ouellett’s (1994) words, “in the case of trucking, work is more than a battle for more 

money or better pay rates and against monotony and fatigue. It is a place where the self 

is forged” (p. 11). Foucault’s concept of positive ethics attends to the agency of the 

individual in the formation of the self, even as he consistently locates all such agency 

and selfhood within modes of subjectivation. In other words, Foucault locates individual 

capacities for action (or agency) in the formation of the self within historically contingent 

relations of subordination (see Foucault, 1977, 1978). He contends that such ethics are 

inherently political, and especially so when some people have the capacity to engage in 

ethical practices of the self and others do not (Foucault, 1997, p. 206-207). These 

understandings encourage a recognition that truckers’ ethical practices are political, 

especially as drivers’ capacities for engaging in the practices I explore here are 

profoundly shaped by multiple and interlocking hierarchies of inequality in the industry. 

Such hierarchies are also evident in the differential mobilities of automobility. 

Various scholars have emphasized the role of the differential mobilities of gendered, 

classed, and racialised bodies in the constitution of subjectivities (see, for example, 

Chappell, 2014; Cresswell & Merriman, 2011; Dant, 2005; Frohlick, 2008; Mellström, 

2001; Urry, 2004; Kent, 2015; Razack, 2002a; Seiler, 2006; Subramanian, 2008; Walker, 

1998). I turn now to a consideration of embodiment and differential mobilities in the 

context of automobility before examining local spatial and historical dimensions of 

Canadian automobility in greater depth and detail.  

Embodiment and Automobility 

Automobility has been defined differently by different scholars, with the most 

influential and all-encompassing of these definitions probably being Urry’s 

conceptualisation of automobility as a system (Urry, 2004; see Chapter 1, p. 11; see also 
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Böhm, Jones, Land & Paterson, 2006; Packer, 2008, p. 293-294). Urry (2004) 

expansively refers to the globally dominant “quasi private” system of autonomous 

motorised travel (p. 26; see also Conley & McLaren, 2009). While Urry (2004) 

emphasizes the self-generating and self-expanding characteristics of automobility, as 

Merriman (2009) points out, “there are clearly powerful economic and political actors and 

organisations who have a considerable ability to ‘organise’ and influence events in this 

system” (p. 587; see also Gartman, 2004; Trumper & Tomic, 2009). Conley and 

McLaren (2009) differentiate between automobility as a system and auto-mobility as the 

experiences entailed by the car (p. 1-2). They nonetheless emphasize the 

interdependence of the two, explaining “Autonomous motorized travel depends on the 

system of automobility to sustain and promote it, while the latter cannot exist without 

people who need or want auto-mobility” (p. 1). Further to these insights, scholars have 

pointed out that while automobility promises the freedom and autonomy of flexible travel, 

it is a ‘coercive freedom’ that shapes “both private and public spaces of all scales” 

(Sheller, 2004, p. 222; see also Urry, 2004). The self-expanding aspects of automobility 

increasingly necessitate car driving (Paterson, 2007) and rely on the subordination of 

alternative mobilities (Conley and McLaren, 2009; Featherstone, 2005; Paterson, 2007; 

Urry, 2004).  

Urry (2004) observes that embodied associations between drivers and cars 

discipline driving bodies and produce new subjectivities (p. 31; see also Dant, 2005; 

Kent, 2015). As Dant (2005) argues, “the car does not simply afford the driver mobility or 

have independent agency as an actant; it enables a range of humanly embodied actions 

available only to the driver-car” (p. 74). Similarly, Merriman (2009) explains: 

Driving is an embodied practice which requires specific skills, knowledge and 
forms of spatial awareness. There are entire industries built around the 
education, training and testing of drivers, but as drivers gain confidence and 
practical experience, the embodied actions of driving become habitual and 
automatic. […] Drivers engage with their vehicles, other vehicles, and the spaces 
of the road in complex, knowledgable, embodied ways… (p. 592).  

Understandings of vehicles as extensions of their drivers’ bodies have encouraged 

automobility scholars to explore the symbiotic assemblages or hybridisation that 

comprise the embodied relationship between drivers and vehicles (Beckmann, 2004; 
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Dant, 2005; Featherstone, 2005; Lupton, 1999; Merriman, 2006, 2009; Sheller, 2007). At 

the same time, researchers have argued that there is no universal or undifferentiated 

way of inhabiting or dwelling in vehicles (Merriman, 2009; Packer, 2008; Urry, 2004). 

Merriman (2009) goes on to explain that “motor vehicles and their drivers have long 

been caught up in racialised, gendered, sexualised, nationalised, globalised and 

localised processes and narratives of exclusion and inclusion, stereotyping and identity 

formation” (592). As Packer (2008) has shown, members of disenfranchised groups are 

especially likely to have their automotive engagements and practices demonised, 

obstructed, and targeted for surveillance and regulation.  

The spread of automobility further saw the development of powerful embodied 

associations between masculinity and the car, which arose around the 1930s (see 

Appendix A). Vehicles, as hardened shells moving through space, were increasingly 

associated with the male body and vice versa, as ‘men of steel’ (Forth, 2008, p. 175-

176). Scholars have pointed out that machinery symbolises and enacts power and 

control over nature, which is in keeping with constructions of colonial masculinities that 

emphasised men’s progressive domination and control over nature (Brandth & Haugen, 

2005, p. 92). Feminist scholar Wendy Faulkner (2001) has written about the “enduring 

symbolic association of masculinity and technology by which enduring cultural images 

and representations of technology converge with prevailing images of masculinity and 

power” (p. 79). As Brandth and Haugen (2005) explain: 

In the qualities of machinery, what is ‘big, hard, and powerful’, we recognize 
ideals of the male body…Physical strength and mechanical skills are masculine 
qualities, and men demonstrate these skills by using machinery. Machines are 
definitely a part of the performance of masculinity, and they inform significant 
others that the persons are in possession of qualities required of a ‘real man.’ (p. 
92) 

Vehicles provide men with opportunities to engage in assertions of masculinity through 

their embodied automotive practices, including driving and mechanical labour (Dummitt, 

2004; Forth, 2008; Mellström, 2001; Redshaw, 2008; Walker, 1998).  

Embodied associations between people and vehicles are also profoundly 

racialised. Zimmerman (1995) has argued that the car specifically signifies white 

masculinity, while more recent research has demonstrated the importance of the car to 
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diverse, culturally-specific assertions of masculinity (Bengry-Howell & Griffin, 2007; 

Chappell 2014; Mellström, 2001; Seiler, 2010, p. 9; Ramirez, 1996; Sugrue, 2013). 

Packer (2008) has shown how the automobiles themselves have been racialised, and 

the racial profiling of Black drivers has been a mechanism for the maintenance of white 

space and the denial of Black mobility (p. 189-230; see also Gilroy, 2001). Seiler (2006) 

argues that subjectivities are organised and reinforced through automobility. He 

contends that classed and racialised appropriations of the car and driving practices 

(such as white working class engagements in stock car racing, Chicano and Black 

lowriding, and Asian-American street racing) challenge conventions of ‘good driving’ in 

ways that inflect dominant practices “even in the fashioning of distinctive ‘ethnopolitical 

identit[ies]’” (p. 9). Chappell (2014) argues that through car customisation and use in 

cruising practices, Mexican Americans accomplish “lowrider embodiment” in which 

vehicles become “an extension and enlargement of the human body” (102; see also 

Ramirez, 1996). He elaborates on practices of lowrider embodiment to argue for 

emergent and relational conceptualisations of automobile subjectivities.  

Differential embodied associations are also evident in the trucking industry. In 

Sweden, Nehls (2001) found that there is an “almost symbiotic” relationship between 

drivers and their trucks, whereby “The meaning of the truck clearly stretches beyond the 

limits of work, and the truck influences both the drivers’ personal lives and their 

identities” (p. 78). He further explains that “Drivers who do not take care of their trucks 

are looked down upon” (p. 86). Often conceptualised as extensions of their own bodies, 

the rigs truckers drive take on a key role in their assertions of masculinity. The make, 

model, load capacity, trailer type, and outward appearance of a rig act as instantly 

recognizable masculine status symbols among a highly mobile and transient population 

(see Ouellet, 1994, p. 160-170). As I discuss later in this chapter and throughout the 

dissertation, embodied associations between truck drivers and their vehicles are also 

highly racialised (see also Agar, 1986, p. 101; Leone, 1970; Ouellett, 1994, p. 67; Rothe, 

1991, p. 26, 24). 

Researchers have shown that differential conceptualisations of embodied driving 

capacities and driver-vehicle relations are implicated in the governance of drivers’ 

bodies, which has become increasingly pervasive under neoliberalism and in relation to 
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a heightened emphasis on automotive safety (Böhm et al., 2006, p. 11-13; Beckmann, 

2004; MacGregor, 2002, 2009; Packer, 2008). Beckmann (2004) argues that the 

increasing focus on automotive safety has sped up driver-car hybridisation processes, 

especially in ways that remove agency from the driver and assign agency to the vehicle. 

He argues that the push for enhanced safety has driven the increasing incorporation of 

new technologies that automate tasks previously performed by the driver. Beckmann 

(2004) contends that  

The ‘remote-sensor’ inside the car takes over the tasks that were formerly 
performed by humans – that is, recording and responding to changes in 
environment – and leaves the driver with a heightened sense of independence. 
However, this autonomy and independence is fictitious […] Hybridization chains 
the driver to the car, it partially deprives the subject of its agency and hands it 
over to a so-called intelligent transport system. (p. 89).  

Beckmann (2004) argues that these trends are built on the assumption that “perfect 

hybrids don’t crash” (p. 91, emphasis original). He explains that such processes 

contribute to the illusion of safety that is integral to the system of automobility, as do 

such practices as crash scene response, investigation, and classification.  

 In the trucking industry, many technologies that are advertised on the basis of 

their capacities to enhance safety increasingly record and transmit data about truck 

drivers’ behaviours and location (Levy, 2015). ELDs have been advocated as a safety 

mechanism through their ability to monitor truckers’ driving times to ensure they comply 

with HoS regulations (Levy, 2015; McLean, 2016a). In the United States, it is estimated 

that between 30 and 50 percent of the trucking industry use such devices, and that 

uptake is heavily skewed to large trucking companies (Levy, 2015, p. 163). A 2016 

survey of 294 Canadian trucking companies found that more than three quarters of all 

trucks had ELDs installed, and nine out of ten companies with more than 200 trucks had 

ELDs in all their trucks (CTA, 2016). In December of 2017, electronic logging devices will 

become mandatory in the United States, and the Canadian government has announced 

its intention to harmonise its electronic logging regulations (but not HoS regulations) 

(Transport Canada, 2017).  

Larger firms are also highly likely to use electronic fleet management systems. 

These systems incorporate electronic logs and, among other things, record and transmit 
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detailed information about trucks and drivers (including driving times, locations, 

departures, arrivals, speed, fuel efficiency, idling time, cargo status, diagnostic 

information, lane departures and braking and acceleration patterns) (Levy, 2015, p. 163-

165). Some companies also install two-way cameras in the cab of the vehicle to 

constantly monitor both the road and the driver (Balay, 2017). In the United States, Levy 

(2015) found that employers utilise information from fleet management systems to 

consolidate organisational control over drivers not only by using them as tools for 

performance assessment, but also by strategically deploying information within truckers’ 

social lives. To adopt Beckmann’s (2004) language, Levy’s work helps demonstrate how 

safety-justified technologies are at work not only in vehicle-driver hybridisation 

processes, but also increasingly in the governance and control of those embodied 

relationships. At the same time, Packer’s (2008) work suggests that new technologies 

may be used in innovative ways to challenge and resist the governance of truckers’ 

mobilities. He shows how this was the case in the 1970s when American independent 

truckers employed the CB radio to organise wildcat strikes and evade police 

enforcement of a fifty-five mile per hour speed limit intended to save fuel during the oil 

crises (p. 161-188). 

Merriman (2009) explains: “Motorists may inhabit road and car space differently, 

but their actions and modes of dwelling-in-the-car-on-the-road are expected to conform 

with the extensive, proscriptive, official and unofficial (nationalised and localised) rules of 

the road” (p. 591). Although they are enmeshed in the broader dynamics of automobility, 

conceptualisations of truck driving bodies and the ethics of specific trucking practices 

among British Columbia-based long haul truckers are also situated in local and national 

historical and social contexts. In the following section, I begin to trace out those contexts 

in greater detail.  

“Men of Special Experience”: Historically Situating BC 
Truckers 

Critical automobility scholars have problematised the deeply embedded and 

broad-based social reliance on cars. Researchers have drawn attention to wide-ranging 

issues including environmental degradation and social ecological impacts (Dowling & 
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Simpson, 2013; Freund & Martin, 1993; Martin, 2007, 2009, 2015; Walks 2015a), 

economic implications (Dodson & Sipe, 2008, 2009; Henderson, 2006; Walks 2015b); 

traffic safety, deaths, and injuries (Buliung et al., 2015; Esbester & Wetmore, 2015; 

MacGregor, 2009; Norton, 2015, Roberts 1993; Wetmore, 2015), and the dynamics of 

inequality within car culture (Conley & McLaren, 2009, p.2; Gilroy, 2001; Henderson, 

2006; Packer, 2008; Pirie, 2011; Reid-Musson, 2014; Seiler, 2006). Research 

concerning the exclusions, inequities, and casualties of automobility provide a theoretical 

basis to discuss the dynamics of gender, racialisation, and negotiations of embodied 

subjectivity among British Columbia-based long haul truckers. As Conley and McLaren 

(2009) point out, issues of class exclusion have fuelled critiques of the automobile since 

the beginning of the automobile age (p. 3); such critiques have been extended by the 

work of critical automobility researchers (Conley & McLaren, 2009; Freund & Martin, 

1993; Jones & Lucas, 2012; McLaren & Parusel, 2011; McShane, 1995; Norton, 2008). 

Scholars have explored the various ways that car culture has destabilised, perpetuated, 

and intensified gender inequalities (Berger, 1986; Clarsen, 2008; McLaren & Parusel, 

2014; Sanger, 1995; Scharff, 1991). Recently, there has been an increased focus on the 

role of automobility in processes of racialisation, including the constitution of racialised 

bodies and spaces (Gilroy, 2001; Henderson, 2006; Morton, 2016; Nicholson & Sheller, 

2016; Packer, 2008; Pirie, 2011; Reid-Musson, 2014; Seiler, 2006; Sheller, 2015). 

Much of this work has involved locally situated explorations of the diverse social, 

embodied, and spatial exclusions inherent to automobility. Walker (1998) points out that 

although car culture is world-wide, local manifestations of it are unique (p. 26). In 

Canada and British Columbia more specifically, truckers’ classed, gendered, and 

racialised negotiations of subjectivity emerge out of a specific history of colonial 

automobility. However, there is a lack of comprehensive or focused critical research 

historicising the emergence of automobility in British Columbia (or Canada more 

broadly). In this section, I provide a brief synopsis of the implementation of colonial 

automobility in British Columbia, paying specific attention to the development of the 

trucking industry and the processes through which the white working class male body 

came to be established as the normative trucker. Although the persistence of slavery in 

the American South led to early, regionally-specific links being drawn between trucking 

and a denigrated black masculinity (Leone, 1970, p. 8-9), elsewhere in North America 
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the relationship between trucking and colonisation, as well as the manifest physical 

rigors of the job, led to strong associations between trucking and working class white 

men from very early on (Ouellet, 1994; Thomas, 1979). These associations were 

entrenched over time, especially with the mass expansion of the industry during World 

War II and the rise of the Teamsters. Among truckers in my study, these historical 

dynamics profoundly influenced drivers’ conceptualisations of space, negotiations of self, 

and engagements in processes of Othering. 

Roads, Space, and Automobility 

“The story of trucking begins with the history of roads” (Francis, 2012, p. 26). 

Razack (2002b) contends that it has been through the degradation and 

dispossession of the Indigenous Other that white men were and are established as the 

normative Canadian citizens, entitled both to the land and to all the benefits that 

citizenship entails (p. 126-129). She explains that, through such processes, white men 

have come to be associated with spaces of modernity and citizenship, Indigenous 

bodies are associated with primitive and degenerate space, and people of colour “are 

imagined as outside the nation” (Razack, 2000, p. 129). Similar processes are evident in 

the British Columbia-based trucking industry, whereby despite complex histories trucking 

is imagined as the specific heritage of white working class men. In part, these imaginings 

resonate with the important role that trucking has played in establishing white settler 

colonialism in the province.  

Automobiles were common prior to the existence of extensive road networks in 

British Columbia (Evans, 1996, p. 22). Early colonial roadway expansion occurred in fits 

and starts, and in accordance with nation-building imperatives (see Evans, 1992, p. 22; 

Barman, 1991, p. 78-79). Initial road builders in the province often took over established 

Indigenous travel networks (Ministry of Transportation and Highways, n.d.). Indigenous 

activists, meanwhile, have consistently focused on roadways and road-building projects 

as vital sites of struggle. The Tshilqot’in War is an early example of such resistance to 

settler colonial and imperialist road building, and provides a compelling study of how 
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exercises of imperial power were crucial to the establishment of early colonial 

automobility and, concomitantly, to British Columbia as a white settler society.  

The Tshilqot’in territories are located alongside an ancient Indigenous trade route 

that was the precursor to the Trans-Canada Highway (Lutz, 2008, p. 120). In 1864, 

members of the Tshilqot’in nation violently resisted attempts by white colonists to build 

roads through their territories to the Cariboo goldfields.5 The road building crew and one 

white settler were killed. As Lutz (2008) explains, “The plans for a road died with the 

road crew. Even today, the pre-historic trails remain the only link between Bute inlet and 

the Chilcotin Plateau” (p. 138). However, resistance came at a heavy price for the 

Tshilqot’in people. After being lured to fictitious peace talks, five Tshilqot’in leaders were 

arrested and hanged. Despite ongoing efforts to have him repatriated, one of those 

leaders – Chief Ahan – is still believed to be entombed beneath a New Westminster 

parking lot (Pawson, 2016). These historical contexts continue to resonate in 

contemporary local manifestations of automobility and gendered and racialised 

processes therein. 

The Tshilqot’in uprising and entombing of Chief Ahan are powerful examples of 

the violent links between colonial roads and assertions of imperial power in British 

Columbia, but they are hardly singular occurrences. As is true elsewhere in Canada, 

Indigenous peoples in the province have a long history of using road blockades to resist 

colonial expansion and resource extraction. There are a number of more well-known 

examples of these resistances, including the Nuu-chah-nulth activism in Clayquot 

Sound. However, roadblocks on a smaller scale are an enduring feature of non-urban 

political life in British Columbia (see Blomley, 1996). I was eleven when my communities 

were torn apart by racism and class anger surrounding the 1990 Lil’wat blockade to 

resist logging and protect ancient burial grounds and pictographs (see Crompton, 2006). 

The largely unsolved murders and disappearances of mostly Indigenous women and 

 
5 A confluence of factors contributed to the uprising. The white road crew who were killed 

reportedly used their food provisions to sexually exploit desperate and starving Tshilqot’in 
women (Lutz, 2008). Moreover, the road workers left Victoria at the height of a deadly smallpox 
epidemic, which would kill fully one third of Indigenous people in British Columbia. Lutz (2008) 
reports that, after their arrival, “the most lethal smallpox epidemic since the start of European 
settlement entered the Chilcotin Plateau” (p. 132).   
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girls along British Columbia’s Highway of Tears are an ongoing flashpoint for resistance 

to patriarchal (neo)colonial automobility (CSFS, 2017; NWAC, 2010).6 

Colonial authorities, meanwhile, have generally viewed roadways as vital to 

establishing and maintaining a white settler society (Evans, 1996). These imperatives 

were considered all the more urgent due to British Columbia’s geographic isolation from 

the rest of Canada and the relatively late and turbulent colonisation of the province 

(Perry, 2001). Road-building projects and the expansion of the trucking industry within 

Canadian borders were explicitly intended to resist American expansionism and facilitate 

white settlers’ incursion into Indigenous territories (Evans, 1996; Lutz, 2008). Evans 

(1996) explains that the “major provincial trunk routes were initially created to connect 

the province to the nation, rather than to integrate regions within the province” (p. 22; 

see also Barman, 1991, p. 78-79). British Columbia road building remained a sporadic 

affair, with two major construction phases taking place during World War II and under 

Premier Bennett’s 1952-1972 administration (Evans, 1996, p. 44; Barman, 1991, p. 281). 

The latter push was an explicitly ‘civilising project’ intended to expand the capitalist 

colonial economy and consumption patterns into hinterland areas – a colonial vision that 

relied on the expansion of the trucking industry. 

Despite rudimentary truck technology and the lack of extensive road networks 

outside of the Lower Fraser Valley and some southern portions of Vancouver Island, by 

the 1930s some intra-provincial truck transport had begun. Many highways were 

eventually built over old wagon roads, and old express companies were the initial larger 

trucking concerns (Evans, 1996). Evans (1996) explains these companies replaced 

horses with trucks, and “already had a system of way-houses and other support 

structures in place and they were used to running regular scheduled service over difficult 

roads” (p. 35). Roads were dangerous and traversed isolated terrain, weather was 

unpredictable, and trucks often broke down. Physical strength, self reliance, and 

mechanical skills were integral to the job (Craig, 1977). Truckers’ labour was valued not 

 
6 Other recent examples of resistances through artistic and documentary productions include the 

musical The Road Forward, the film documentary Colonisation Road (St. John & Brady, 2016), 
and the virtual reality documentary Highway of Tears (Jackson, 2016), among others.  



 

50 

only for the colonial goods they transported, but also for the news and information they 

brought with them.  

Truckers’ journeys could be and were interpreted in terms of heroic white 

masculinity, as triumphs of ingenuity, skill, determination and technology. Speaking 

about truckers hauling from the 1920s on, former British Columbia truck driver Frank 

White explained “I looked up to truckers. They were the only people who saw the country 

in those days. They were respected. People sought them out, wanted their opinions. 

They were men of special experience” (quoted in Francis, 2012, p. 10; see also White, 

2013). These interpretations are also reflected in modern histories of the British 

Columbia trucking industry: 

I do know that driving in those early days was a real adventure and the B.C. 
pioneer trucker served a really important function in the social history of the 
province. Without his hauling, settlers would have been much more reluctant to 
take up land away from railways, and there would not have been the same 
development of mining, ranching and farming, and so on, without freight service 
along the roads of BC. (Craig, 1977, p. 23) 

Like the explorers and fur traders of an earlier era, truckers were the pathfinders 
who opened up new routes through the interior of the province, connecting 
communities to each other and forging links between metropolitan centres on the 
coast and the smaller towns and villages of the hinterland. The ‘Romance of the 
Road’ was not just an advertising slogan; it meant something to the drivers who 
battled the elements with their loads and to the folks who relied on them to make 
it through. (Francis, 2012, p. 8) 

From the outset, then, truckers were associated with pioneering settler colonialism, and 

the gendered meanings attached to their spatial movements can be understood, in 

Razack’s (2002a) terms, as “racial journeys into personhood” (p. 13-14). 

Scholars contend that colonial encounters with racialised Others provided a 

proving ground for white imperial masculinity, a masculinity “where adventurous, but 

civilised white men tame or defeat savage men of colour” (Nagel, 1998, p. 251; see also 

Forth, 2008; Razack, 2000, 2002a, 2002b). Manhood – and nationhood – were achieved 

by traveling into liminal spaces, encountering the racialised Other, and returning to 

‘civilised’ European space unscathed (Razack, 2002a, p. 13-14; 2002b, p. 134). Razack 

(2002a) contends that it is still through such identity-making spatial journeys that elite 
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white men in settler societies, and specifically Canada, come to know themselves. In 

such ‘racial journeys into personhood,’ white men travel from white respectable spaces 

(of ‘civilisation’, law, and rationality) into racialised, degenerate spaces (of Indigeniety, 

prostitution, and violence). In returning to respectable space and thereby succeeding in 

their encounter with the racial Other, they confirm themselves as white men with the 

ability to assert control and mastery (Razack, 2002a, p. 13-14). 

As I explore throughout this dissertation, it is through similar such journeys that 

truckers come to know themselves as truckers; as masterful drivers who dominate the 

spaces they traverse, manoeuvring the shifting, weighted, articulated space of the truck 

through constantly changing and unpredictable roadways imagined to be filled with 

dangerously incompetent and feminised drivers. The specific geography of British 

Columbia is a factor in colonial masculine gender accomplishments: rugged mountain 

roads, changeable and challenging weather conditions, wildlife, and the remoteness of 

much of the province all factor into truckers’ ‘man versus nature’ identity performances. 

Historically, creating the means for transporting people and goods across these 

immense and dangerous spaces has been central to Canadian colonial projects and 

national identity.7 In contemporary contexts, national highways, big rigs, and ice roads 

facilitate neo-colonialism through continued resource extraction on traditional Indigenous 

territories throughout Canada, with all the environmental, health, and social 

consequences this entails. At the same time, the exclusionary history of colonial 

automobility has ongoing implications for the participation – or lack of participation – of 

women and non-white men in the industry.  

 
7 For Sir John A. Macdonald and many others, only the creation of a coast-to-coast railway could 

solidify the Dominion’s hold on ‘the great white north’ and secure Canada’s survival as a nation. 
The inordinate impact of the railway’s construction on Indigenous communities and ways of 
being, and the often-fatal exploitation of poor and non-white workers that its construction 
required were utterly subordinated to nation-building imperatives. 
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Figure 2.1 Fieldwork Photo, Interior British Columbia (Summer 2011). 

White Male Dominance and Bodily Exclusions in the Trucking 
Industry 

Historically, women and racialised men were formally and informally excluded 

from the trucking industry in North America in myriad ways. Among other factors, 

increasingly pervasive negative stereotypes against women drivers (Berger, 1986; 

Clarsen, 2008), their heightened caregiving responsibilities, and their cultural association 

with the domestic sphere significantly barred their entry into the highly masculinised 

profession. Scholars have argued that working and middle class masculine identities of 

the early twentieth century were challenged by the rise of Fordist approaches to 

industrial labour (Forth, 2008, p. 172-176). These new approaches replaced the harsh 

factory working conditions that required a physical and mental ‘man against machine’ 

approach with unthinking, deskilled, repetitive labour (Forth, 2008, p. 173; see also Jain, 

2004). Somewhat ironically, the spread of automobility to the middle and working 

classes (facilitated, especially, by Ford’s introduction of the Model T in 1908) provided 

new opportunities for the achievement of masculine identities through often physically 

demanding expressions of mechanical skill (Forth, 2008, p. 177-178). These shifts were 

to have a huge impact on the gendered power relations of automobility. 
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While the opportunities for driving were still restricted to the wealthy, elite white 

women automobilists had a fair measure of success in asserting themselves into car 

culture, in part through constructing their identities in opposition to white working class 

men and people of colour (Clarsen, 2008, p. 10, 27). Although these wealthy white 

women were often cast as frivolous subjects of automobility, the automobile was also 

identified with white women’s freedom, inasmuch as it was advertised as a way for them 

to escape the isolation of home and as it was taken up as a symbol of women’s 

liberation by the American suffragette movement (Clarsen, 2008, p. 3, 5, 86-103, 158). 

Scharff (1991) argues that the automobile was an important site of struggle over 

women’s access to public space and that automobiles themselves were constructed 

around cultural understandings of masculinity and femininity. She explains that the 

women who first challenged the car as a masculine domain had the dual advantages of 

wealth and social status (Scharff, 1991, p. 17). As a private possession, the automobile 

provided such women with a partial bridge into public life; the car, 

opened up the possibility of independent mobility for those who used it. 
Extending the potential to women meant both expanding the private sphere 
into the realm of transportation and, paradoxically, puncturing woman’s 
‘sphere’ by undermining the already strained notion that a woman’s place 
was in the home. Coming as it did in the Progressive Era, a time in which 
women’s work, family roles, and political rights were the subject of 
considerable discussion and the locus of tremendous change, the auto 
represented a new, movable field upon which women’s struggle for power 
and autonomy would be played. (Scharff, 1991, p. 25) 

However, as Clarsen (2008) has argued, early white women automobilists were “fully 

imbricated in all the power relations of their era” and often exploited their race and class 

privilege in oppressive ways even as they contested their gendered exclusion (p. 10).  

Despite these early contestations, as the masculine associations of the car 

became entrenched, increasingly negative stereotypes against women drivers emerged, 

gaining momentum by around the 1930s (Berger, 1986; Clarsen, 2008). Jain (2004) 

argues that, once defined and organised as male space, the automobile’s masculine 

associations were ‘viciously guarded’: at the institutional level, women were banned from 

auto clubs and racing; at the familial level, cars increased women’s domestic labour and 

their mobility deprivation relative to men; and at the cultural level, women’s relationship 
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to cars was increasingly sexualised (see also Redshaw, 2008). This sexualisation was 

taken up in institutionalised discourses such as law, as powerfully demonstrated by 

Sanger’s (1995) exploration of how American jurisprudence has consistently viewed a 

woman’s act of entering a car as consent to sexual relations. Jain (2004) points out that 

the symbolic associations between the automobile and masculinity have resulted in the 

virtual exclusion of women “from whole professions that range from automobile and 

safety engineering, design, sales, repair, policy making, racing, road construction, and, 

until recently, urban planning” (p. 198). 

Invocations of old school trucker masculinities are augmented by strategic 

appeals to the gendered meanings inherent in colonial automobility, and specifically 

associations between masculinity, civilisation, driving and vehicles. Historically and 

today, women have been excluded from the most privileged constructions of the 

labourer and the driver, and longstanding stereotypes associate women with 

incompetent and irrational driving practices (Berger, 1986; Clarsen, 2008). Mellström 

(2001) argues that vehicles act as a nexus for masculine social interaction, ones that 

men use to create highly gendered spaces. As Walker (1998) points out, the widespread 

perception that men’s ostensibly superior capacities for driving and mechanical skill are 

‘natural’ and innate allows for the strategic legitimisation of male claims to power and 

privilege through technological dominance. Strategic claims of male dominance through 

reference to driving skill are also situated in local and national histories. Dummitt (2004) 

has argued that constructing men as safe and rational drivers was an important part of 

re-imagining and re-constituting postwar masculinity in Vancouver.  

To be sure, constructions of men as especially safe and rational drivers exist 

alongside normative associations between masculinity and high-risk driving and riding 

behaviours (see Redshaw, 2008; Vick, 2003). Redshaw (2008) discusses how these 

associations are especially acute for young male drivers. Young men tend to consider 

themselves more skilled drivers than their peers and are more likely to engage in high-

risk and dangerous driving behaviours (Redshaw, 2008, p. 81; see also Gregersen, 

1996; Harré, Forrest, & O’Neill, 2005; Walker, Butland, & Connell, 2000). However, 

these constructions are in productive tension rather than in conflict with each other. It is 

the very idea that men are ipso facto skilled and competent drivers that encourages 



 

55 

dangerous driving behaviours among men. In keeping with this formulation, in her 

consideration of driving as a social and cultural practice, Redshaw (2008) found that 

young men in her study “demonstrated confidence in their own abilities and a willingness 

to maintain that risky driving was not risky if you were a good enough driver” (p. 100). If 

‘real men’ are conceptualised as intrinsically and especially skilled drivers, then 

engaging in difficult driving practices (involving, presumably, a rational assessment of 

the limits of one’s own exceptional driving capacities) becomes an obvious mechanism 

for enacting masculinity. Similarly, truckers have long been associated with a roguish 

masculinity and risky driving behaviours (see Agar, 1986, Handsley, 2009; Stern, 1975). 

However, the most valorised enactments of such roguish trucking masculinities portray 

them as uniquely skilled drivers who are able to accomplish near-impossible feats of 

driving (as, for example, in the iconic Smokey and the Bandit movies). Although I 

encountered truckers who occasionally invoked or celebrated such risky driving 

practices (usually as old road stories), overall drivers tended to argue that ‘real’ truckers 

always know their limits, and dangerous driving was strongly condemned.  

In complex ways, white male dominance and normative gender dynamics in the 

trucking industry are also historically bound into processes of racialisation. In Canada, 

the capacity for Indigenous men or women to engage in trucking labour early on was 

significantly precluded by racist social exclusion and the pass laws of the Indian Act. 

Prior to the opening of Highway 1 through Roger’s Pass in the early 1960s, Canadian 

long haul truckers usually travelled through the United States. Black men travelling in the 

United States – and especially the Southern states – struggled to find sleeping or eating 

establishments that would allow them (Leone, 1970, p. 57). Such barriers existed 

alongside concerted efforts to establish British Columbia as a white settler society.  

White colonisers often forcibly attempted to deny entry to, control, and expel non-

white bodies from the province and nation (see Lutz, 2008; Nayar, 2012; Perry, 2001). 

As the Komagata Maru incident highlights (see Hickman, 2014; Johnston, 2014), 

colonial authorities and everyday colonists organised to enforce white dominance and 

imperial control, including by expelling South Asian bodies from the province and 

colonial social imaginary. To block South Asian immigration from India, in 1908 the 

Canadian government passed a continuous journey regulation that prohibited the 
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immigration of people who did not arrive in Canada on a continuous journey and on 

tickets purchased prior to leaving the country of their birth or nationality. In 1914, Gurdit 

Singh attempted to challenge the racist law and chartered the Komagata Maru to 

transport 376 passengers from Punjab to British Columbia. Although the local Indian 

community organised to support the travellers, only 24 passengers were permitted entry. 

The remaining 352 passengers were forced to return to India, where they were detained. 

Nineteen passengers were killed, and many of the rest were imprisoned or kept under 

village arrest for years (see Hickman, 2014; Johnston, 2014). This is one of many 

examples of colonial efforts to firmly establish Canada and British Columbia as a white 

settler society.8 

Enactments of imperial power and the expulsion of non-white bodies were 

always partial and contested undertakings, due in large part to the active and 

determined resistances of people of colour and their communities. Just as the 

colonisation of the province “was never an all-white endeavour” (Perry, 2001, p. 14), 

people of colour participated in the British Columbia-based trucking industry from very 

early on. Although historical research on the topic is very poor, at least some Chinese-

owned businesses in Vancouver were providing delivery service in the 1920s, and in the 

1930s there were Chinese truckers hauling produce into the Interior of the province 

(Francis, 2012; Craig, 1977, p. 72). By mid-century at least some women and Japanese 

men hauled for companies in British Columbia (Fieldnotes, Spring 2016; Francis, 2012). 

As early as the 1920s, when provincially-based trucking was in its infancy, Punjabi 

truckers worked both as company drivers and independent owner operators (Nayar, 

2012).  

Although usually incidental to their broader concerns, other research also 

suggests the prevalence of gendered racialising processes in the industry. Leone (1970) 

has written about the history of black truckers in America, and of white truckers’ and 

union members’ active resistance to their participation in the industry. For example, 
 
8 As Nayar (2012) points out, “the federal government imposed various discriminatory measures 

in immigration law, such as the head tax on the Chinese (1885-1923), the continuous journey 
clause for East Indians (1908-47), and the internment of the Japanese during the Second 
World War. In addition, BC took away the right to vote from the Chinese in 1874, the Japanese 
in 1895, and the East Indians in 1908” (p. 15). 
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white male union officials drew on the sexual associations of the truck and discourses 

against miscegenation in order to justify the exclusion of black male workers from the 

industry (Leone, 1970). The only black trucker in Agar’s (1986) research recalls 

struggling with infantilising white paternalism from a white male boss and his wife (p. 

101). Ouellet (1994) notes that the only Hispanic driver at any of the firms he worked for 

was consistently given the most monotonous assignment with the least opportunities to 

accomplish the masculine norms of the industry (p. 67). Rothe (1991), meanwhile, 

documents both white truckers’ racism on the radio and their denigration of the driving 

abilities and ethics of ‘ethnic’ and specifically “East Indian” drivers (p. 26, 24).  

This brief overview is intended to highlight that contemporary negotiations of 

power and subjectivity in the British Columbia-based long haul trucking industry are 

situated in complex and contested histories. By the latter half of the twentieth century, 

associations between trucking and white working class men, as well as between men 

and good driving, were well established in British Columbia. Despite the widespread 

contemporary stigmatisation of trucking masculinities, in British Columbia and 

elsewhere, long haul truckers were long thought of as ‘men of special experience’ and 

‘knights of the road’ who could be counted on to assist wayward travellers on their 

journeys (Hamilton, 2008; Ouellet, 1994). As I now explore, neoliberal and neo-colonial 

influences on trucking labour currently present new challenges to truckers’ self-

conceptions and embodied work practices – challenges that are implicated in 

contemporary dynamics of gender and racialisation in the industry. 

Embattled Masculinity, Neoliberalism, and Nation-Building 

Trucking is a social nexus where an array of neoliberal shifts in regulations and 

public policy coalesce; there is the direct neoliberalisation of the industry through, for 

example, deregulation and increasingly individualised, targeted surveillance and 

regulations; as well as more diffuse influences such as ‘free trade,’ the broad industrial 

movement to just-in-time shipping practices, de-unionisation and the weakening of 

labour movements, and increasingly neoliberal approaches to road infrastructure and 

traffic safety. These pressures exist alongside a wide range of other factors that also 

influence truckers’ shifting work practices and the depreciating status of trucking labour 
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(including, but not limited to, heightened fuel costs, increased traffic, rapid technological 

change, post-9/11 national and international security regimes; and shifting ideas about 

fatherhood and men’s participation in family life). The neoliberalisation of the trucking 

industry, as well as neo-colonial immigration and labour strategies, have exacerbated a 

sense of embattled masculinity among many truckers. In response, many of the white 

male truckers in my study sought to assert dominance through enactments of old school 

trucking masculinities. In doing so, they draw on Canadian national mythologies and 

engage in gendered and racialised practices of Othering. 

Recent decades have seen huge shifts in the economy that have impacted the 

normative status of white working class masculinity within broader society, as well as the 

trucking industry more specifically. Scholars have shown that there has been a move 

away from valorisations of manhood that emphasize physical strength, manual labour, 

emotional reserve, and independence. These changes are often related to the economy, 

with current constructions of hegemonic masculinity emphasizing intellect, team 

leadership, upward mobility and increased emotional sensitivity (Kenway & Kraack, 

2004, p. 98-99; Lott, 1997; Ouellet, 1994, p. 101-102). Those masculine formations that 

most closely accord with white working class manhood have lost status since the 1960’s 

amid a decline in manufacturing and concomitant erosion in the expectation of stable 

employment for working class men (Kenway & Kraack, 2004, 98-99; Lott, 1997; Mac an 

Gaill & Haywood, 2007; Poltz, 2013; Simpson et al., 2016; Stahl, 2015; Weis, 2004; 

Weis, Proweller, & Centrie, 2004).  

Researchers have widely associated working class masculinity with ‘shop floor 

culture,’ or repetitive, dehumanising labour undertaken in the contained spaces of the 

shop floor (Willis, 1979, 2004; see also Forth, 2008; Pyke, 1996; Weis, 2004). Truck 

driving masculinities have never reached hegemonic status, and their association with 

the working classes has carried historically variable degrees of stigma. There were 

always somewhat pejorative, class-based associations between truck drivers and an 

inconstant, roguish masculinity. However, longstanding associations between vehicles 



 

59 

and freedom,9 as well as driving and masculinity, combined to produce a perception of 

trucking as a form of particularly masculine working class labour, enabling greater 

freedom and autonomy than would be possible in, for example, warehouse or factory 

work (see Agar, 1986; Ouellett, 1994; Rothe, 1991; Stern, 1975). The celebration of 

trucking masculinities arguably reached its zenith in the mid 1970s to early 1980s in 

North America, when songs like “Convoy” and movies such as “Smokey and the Bandit” 

topped the charts (see Packer, 2008; Mills 2007a, 2007b; Strand, 2012, p. 177-178).  

Since that time, however, the status of trucking masculinities in broader culture 

has significantly eroded. Despite residual associations with frontier masculinity and as 

“knights of the road,” in contemporary society truckers are widely associated with a 

stigmatised masculinity. These associations are highly embodied: stereotypical 

depictions of truckers invoke images of a filthy, fat, licentious white working class man 

(see Mills, 2007a, 2007b; Strand, 2012, p. 177-178). In keeping with Cartesian binaries, 

the hyper-embodied stereotypical trucker is also assumed to be stupid. Truckers have 

been increasingly depicted as hard-living partiers, womanisers, and potential criminals. 

Especially since the mid to late 1960s, truckers have been widely associated with drug 

use, and in particular the use of illegal stimulants to ‘get the job done’ (Davey, Richards, 

& Freeman, 2006; Quinlan et al., 2006). Truckers are also commonly associated with 

prostitution, especially at truck stops (Dannefer & Poushinsky, 1979; Ouellet, 1994; 

Rothe, 1991; Stern, 1975; Thomas, 1979). Truckers have been implicated and/or 

convicted in the murders and disappearances of hundreds of women (CBC, 2013; FBI, 

2009; Kirton, 2009; Lau, 2015; Strand, 2012), and popular culture depictions of truckers 

as sex-motivated killers are relatively commonplace. 

In current contexts, truckers’ awareness of such stereotypes combines with their 

declining working conditions and increased labour precarity to encourage a sense of 

 

9 These associations exist despite that automobility is rooted in decidedly illiberal foundations 
(Reid-Musson, 2014; Packer, 2008; Rajan, 2006) and the limited and exclusive freedoms 
associated with vehicles are, in Sheller’s (2004) words, a “coercive freedom” (p. 221). Merriman 
(2009) points out “Cars or ‘autos’ promise autonomy, but…the ‘promise’ of autonomy obscures 
the reliance and entwining of these mobilities with global economic networks, environmental 
resources, political legislature, and expansive infrastructure” (p. 586).  
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embattled masculinity. Shifts in Canadian immigration and nation-building strategies, 

including the implementation of problematic guest worker programs, have generally 

augmented this sense of embattled white masculinity. Such changes factor into white 

truckers’ perceptions of disadvantage relative to presumed and actual recent immigrants 

and migrant workers. They also resonate with contemporary manifestations of Canadian 

national mythologies. Razack (2002a) explains that national mythologies are stories that 

“enable citizens to think of themselves as part of a community, defining who belongs and 

who does not belong to the nation” (p. 2). She contends that in addition to being 

profoundly spatialised, such narratives are implicated in interlocking systems of classed, 

gendered, and racialised oppression.  

Razack (2002) argues that more recent iterations of Canadian national 

mythologies hold that 

…the land, once empty and later populated by hardy settlers, is now besieged 
and crowded by Third World refugees and migrants who are drawn to Canada by 
the legendary niceness of European Canadians, their well-known commitment to 
democracy, and the bounty of their land. The ‘crowds’ at the border threaten the 
calm, ordered spaces of the original inhabitants. (p. 4) 

As I later discuss, white truckers draw on such themes when making claims that the 

industry is being ‘over-run’ or ‘taken over’ by immigrant truckers. In doing so, they also 

commonly assume that any non-white person is an immigrant. This, too, is in keeping 

with national mythologies. Scholars point out that, in recent decades, multiculturalism 

has played an increasingly important role in the Canadian national imaginary. Despite 

this, Creese (2007) argues that nationalist discourses remain complexly racialised: 

“…with common-sense discourses constructing people of colour as immigrants, and 

immigrants as people of colour…The implication is that white ethnic communities have a 

longer lineage that somehow makes them ‘more Canadian’ than others” (p. 355-356). 

Such constructions ignore the historical participation of non-white settlers in Canadian 

colonisation (Perry, 2001), and that “three out of every ten people of colour in Canada 

were born in Canada, and many can trace their Canadian heritage back several 

generations” (Creese, 2007, p. 197). In the trucking industry, these dynamics are 

especially evident when white truckers use the term ‘New Canadian’ as a coded racial 

epithet primarily for South Asian truckers (McLean, 2016b, p. 48-49). However, 
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engagements in racialised politics of blame in the context of heightened labour precarity 

are by no means unique to the truck drivers in my study. Scholars have observed similar 

dynamics among white working class men more broadly (Fine et al., 1997; Lott, 1997; 

Paap, 2006; Weis et al., 2004, p. 130). Paap (2006) argues that employers are complicit 

in these processes, as their laments about equal employment policies and discourses 

increase white working class men’s sense of risk and uncertainty, creating animosity and 

pushing white men to work harder for less pay and at increased physical risk in order to 

prove themselves the ‘genuine article’ (p. 100).  

As previously discussed, truckers’ experiences of labour precarity have 

worsened significantly since the onset of deregulation in the 1980s. Initial trucking 

regulation occurred in response to pressures from the railways and upheaval in the 

trucking industry that occurred during the Great Depression. Prior to deregulation, rate 

controls limited price competition, while route and commodity controls restricted service 

competition (Madar, 2000). Canadian provinces and motor carriers initially resisted 

deregulatory initiatives, but new standards were passed five years after the Canada-

United States Trucking War of the early 1980s.10 Madar (2000) explains, 

When deregulation exposed motor carriers to the full force of competition, their 
worst expectations came to pass. […] Carriers unable to adjust closed their 
doors, often after years of struggle, producing the industry’s highest rates of 
failure since the Depression. Worse, in both countries deregulation coincided 
with a serious recession – 1980-2 for American deregulation and 1990-2 for 
Canadian deregulation.  (p. 4) 

Belzer (2000) contends that deregulation in the United States is significantly responsible 

for widespread “low wages, long hours, and unsafe and unsanitary working conditions” 

among truckers (p. 7). Rafuse (2011) argues that at least some of this deterioration can 

be attributed to carriers’ implementation of logistics technologies. However, and although 

critical scholarship on the North American trucking industry is sparse (and this is 

especially true of literature specific to Canadian trucking), what research does exist 

 
10 The ‘Trucking War’ of the early 1980s saw the United States place a moratorium on issuing 

new operating authorities to Canadian carriers (p. 65). An operating authority certifies a carrier 
to work within a specific region in accordance with local regulations. For a discussion of the 
complexities of the Trucking War and the implementation of deregulation in Canada and the 
United States, see Madar (2000).  



 

clearly identifies deregulation as the primary source of low wages, deteriorating working 

conditions, and increased competition among truckers (Belman & Monaco, 2001; 

Belman et al., 2004; Belzer, 2000; Bensman, 2009; Conygnham, 2005; Hamilton, 2008; 

Madar, 2000; McMullen, 2005; Viscelli, 2016). Such findings accord with consistent 

claims by truckers I encountered that deregulation has had a major negative impact on 

their work lives. 

 
This is not to suggest, however, that the pressures facing truckers are not multi- 

faceted. Among other factors, neoliberal shifts in the trucking industry have affected 

wages and working conditions in more indirect ways, such as the increasing expansion 

of individualised and targeted governance initiatives. Brodie (2002) argues an emphasis 

on individual responsibility is a central pillar of neoliberal policies in Canada, and that 

such individualisation is problematically decontextualised from power hierarchies.  

Notably, even as deregulation reduced and altered government controls over the 

trucking industry, targeted efforts to regulate individual truckers have increased. This is 

especially evident in the form of HoS regulations. Although National Safety Code 

provisions allow authorities to penalise carriers for cumulative safety violations, 

individual truckers are primarily responsibilised for HoS compliance.11 

 
While Canadian truckers’ work hours have been regulated since the 1940s, the 

National Safety Code governing current regulations was first implemented in the late 

1980s (CMRTHS, 2008). The regulations came under review in the mid-1990s, with 

major revisions – and increased restrictions on driving hours – coming into federal force 

in January 2007.12 Inasmuch as truckers’ incomes are primarily determined by the 

number of kilometres they drive, HoS limitations act as a de-facto cap on drivers’ wages 

(Heaton, 2005), one instituted with no compensating mechanism to ensure truckers are 

fully remunerated for their labour. Within the industry, it is widely acknowledged that 

truckers are not paid for nearly all of the work that they do, especially if one factors in 

time spent performing non-driving labour. Truckers also often experience pressure, 

 
11 On provincial National Safety Code administration, see Ministry of Transportation and 

Infrastructure, 2013. 
12Interprovincial and international carriers are regulated federally. Provinces regulate 

intraprovincial carriers and are responsible for all HoS enforcement. 
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including from their employers, to drive beyond legal limits (Conyngham, 2005, p. 271; 

McLean, 2016a; Rothe, 2002).  

While these shifts have impacted the lives and working conditions of all truckers, 

in neoliberal contexts a drivers’ form of employment significantly influences their status 

within labour hierarchies. Truckers are generally owner operators, lease operators, or 

company drivers. As mentioned, owner operators own their trucks, whereas company 

drivers are employees who drive trucks owned by their employer. In 2004, 79 percent of 

all Canadian truck drivers were employee drivers (Chow, 2006, p. ii). Owner operators 

may be self-employed as independent contractors, or may lease their truck to a trucking 

company. Alternatively, some truckers lease a truck and/or trailer from a trucking 

company. Any trucker with who has a lease arrangement with a trucking company is 

commonly referred to as a lease operator. Lease operators and company drivers are 

commonly paid cents per kilometre or as a percentage of the load rate. A range of 

factors (such as the form of contractual labour, job security, individual driver status, or 

even a truckers’ relationship with a particular shipper, receiver, or dispatcher) may 

influence a lease operator’s job security and working conditions. Many drivers I 

encountered moved between multiple lease operator contracts to different companies 

over the course of this research project alone, and reports of illegal and/or unethical 

conduct by employers of lease operators were extremely common. 

Moreover, differentiating between lease operators and owner operators is 

increasingly difficult and problematic. Although ‘owner operator’ and ‘lease operator’ 

remain common use, ostensibly discrete driver categories, in practice and in applied 

language there is increasingly little that differentiates the two (I found the term ‘lease 

operator’ and ‘owner operator’ was commonly applied to the same person, or that two 

people doing the same type of trucking labour with the same form of contract agreement 

would variously self identify as owner operators or lease operators). Arguably, in 

contemporary contexts a more accurate label for both lease operators and owner 

operators is contract drivers, although it is important to remember that contractual 

arrangements can take heterogeneous forms (see Viscelli, 2016). For example, a driver 

may own their truck and ‘lease’ or contract it to a specific company; or they may own 

their tractor and lease the trailer from a company, or the company may own the truck 
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and lease it to the driver (who then may or may not self identify as or be considered an 

owner operator), and so on. Each contract further entails attendant labour obligations on 

the part of the trucker.  

Although status hierarchies among truckers have long been (and continue to be) 

complex and contentious (see Rothe, 1991, p. 53-66; Viscelli, 2016), the presumed 

independence and autonomy of being an owner operator has resulted in its veneration 

as an especially masculine profession (Agar, 1986; Rothe, 1991). Since deregulation, 

however, owner operators have faced intense competition and declining revenues and 

working conditions. Multiple truckers I spoke to reported losing their trucks and/or 

businesses following deregulation (see also Madar, 2000; Rothe, 1991, p. 55-57). Owner 

operators generally do not belong to a union, are often responsible for loading and 

unloading freight, and they must purchase insurance and maintain their own vehicles 

(which increases their precarity in relation to collisions) (Chow, 2006; Rothe, 1991). 

Owner operators are less likely than truckers overall to have benefits, and Belman et al. 

(2005) point out that some argue that “owner-operators are really employees in disguise 

and that firms use them rather than employee drivers to circumvent the protections 

afforded employees, including the payment of benefits” (p. 203).  

 Viscelli’s (2016) research in the United States suggests that the masculine 

ideological resonances of what it means to be an owner operator – that is, greater 

freedom, control, and independence – may provide cultural resources for companies to 

draw on in convincing truckers (and especially more experienced truckers) to engage in 

contract labour. Viscelli (2016) conducted an ethnography of the United States long haul 

truckload (TL/FTL) sector (primarily general freight).13 He sought to understand why 

remuneration and working conditions had declined so severely in the industry since 

 
13 Truckload (TL, also known as full truckload/FTL) and Less-than-Truckload (LTL) are important 

industry sub-categories. The FTL sector provides customers with a dedicated truck for shipping 
their products, usually at higher cost, but with quicker delivery and less risk to the products. The 
LTL sector provides shipping on a truck that may be carrying products for multiple customers, 
usually at lower cost but involving more risk and delivery time (because of the multiple pick ups 
and drop offs involved). General freight refers to a vast array of goods that can be transported 
in the back of a regular box trailer. There are dozens of different kinds of trailers that allow 
drivers to haul different kinds of freight (for example, refrigerated trailers, flatbeds, tank trailers 
for bulk liquids, livestock trailers, and so on).  
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deregulation, and why truckers did not or could not use collective action to improve their 

wages and working conditions. Viscelli (2016) argues that  

…carriers and trucking media convince workers to become independent 
contractors, promising that contracting will be financially rewarding and give 
workers additional control over working conditions. But contracting ends up being 
even worse for most truckers than being an employee. Simply put, it allows 
carriers to pay the most productive drivers far less that they are worth for their 
labour and to shift much of the cost and risk of owning and operating a truck to 
them. (p. 9) 

Viscelli argues that bad wages and working conditions help keep carrier rates in the 

trucking industry artificially low, and that trucking companies actively engage in 

sophisticated labour supply management techniques to ensure the industry status quo. 

Viscelli (2016) contends that, among drivers, these exploitative dynamics have resulted 

in increasingly shifting, contested, and divisive ideas about what different forms of 

trucking employment mean in terms of drivers’ identities and work lives.  

Nationally, labour hierarchies in the trucking industry are also related to company 

size and what Chow (2006) describes as the two-tiered nature of the Canadian trucking 

industry. Chow (2006) notes that different stakeholders tend to define these two tiers in 

relation to their own interests and positions (for example, with industry associations 

placing the dividing line between members and non-members, and union officials 

distinguishing between union and non-union companies) (p. 194-195). However, he 

argues that company size plays a role in differentiating ‘tier one’ and ‘tier two’ 

companies:  

The tier 1 carriers are generally well known, have been operating for a long 
period of time and are more likely to be members of provincial trucking 
associations. These carriers are more likely in the small to medium and large 
size category where the fleet size exceeds 10… […] The second tier on the other 
hand is usually made up of smaller carriers, new to the industry and either have 
little knowledge or interest in meeting certain regulatory obligations. These 
carriers have found avenues to minimize the consequences of being non-
compliant. […] They are often the target of court suits and judgments and simply 
go out of business to reappear with a new business number and an apparently 



 

66 

clean slate. (p. 195)14  

Chow (2006) points out that 72 percent of all truck fleets in Canada belong to small and 

very small for-hire or private carriers (p. 186). At the same time, smaller fleets do 

proportionally less of their business in long haul than do large fleets (17.7 percent of 

fleets with fewer than 10 trucks do 50 percent or more of their business in long haul, 

compared with 36.5 percent of fleets consisting of 100 trucks or more) (p. 186). 

Nonetheless, Chow’s (2006) analysis suggests that the vast majority of Canadian truck 

drivers – including those in long haul – work for carriers with twenty employees or less 

(p. 196). As he points out, this has potentially significant implications for truck drivers’ 

working conditions. I have previously mentioned the benefits of unionisation for truck 

drivers, and that larger trucking companies are more likely to be unionised (see Chapter 

1, p. 2-3). Drivers employed by companies with smaller fleets generally have significantly 

fewer benefits, including in regards to vehicle insurance, paid training time, medical and 

dental benefits, employee assistance programs, pensions and incentive programs 

(Chow, p. 187).  

 In addition to these labour hierarchies, targeted and individualised regulatory 

models, increasingly congested roads, a lack of truck-accessible facilities, and the 

accelerating use of in-cab technologies to monitor drivers’ on- and off-duty behaviours 

are just some of the influences that currently combine to negatively impact truckers’ work 

lives. Discussing the deteriorating status of trucking labour in the United States, 

Conyngham (2005) writes: 

What were once predictable work schedules based on a regular route system of 
inter-city transportation have been largely replaced by an operating environment 
that stresses driver flexibility and the capacity to meet irregular, customer-driven 
service demands. Tractor-trailer drivers also face an increasingly congested 
inter-state highway system combined with increasingly intrusive federal and state 
regulation and monitoring by their employer. In addition to these trying 
conditions, the typical general freight driver in the truckload sector spend nearly 
six months on the road away from home in 2003 to earn a modest $36,940. (p. 
269) 

 
14 In this analysis, very small carriers are those with fewer than 10 trucks; small carriers are those 

with 10-49 trucks; medium carriers are those with 50-99 trucks, and large carriers have over 
100 trucks (Chow, 2006, p. 186-187). 
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Conyngham goes on to write about the increasing difficulty of attracting workers to 

trucking jobs, an issue that has led to much (primarily industry-driven) discussion over a 

purported driver shortage. Such discussions are widespread in Canada, the United 

States, and elsewhere.  

Trucking is exceptional in that, in contrast to other working class jobs, the 

industry has not seen widespread employment losses and demands for labour have 

persisted despite recessionary periods (Belman et al., 2005). However, Belman et al. 

(2005) argue that the effects of this growth on driver wages have been counterbalanced 

by the effects of deregulation, deunionisation, and the influx of workers from declining 

industries (p. 187). They further argue that  

Carriers, especially truckload carriers, typically point to their ongoing need to 
recruit and train drivers as evidence of [a driver] shortage. But what carriers are 
really referring to when they mention a driver shortage is that they are not able to 
recruit sufficient numbers of workers at the going wage. (p. 197, emphasis 
original) 

The authors explain that most of the perceptions of a driver shortage by carriers are 

actually driven by issues of high turnover among drivers. They conclude that companies 

looking to address these issues should look at increasing the long-term benefits to 

drivers for remaining with their firm (p. 198). This issue of a perceived driver shortage is 

important not only in relation to truckers’ working conditions, but also because it is used 

to justify an increasing reliance on guest worker programs for trucking labour – which in 

turn factors into processes of racialisation in the industry (for further discussion, see 

Chapter 4).  

A growing body of research has linked neoliberalism with the intensification of 

gender, racial, and class inequalities (Creese, 2007; Griffin Cohen & Pulkingham, 2009; 

Kingfisher, 2002; Thomas, 2010). Significantly, neoliberal restructuring has followed 

shifts to Canadian immigration in 1967 and the later official adoption of multiculturalism. 

These shifts proportionally reduced immigration from Europe and increased it from other 

areas, especially Asia (Creese, 2007, p. 335). A growing proportion of all truckers are 

immigrants (Dubé & Pilon, 2006), and problematic industry claims of a driver shortage 

combined with class-based skills categorisations have facilitated an expanded reliance 
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on non-white migrant workers for trucking labour, particularly through guest worker 

programs (Foster, 2012). Current guest worker programs resonate with historical 

endeavors to address labour shortages by admitting, in particular, Chinese, Japanese, 

and South Asian men as cheap temporary workers, such as for railway construction (see 

Dua, 2000). As Dua (2000) points out, contradictions between conceptualisations of 

Canada as a white settler society and state organisation of international labour 

recruitment “can give rise to institutional forms of racism, particularly in allocating 

migrants from colonised countries to unequal sites in class formations” (p. 55).  

Widespread concerns have been raised about the abuse of migrant labourers in 

guest worker programs in Canada and abroad (Foster, 2012; Shelley, 2007; Siemiatyck, 

2010). Recent years have seen the implementation and adaptation of guest worker 

programs such as the TFWP and TNP/PNP programs. In the early- and mid-2000s, the 

TFWP expanded to include lower-skilled occupations, which includes trucking. Scholars 

have pointed out the classed, gendered, and racialised dimensions of Canadian guest 

worker programs, particularly with regard to low-skilled labourers (Fudge & MacPhail, 

2009; Nakache, 2013; Trumper & Wong, 2007). Researchers have demonstrated that 

skills classifications are contingent (Armstrong, 2013) and problematically defined in 

relation to power hierarchies (Creese, Dyck, & McLaren, 2011). Among participants in 

this study, the classification of trucking labour as low skill was especially contentious. 

Many participants associated the designation with class-based stereotypes about 

truckers as uneducated and incompetent and argued for a recognition of trucking as a 

skilled profession.  

In 2012, 5,037 short and long haul truckers were working under the TFWP in 

Canada, although that number dropped to 1,707 in 2014 when the program was subject 

to widespread public scrutiny and a government overhaul (Government of Canada, 

2016). Between 2012-2015, truck drivers consistently ranked between the fifth and 

seventh highest occupational category for temporary foreign workers in British Columbia, 

ranging from a high of 1324 truck drivers in 2013 to a low of 465 truck drivers in 2014 
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(Government of Canada, 2016).15 This does not include workers enrolled under 

TNP/PNP programs, which offer greater rights and opportunities relative to the TFWP 

(see Carter, 2012; Nakache & D’Aoust, 2012). Unlike highly-skilled workers, low-skilled 

workers entering Canada under the TFWP face significant and potentially 

insurmountable barriers to achieving permanent residency (Fudge & MacPhail, 2009, p. 

23). TNP/PNP programs may be the only path to permanent residency for low-skilled 

temporary migrant workers (Nakache, 2013). I have been unable to locate any 

occupation-specific statistics on the British Columbia PNP; however, in 2015 the federal 

government capped the provincial program at 5,500 nominees for all categories. The 

Government of British Columbia has specifically targeted long haul truckers for PNP 

recruitment (BCTA, 2015). 

Foster (2012) explains that guest worker programs have a tendency to create 

“pockets of foreign worker-dominated occupations that are disconnected from local 

workers and labour markets” (p. 23, see also Ruhs & Martin, 2002). These tendencies 

are exacerbated because restrictive TFWP work permits prevent labourers from 

changing employers (Nakache, 2013). Foster (2012) points out that, in its most recent 

iterations, the TFWP significantly increases opportunities for employers to exploit 

migrant workers. The expansion of the program has seen heightened susceptibility to 

violations of employment rights, as well as increasing actual violations of migrant 

workers’ rights (Foster, 2012; Ruhs & Martin, 2008). Researchers argue that the TFWP 

can undermine the labour movement and repress domestic worker demands for better 

wages and working conditions (Foster, 2012; Fudge & Macphail, 2009; Nakache, 2013). 

This includes reducing the likelihood of unionisation (Foster, 2012). These dynamics not 

only increase the vulnerability and isolation of migrant workers, they also increase the 

likelihood of exploitation for all truckers.  

Neoliberalism and the increasing industry reliance on guest worker programs 

factor into increasing job precarity and hierarchies of inequality among truckers. In these 

contexts, the normative status and hyper-mobility of the white working class male trucker 

 
15 For 2012-2013, India was the fourth highest country of citizenship for all temporary foreign 

workers in British Columbia. It rose to third highest in 2015 (Government of Canada, 2016).  
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can be understood as a complex expression of power dynamics that simultaneously 

privilege and exploit these labourers. In order to assert themselves as old school 

truckers and legitimate heirs to the industry, white male truckers I encountered 

commonly drew on Canadian national mythologies that are profoundly gendered and 

racialised. In doing so, they engaged in a gendered and racialised politics of blame that 

routinely portrayed South Asian truckers, in particular, as unskilled, uncivilised, and 

unsafe truck drivers. In his exploration of the ever-changing figure of the disruptive driver 

in American society, Packer (2008) has shown that… 

…safe and risky come to be characterized through group or demographic 
identity. In other words, it is not simply that specific drivers are viewed as unsafe, 
but rather whole demographic categories, historically disenfranchised, have been 
described by experts and represented in the mass media as hopelessly 
dangerous. In these instances claims regarding the unsafe driving or attitudes of 
a group…and the unsafe form of automobility they employ…have largely been 
used to legitimate the monitoring, regulating, and minimizing of access to and 
use of the automobility system. (p. 9) 

Douglas (1992) explains that social dialogues concerning risk and blame amount to 

contests over appropriate actions and responses (p. 24).  

Throughout this dissertation, I argue that the gendered and racialised politics of 

blame that many of my participants engaged in have the propensity to reinforce 

narratives of white supremacist automobility even as they obscure the significant risks 

associated with the neoliberal organisation of trucking labour. Discussing the links 

between neoliberalism and truck-involved collisions, Quinlan et al. (2006) argue “Despite 

important institutional/regulatory and other differences between Europe, the United 

States, and Australia […] policies to remove restrictions on the movement of goods and 

promote competition have contributed to an expansion of precarious employment and a 

parallel deterioration in safety” (p. 23). These issues are likewise evident in Canada, 

where highly neoliberal approaches to traffic safety and trucking regulation promote a 

focus on individual driver behaviour that obscures awareness of the broader social 

causes of and shared political responsibility for road collisions (see MacGregor, 2002; 

McLean, 2016a; Quinlan et al., 2006). By drawing on Canadian national mythologies in 

their identity accomplishments, many white truckers in this study obscure the historical 

and contemporary risks, violences, and dispossessions upon which colonial automobility 
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and the trucking industry rely. In doing so, they functionally erase both the violent 

histories of colonisation and the presence of women and non-white bodies from 

nationalist historical narratives (Razack, 2002a; Creese, 2007). These identity claims 

further expel non-white truckers – who are constructed as ‘automatic foreigners’ – from 

the national and industrial imaginary. 

Conclusion 

In current deregulatory and neoliberal contexts, many truck drivers are looking for 

ways to reconstitute their masculine identities in relation to the increasing precarity of 

trucking labour and perceived stigmas against drivers. Embodied work practices are 

profoundly implicated in truckers’ gendered and racialised identity work. As I explore 

throughout this dissertation, the truckers I encountered commonly evinced an ethical 

commitment to a range of specific driving and labour practices, including safe and skilled 

driving, maintaining ‘civilised’ practices of cleanliness and excretion, and stopping to 

assist motorists in need of help. I found that truckers’ willingness to engage such work 

practices are read as indications of a driver’s alignment with old school ethical codes 

and ways of being. However, these same practices are increasingly difficult for most 

truckers to perform in the context of the neoliberal intensification of trucking labour. 

These dynamics have manifest implications for everyday social interactions and 

exercises of power among truckers.  

The male truckers I spoke with who sought to align themselves with old school 

trucker masculinity often described driving and mechanical skills as inherent and 

defining features of their masculine subjectivities. In contrast, women’s driving skills tend 

to be imagined in terms of learned proficiency, as the product of the focused and 

deliberate acquisition of technical skills. Constructions such as these indicate that 

women may be praised for their technical proficiencies and capacities for learning skilled 

driving even as they remain cast as inferior subjects of automobility. These constructions 

are bolstered by insurential discourses that assert the superior safety of white women 

drivers, as well as cultural associations between femininity and timidity or caution (see 

Galloway, 2002; Redshaw, 2008; Scharff, 1992). Women truckers I engaged with 

discussed negotiating their work lives in relation to oppressive gender dynamics, even 
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as some of them sought to align themselves with old school masculinity – at times 

through engaging in oppressive processes of racialisation. Within these processes, 

immigrant, non-white and, in particular, South Asian men were commonly denigrated as 

possessing inferior masculinities and driving cultures, and therefore as being incapable 

and incompetent truckers.  

In the remainder of this dissertation, I consider how British Columbia-based 

truckers’ interpretive and embodied work practices are implicated in relations of power in 

the industry. In order to do so, I begin my analysis by contextualising narratives of 

decline concerning trucking skills, standards, and subjectivities within shifting truck driver 

training and licencing regimes. First, however, I consider my methodological approach 

and the implications of my iterative research practices for this project.  
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Chapter 3. Ethnography for the Long Haul: 
Methodology and Methodological Considerations 

Introduction 

Amie: Last question: is there anything that I’ve missed that you think would help 
explain what life is like for long haul truckers these days? 
Tom: Umm…No. Uh, nothing…explains your point of view better than doing it. 
And, to take somebody, and drive them from Port Angeles, up through the Valley, 
up through Kelowna and back down – one day! And, everybody’s attitude 
changes. […] Because they’ve been there. That would help. (interview and ride-
along participant) 

Geertz (1998) famously asserted that ethnography is about being there. 

Ethnographic claims to defensible knowledge rely on reports of immersive experiences 

and participation in a particular social arena (Cerwonka & Malkki, 2007; Emerson, Fretz, 

& Shaw, 1995). As Cerwonka (2007) points out, there is therefore “an important 

connection between understanding the process of ethnographic research and 

understanding ethnographic evidence as a kind of knowledge” (p. 20; see also Emerson 

et al., 1995, p. 11-13). My decision to engage in ethnographic research for this project 

was driven by contextual ethical and empirical imperatives. Ethnography has allowed me 

to seriously address truckers’ critiques that people who have never been in a truck or 

really listened to truckers cannot make legitimate knowledge claims about the industry. 

At the same time, ethnographers’ attempts to engage with and interpret the lifeworlds of 

others are necessarily partial undertakings accomplished in and through complex 

subjectivity dynamics (Buch & Staller, 2007; Cerwonka & Malkki, 2007; Ellis, 2007; 

Emerson et al., 1995; Franklin & Roberts, 2006; Stacey, 1988). The goal of this chapter 

is to discuss the creative processes that went into this ethnographic project, and to 

wrestle with – but not necessarily resolve – key methodological tensions in my work.  

In ethnographic research, methods, findings, and contextual negotiations of 

subjectivity are largely inseparable (Emerson et al., 1995, p. 11-13). These dynamics 
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make for complex limitations to ethnographic research, even as they create opportunities 

for adaptive research inquiries (Cerwonka & Malkki, 2007). I entered into this project as 

a specifically interested and situated person; this has at once obvious and deeply subtle 

research implications. I did not become a trucker, which clearly limits my experiential 

claims to truckers’ lives. I come from a trucking subculture and grew up as a poor and 

working class white settler; but I now live as a relatively immobile suburban want-to-be 

academic. My status as a white woman researching a male-dominated profession has 

created some opportunities for research, even as it has shut others down. Issues such 

as these highlight the crucial role of ongoing critically reflexive practice as a mechanism 

for addressing the challenging tensions between researcher positioning and 

methodological rigour in ethnographic research. These reflexive practices may be all the 

more crucial in the context of my work because, as Stacey (1988) points out, “the 

appearance of greater respect for and equality with research subjects afforded by 

feminist ethnography can mask the potential for deeper forms of exploitation” (p. 22, 

quoted in Craven & Davis, 2013, p. 4). These issues are especially challenging in 

relation to the anti-racist feminist underpinnings of my work. Although I consider my anti-

racist feminism to be rooted in my white poor and working class background,1 in some 

contexts it also places me at a social and political distance from many of my participants. 

This has created challenging dynamics in terms of power relations, 

researcher/participant negotiations of subjectivity, and ethnographic representation – 

issues that I take up in detail in the latter portion of this chapter.  

I begin the chapter by presenting an overview of my data generation and analysis 

processes. I provide a synopsis of the data, and pay reflexive attention to complex 

influences on methods of recruitment, data generation, and interpretation. Finally, I 

return to the question of how my relational social and historical embeddedness has 

shaped this project and its outcomes.  
 
1 Growing up in an impoverished family in rural British Columbia, I routinely witnessed the gender 

discrimination and violence my single mother encountered in her attempts to provide for our 
family. Our poverty facilitated deep ties with members of two First Nations communities, which 
in turn facilitated my awareness of the everyday racist discrimination they faced (see McLean, 
2007). Among those communities and at that time, it was my experience that lines of racial 
segregation became more pronounced at higher levels of socio-economic status; and that 
impoverished and working class white and Indigenous people were more apt to share 
community ties, workplaces, lives, groceries, experiences, and families. 
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Data Generation and Analysis 

It has been widely observed that social research, and ethnographic research in 

particular, rarely unfolds unproblematically in accordance with an investigator’s plans 

and expectations (Franklin & Roberts, 2006; Skeggs, 2007). Good ethnographic research 

requires situationally adaptive and improvisational strategies for negotiating uncertainty 

and emergent avenues of inquiry (Cerwonka & Malkki, 2007). My over-arching goal for 

data generation was therefore to consistently open up productive and relevant avenues 

of inquiry as the research unfolded. Although I entered into fieldwork with specific 

methodological goals and approaches planned out, I repeatedly needed to re-evaluate 

and strategically adapt to the social and relational context of my research. As originally 

planned, my data generation strategies included qualitative interviews and situationally 

adaptive participant observation and/or observant participation (see Coffey, 1999; 

Mason, 2002b, p. 91-93; Moeran, 2009) during ride-alongs with truckers and at industry-

associated sites (e.g. truck stops, brake checks, and inspection stations). However, how 

I engaged in these forms of data generation, as well as my approaches to data analysis, 

underwent considerable strategic adaptation in the complicated and uncertain context of 

fieldwork. In this section, I provide an overview of data generation techniques and 

results, as well as discussing my iterative approach to data analysis. 

Ride-Alongs: Recruitment, Participation, and Data Generation 

From the outset of this project, I considered ride-alongs crucial to gaining 

embodied insight into truckers’ lived experiences and situated knowledges. Despite my 

connections to the industry and experience going on long haul runs for weeks at a time, 

recruiting participants for ride-alongs and carrying them out proved to be one of the most 

challenging aspects of this project. A range of practical constraints impeded ride-along 

participation. At the institutional level, increasing awareness of and concerns over 

liability issues have led many trucking companies to institute strict rules or outright bans 

on passengers. I was not able to recruit any women drivers for ride-alongs, in part 

because more women driving long haul are members of spousal teams (which 

complicated travel and sleeping arrangements). Unexpected changes to the health and 

employment status of some individuals who I assumed I would travel with at the outset 
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of the project precluded me from doing so. In at least one case, a trucker’s spouse 

objected to my presence. My own work demands, and later pregnancy and childcare, 

also came into play. In part due to research ethics protocols and concerns regarding 

researcher safety, all ride-along participants were recruited from my extensive personal 

networks in the broader trucking industry. In the end, I engaged in eight ride-alongs, four 

of which were long haul and four of which were short haul runs. All ride-alongs were 

done with different solo male drivers.  

In addition to their broader influence on this project, participant recruitment for 

ride-alongs was partly facilitated by several key informants. O’Reilly (2009) explains that 

a “key informant, as the term has been widely used, is someone who is particularly 

central” to the ethnographic endeavour (p. 134). Five key informants were influential to 

this study. Two key informants participated in short haul ride-alongs, and one of those 

two was also an interview participant. The others primarily assisted me as social and 

cultural insiders. In their own ways, each was able to share local knowledge with me as 

well as to facilitate access to networks of participants, truck-associated sites, and/or 

research opportunities. As I later discuss, two key informants held social status among 

truckers that helped facilitate my access to the field.  

As O’Reilly (2009) points out, key informants are often crucial to ethnographic 

undertakings; however, researchers also need to account for the impact and limitations 

posed by their participation (p. 132-137). Key informants in this study included two 

women and three men drawn from different strands of my familial and broader social 

networks. They ranged in age from being in their mid-thirties to their mid-sixties, and all 

had longstanding employment and/or social ties to the trucking industry. Three of the five 

held their Class 1 driver’s licence and had worked for decades in various aspects of the 

trucking industry, including long haul. The two others had significant social and 

employment ties to the trucking industry, but were not and had never been truck drivers.  

All of the key informants were white and not meaningfully connected to immigrant or 

non-white long haul trucking networks (although this was not true of their connections to 

local drivers). By no means did all of my access to participants or research opportunities 

come through these informants, and in the course of the study I actively and reflexively 

sought access to research sites and driver networks though other avenues (see later 
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discussion). Nonetheless, the participation of these key informants has impacted the 

direction and composition of this ethnography in meaningful ways – a topic to which I 

return (see ‘Recruitment’ and ‘But…You’re a Girl’, this chapter). 

Long haul ride-alongs took place between August 2011 and January 2012 with 

truckers who also participated in recorded interviews. Two long haul ride-alongs were 

day trips lasting six and a half and eight hours. For those trips, I joined the driver while 

they were on route to their destination and left before their trip was over. Both truckers 

were company drivers; one hauled wood products and the other drove a dry van. One of 

the drivers hauled intraprovincially, while the other hauled throughout Western Canada 

and the Northwestern United States (I travelled with him through British Columbia and 

Alberta). The two other long haul ride-alongs each lasted three days and two nights. The 

first was with a company driver hauling dry van general freight. I travelled with him to 

multiple locations in British Columbia and Alberta. The second was with an owner 

operator, also hauling dry van general freight. I travelled with him in British Columbia, 

Alberta, Washington, Oregon, and Montana. In total, I spent approximately 156.5 hours 

and travelled roughly 5,450 kilometres in the course of long haul ride-alongs. 

  
Figures 3.1 and 3.2 Ride-Along Photos: Prairie Sunrise and Canyon (Fall, 2011). 

As my research progressed, it was evident that many truckers moved between 

various types of trucking jobs in the course of their career, and in particular between 

driving long haul, logging truck, and dump truck. In order to explore these dynamics and 

immerse myself in the lives of my participants and key informants, I went on four short 

haul ride-alongs with logging and dump truck drivers. During these ride-alongs, 
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participants provided me with a considerable amount of local historical and social 

context on the trucking industry. In doing so, they often made me aware of multiple 

potential avenues for ethnographic inquiry. The short haul runs provided additional 

occasions for observation and dialogue about on-the-road events and interactions 

involving truck drivers. This included conversations about the industrial, cultural, and 

subjective divisions, continuities, and fluidity between long haul trucking and other 

sectors of the industry. The short haul ride-alongs also gave me additional opportunities 

to engage truckers in reflexive dialogue concerning my emergent understandings and 

analyses (see later discussion, ‘Feminism for the Long Haul’, this chapter). 

Dump trucks are smaller than the tractor-trailers generally used to drive long 

haul. They carry less weight and usually haul different commodities than tractor-trailers. 

Dump truck drivers are required to have a Class 3 as opposed to the Class 1 driver’s 

licence required for long haul (although a Class 1 Licence also certifies the driver to 

drive dump truck). They are usually regulated as short haul drivers. Logging truck drivers 

are required to have a Class 1 driver’s licence. They operate primarily on forest and 

industrial roads, although they may also put on extensive highway miles (depending on 

the distance to the closest mill). Logging trucks are differently regulated than long and 

short haul truckers. While on the highway, they are subject to CVSE regulations; 

however, CVSE jurisdiction does not extend to industrial roads (for more on the 

regulation of logging trucks in British Columbia, see BC Forest Safety Council, n.d.). 

Logging trucks are as long as many tractor-trailers and can carry weights similar to many 

such rigs, but are specifically designed to only haul logs.  

Both of my dump truck ride-alongs were with key informants who facilitated 

crucial access to broad networks of truckers over the course of my research. The first 

was with a key informant and interview participant with whom I have ridden long haul 

outside of this research. Originally, we had planned to go on a long haul ride-along. 

However, he changed employment multiple times over the course of the research, and 

we were never able to make a long haul journey together. As with many of the truckers I 

met, he worked driving gravel truck or other trucking-related jobs between long haul 

work or as a seasonal alternative to it. I spent an afternoon with him as he hauled locally 

in order to see this other aspect of his work, to discuss what we saw on the road, and to 



 

79 

talk about the trucking industry ‘in situ.’ The second dump truck ride-along was with a 

key informant who was not an interview participant, although he had briefly driven long 

haul many years previous. As a former driver and businessperson in the broader 

trucking industry, he was now working as a local company driver as he eased towards 

retirement. We spent approximately 11 hours driving almost 600 kilometres.  

Many of the truckers whom I met in the course of my research had also worked 

as logging truck drivers at some point in their career, or moved between long haul and 

logging work (sometimes seasonally). At the same time, it was evident that there were 

differing masculine associations between the two types of trucking labour. To explore 

this further, I engaged in two ride-alongs with logging truck drivers, one of whom was 

also a former long haul trucker. Both ride-alongs were day trips that began in the very 

early hours of the morning. I rode with the drivers from a local mill, into the bush to a 

loading site, and back again for drop off. Both ride-alongs were with solo male drivers in 

the winter and one was in a severe snowstorm. Each of these participants also 

participated in supplementary interviews for the project.  

All ride-along participants signed consent forms in keeping with SFU Research 

Ethics Board (REB) approved procedures for this project (as did their employers, when 

appropriate).2 However, vehicles provide unique settings for conversations, and this is 

perhaps doubly true when the vehicle in question is at once a place of business and a 

bedroom. Researchers and mobile methods practitioners have increasingly paid 

attention to what Sheller (2004) calls “auto-emotions,” or of the affective influences of car 

culture on social interactions. In their study of driver-passenger interactions in cars, 

Laurier et al. (2008) found that cars are often a place of not only trivial talk, but also 

serious conversations and intimate disclosures. They suggest that seating 

arrangements, the enclosed architecture of the vehicle, the potential for undivided 

attention between passengers and drivers, and the “pause-fullness, and slowness, of car 

conversation” (p. 17) are all influential factors on people’s interactions inside vehicular 
 
2 See Appendix B: Ride-Along Consent Forms. Some ride-alongs, truck stop, and CVSE 

observations required supervisor consent. This raises issues with confidentiality in terms of 
citing fieldnotes, since employers might be able to match route information or observation dates 
to their records. For these reasons, all fieldnotes are cited only with the season and year of the 
observation, and locational information has been anonomyised. 
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space. Ferguson (2009) contends that the fact that most communication is not face-to-

face plays a role on power dynamics and increases perceptions of safety and trust, 

thereby increasing the potential for enhanced disclosures (p. 285).  

I was quickly aware that the spatial and relational dynamics of travelling in a 

vehicle together may encourage participants to disclose more to me than they would 

desire or intend to disclose to a ‘researcher.’ In part to address these dynamics, I made 

the explicit decision to consistently take contemporaneous jottings and fieldnotes during 

the ride-alongs. As Emerson et al. (1995) point out,  

…overtly writing jottings is a critical, consequential ethnographic activity, publicly 
proclaiming and reaffirming fieldworkers’ research commitments and hence their 
status as outsiders, as persons in the setting who have clearly delineated tasks 
and purposes that differ from those of members. (p. 37) 

Although ethnographers in many settings may avoid, downplay, or attempt to invisibilise 

their jotting work (see Emerson et al., 1995, p. 35-38), in this context openly engaging in 

that labour helped me to negotiate researcher/subject power relations and interpersonal 

dynamics around disclosures. Although it by no means negated the ongoing need for 

reflexivity in addressing these issues, it was nonetheless a helpful strategy. For 

example, participants would at times ask me to keep something private or ‘not write this 

down’ (Audio Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). 

At the same time, keeping detailed written ethnographic fieldnotes of the ride-

alongs and other research encounters could be extremely difficult. Very early into my 

first ride-along, I wrote:  

I see more and more how little that an ethnography of the trucking industry lends 
itself to fieldnotes. We drove through the night and well into the morning, and 
there’s no way to keep fieldnotes as you’re pushing over the Rockies or through 
the Prairie starscape. (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011) 

Trying to write while bouncing around in the passenger seat of a big rig mid-day is 

challenging; past midnight even more so. It was generally impossible for me to sit down 

and write descriptive and reflective fieldnotes until after a ride-along was over. Even 

then, sitting down to actually write them could be impossible, because I often needed to 

continue travelling from the stopping point of the ride-along. Given these constraints, I 
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took extensive audio fieldnotes before and after engaging in ride-alongs in addition to 

any written fieldnotes I was able to produce. This allowed me to spend travelling hours 

before and after ride-alongs making detailed recollections about events, interactions, 

experiences, and sensations while being on the road. Once a ride-along was over, I 

would also return to my jottings from the trip and elaborate on them with detailed audio 

and/or written descriptive and analytic fieldnotes (see Emerson et al, 1995, p. 17-19, 21). 

VHF Radio Recordings and Fieldwork Photos 

Throughout the research process, I took fieldwork photos as well as fieldnotes 

and audio recordings of VHF radio communications. Although it was not always possible 

to discern if the truckers to whom I was listening to were long haul drivers, VHF radio 

communications broadly constitute an important arena of everyday social interaction for 

such truckers. While they are on the road, VHF radio is the main truck-to-truck 

communication tool used by drivers. Researchers have noted that truck-to-truck radio 

communications play a key role in truckers’ gendered and racialised identity 

performances (Blake, 2010; Blake, 2011; Dannefer & Poushinsky, 1979; Packer, 2002). 

VHF radio can provide truckers with companionship and social interaction, and it can be 

a source of crucial road, weather, or collision information. It can also be a mechanism for 

engaging in verbal harassment and abuse, particularly against marginalised drivers.  

VHF radio speech is in the public domain. I limited my monitoring to the four 

commercial channel frequencies commonly used by truckers (LADD channels 1-4), and 

mostly monitored the most popular of these (LADD 1). Occasionally, truckers I was 

listening to would arrange to ‘meet’ on another channel to talk. When that occurred I 

considered it a request for privacy and did not follow them. My monitoring and recording 

of VHF radio interactions was also strictly observational; I did not at any time engage in 

the discussions I was listening to. My monitoring of radio interactions was by no means 

systematic. Rather, I heard and recorded VHF ‘chatter’ in much the same way most 

truckers do: randomly according to my travel schedule and the schedules of other 

drivers, influenced by a considerable degree of chance, by other driving interruptions, 

and even by the landscape itself (as landscapes influence the travel of radio waves).  
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I also created fieldwork photos, some of which are featured in this dissertation. 

As Pink (2004) argues, changing ethnographic methods and practices have necessitated 

more critically reflexive approaches to the use of visual methods. I chose to incorporate 

fieldwork photos to facilitate memory, to allow for illustration, and as a mechanism for 

communicating physical and spatial dimensions of fieldwork (see also Orobitg Canal, 

2004). Ethics protocols for this project dictate that identifying information such as facial 

features, company logos, licence plates, and so on be removed prior to publication. 

CVSE supervisors, truck stop and site operators had the option of agreeing or 

disagreeing to having photos taken during site observations (see Appendices C, D, E). 

All photos in this dissertation conform with those permissions and ethics protocols.  

CVSE and Formal Truck Stop Observations: Recruitment, 
Participation, and Data Generation 

Long haul truckers are legally required to pass through inspection stations 

(formerly and colloquially known as weigh scales or scales) located in various locations 

throughout British Columbia and North America. Inspection stations are a primary point 

of contact between truckers and the CVSE officers who enforce the regulation of the 

industry. Although it was at times a long and bureaucratic process, I managed to secure 

permission to observe inside four provincial inspection stations.3 Three of these stations 

were located in or near a major urban centre (one was close to a border crossing, one 

on a major truck route, one was near a major highway interchange, and one was close 

to a small urban location). I observed for a full day (eight hours) at two of the locations, a 

half day (four hours) at one of them, and two full days at another (one of the two days 

was broken into two four-hour increments, so that I could observe in the early morning 

and later afternoon/evening). I was also invited to observe a CVSE mobile inspection. 

This took place at a public highway pull-out and involved CVSE and RCMP officers 

conducting spot inspections on truckers, their logbooks, and equipment.  

 
3 In accordance with SFU REB approved procedures, written Supervisory informed consent was 

obtained for all Commercial Vehicle Inspection Station observations. See Appendix C: CVSE 
Information Sheet and Consent Form. 
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Figure 3.3 Fieldwork Photo: Commercial Vehicle Inspection Station (Winter, 

2011) 

Although I interacted with and asked questions of CVSE staff during this portion 

of fieldwork, I was much more an ‘observer’ than a participant. My interactions with 

drivers were minimal, and most of the time truckers seemed to assume I was an outside 

staff member or trainee. I took extensive contemporaneous jottings and fieldnotes while 

on location, and later augmented these with additional written and/or audio fieldnotes. 

Over the course of the research I also spoke with CVSE staff and members of the 

RCMP about their interactions and experiences with long haul truckers in more informal 

settings. I created records of these interactions in fieldnote journals and audio files.  

I secured informed consent for research observations at five truck stops in 

various locations in British Columbia.4 Two of these were major truck stop franchises 

that included restaurants, showers, stores, and ample truck parking. One was a small, 

independently owned truck stop in a relatively remote location with limited parking and a 

restaurant. The two others were in the Lower Mainland. One was a busy operation with 

many amenities and surrounding businesses. The other was small with limited parking 

and no real amenities beyond fuel and a small store. Overall, my observations at these 

truck stops were not as rich as some of my other data generation strategies. Due to their 

 
4 See Appendix D: Truck Stop Supervisor Information Sheet and Consent Form. 
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distance from each other and my home base, it was difficult to consistently travel to and 

observe at the locations for prolonged periods of time. My observations therefore tended 

to occur intermittently and in accordance with other research travel imperatives. In one 

case, out of concern for my safety the manager who approved my observations 

requested I only observe from Monday to Friday from 7 am to 5 pm. At another location, 

staff were aware of my work and very eager to talk about it to each other and with me, 

which while interesting in itself tended to make it difficult to participate in the rhythms of 

the truck stop. Speaking generally, it was often at truck stops that I travelled through 

‘organically’ in the course of the research – as opposed to those where I gained formal 

advanced approval and visited for the specific purposes of observation – that I had more 

immersive and data-rich ethnographic experiences. In keeping with broader research 

practices, I kept fieldnote records of truck stop observations.  

Analysis of Fieldwork Data 

By the time my focus shifted from data generation to analysis and writing, I had a 

stack of fieldnote journals, copious typed fieldnote files, and hours upon hours of audio 

fieldnotes. I had neatly typed, dated, and well-organised fieldnote files on my computer, 

and I had a mass of fieldnote scraps written on truck stop napkins and even an oil 

funnel. I had also collected an array of, for lack of a better term, ethnographic residue. 

These included copies of photos of many years worth of trucking journeys that some 

participants insisted I take; trucking CDs and books about trucking that participants felt 

would be helpful to me; newspaper clippings and online video clips, truck stop 

brochures, magazines, and drivers’ manuals. Data analysis has therefore required 

persistent organisation and re-organisation of what has sometimes seemed an 

overwhelming amount of data.  

The primary data from all participant observations and observant participations 

are audio and written fieldnotes. I have analysed those fieldnotes with the recognition 

that they are my own necessarily partial interpretive constructions of events, interactions, 

and situations. As Emerson et al. (1995) argue, analysis is a process of rendering those 

records meaningful; it is “less a matter of something emerging from the data, of simply 

finding what is there; it is more fundamentally a process of creating what is there by 
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constantly thinking about the import of previously recorded events and meanings” (p. 

168). Data analysis of fieldnotes has been an iterative and inductive hermeneutic 

process. This is in keeping with Cerwonka’s (2007) recommendation that an ongoing 

tacking between theoretical concepts and ethnographic details assists in reformulating  

both theoretical understandings and perspectives on empirical data (p. 14-15). 

In this regard, my data analysis processes were not conducted in stages distinct 

from data generation or writing. Rather, that labour began during data generation and 

was carried forward throughout the writing process. Even during fieldnote creation, I was 

writing analytic asides, commenting on observations, and developing in-process memos 

(see Emerson et al, 1995). I later engaged in open coding of all typed fieldnotes using 

the comments function in Microsoft Word. Written fieldnotes were coded and memoed 

using various colours of highlighter and post-it notes. I reviewed my written fieldnotes 

again for each chapter of the dissertation (excluding the introduction and conclusion). I 

then engaged in selective transcription, focused coding, and analytic memoing of those 

files. I repeatedly listened to audio fieldnotes and classified them according to data 

generation type and research relevance. I selectively transcribed, coded and memoed 

those as well. During the writing process, I repeatedly returned to listen to the audio files 

(rather than relying strictly on transcripts) in order to gain a more visceral and emotive 

sense of what it was like to ‘be there.’ Similarly, I later repeatedly listened to the VHF 

audio recordings and classified (and re-classified) them according to their apparent 

relevance. I returned to the recordings multiple times in the process of writing and 

analysis and selectively transcribed relevant data from them. Fieldnotes and selective 

transcriptions were iteratively coded and memoed in accordance with the other research 

data analysis and writing procedures. After reviewing interview data generation, I will 

specifically discuss my interpretive approach to observational and narrative analysis. 

Qualitative Interviews 

A total of 34 current and former truckers (seven women and 27 men) participated 

in recorded interviews for this project, five of whom also participated in ride-alongs. Of 

those, 27 participants engaged in one-on-one interviews, and eight participants engaged 

in four small-group interviews. Two small-group interviews involved two participants 
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each; one involved three participants; and one involved one participant and three 

observers. One of the participants in the three-person group interview also participated 

in two shorter one-on-one recorded interviews, for a total of 32 separately recorded 

interviews with current and former long haul truckers. The group interview involving three 

observers occurred unexpectedly when a participant spontaneously invited three friends 

who were also truckers to our previously scheduled one-on-one interview. Although the 

friends knew they were being recorded and occasionally spoke during the interview, they 

did not formally agree to be interviewed or sign consent forms. No records of the three 

observers’ speech during that interview has been included in this dissertation. Although 

broader ethnographic interactions and research endeavours were inclusive of non-white 

drivers, all but one of the recorded interviews were with white drivers. In addition, I 

interviewed the outgoing President of the British Columbia Trucking Association, Paul 

Landry, to provide additional insight into the institutional and regulatory context of the 

industry. Over the course of the research, a high level of fluidity between long haul 

trucking and logging truck driving became apparent. To explore this further, I conducted 

two supplementary interviews with white male logging truck drivers, one of which was 

recorded.5 

In terms of marital status at the time of the interview, 24 interview participants 

were married, three were divorced, two were divorced and remarried, one was divorced 

and in a relationship, one was widowed and in a common law relationship, and two 

participants chose not to specify. Thirty interview participants indicated they had 

children, two had none, and two did not specify. Despite being asked, only about two 

thirds of interview participants provided specific information about their age. Of those, 

ages ranged from 34-68 years old, with an average age of approximately 53 years old. 

My informed observations about those participants who chose not to provide their ages 

suggest the actual average age of all participants was likely considerably higher (on 

balance of evidence I would tentatively suggest closer to 60 years old, although this 

estimation is skewed by the participation of two significantly older truckers). My inclusion 

of former (as opposed to current) truckers may be a factor in this older age range; 

however, the significant majority of former truckers I interviewed were well below 

 
5 The second was not recorded because it was during a ride-along and the noise was prohibitive. 
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retirement age and still employed in other occupations. Moreover, an older age range for 

participants is broadly in keeping with trends towards an aging workforce among 

truckers; in 2004, the average age for Canadian wage-earning truckers was 42, whereas 

it was 45 for self-employed truckers (Dubé & Pilon, 2006, p. 12). Research also 

suggests truckers may be more likely than other workers to remain in the workforce past 

the age of 65, and that very few young drivers are entering the industry (BCTA, 2017a; 

Dubé & Pilon, 2006, p. 13; for further discussion, see Chapter 4). Dubé and Pilon (2006) 

note that 2004 marked the first time that Canadian truckers 55 years old and over 

outnumbered those under 30 (p. 13). According to the BCTA (2017a), 47 percent of all 

truck drivers in British Columbia were between the ages of 45 and 64 in 2013.  

Researchers have pointed out that the type of trucking employment a driver has 

can influence their cultural and ideological beliefs and practices, including and perhaps 

especially those related to gender (Agar, 1986; Ouellet, 1994). Interviewees were invited 

to provide narrative overviews of their trucking careers in qualitative interviews that were 

primarily conversational. Therefore, the career information they provided must be 

considered as the necessarily partial products of interpretive memories, as well as 

interpersonal and conversational dynamics. Moreover, I found that many truckers held 

contrasting definitions of specific trucking jobs (so, for example, what one trucker might 

define as being a lease operator another trucker would consider being an owner 

operator). Also, shifting types of employment in various sectors of trucking as a whole 

(rather than within long haul specifically) was the predominant norm among the truckers 

I encountered. These are important qualifications to keep in mind when considering my 

attempt to provide an overview of the long haul labour statuses of my participants.  

At the time of their interviews, fifteen participants were currently driving long 

haul,6 fourteen had formerly driven long haul and still had industry-related employment, 

and five were former drivers without current employment connections to the industry. Of 

the five former drivers without current industry-related employment, two were school bus 

drivers, one drove logging truck, one had recently left a trucking-connected occupation 

 
6 This includes one driver who self-identified as long haul, but had been re-classified as short haul 

by his employer (see Chapter 1). He contested the re-classification. 



 

88 

to be an entrepreneur, and one was retired. Of the thirteen drivers with industry-

connected employment, nine still drove long haul at least occasionally. Their current 

employment types included, but were not limited to: owning, co-owning, and/or 

managing trucking companies; owning and/or managing driver training schools; working 

for CVSE; driving short haul; and/or dispatching or doing office work in a trucking firm.  

Most of the truckers I interviewed had experienced various types of long haul 

employment (for example, as an owner operator, lease operator, and/or company driver) 

and worked in different sectors of the industry for various employers over the years. 

Some also changed employment – sometimes multiple times – over the course of the 

research. However, of the interviewees driving long haul at the time of their interview, 

seven drove trucks owned by a company, four considered themselves lease operators,7 

two identified as owner operators, and two did not specifically provide that information. 

They were currently employed hauling dry van general freight (seven drivers), fuel 

tankers or chemicals and dangerous goods (three drivers), livestock (one driver), flat 

decks (three drivers), and specialised freight8 (one driver). The majority of all 

interviewees reported having at least two (and often more) types of employment over the 

course of their long haul career (as owner operators, lease operators, company drivers, 

or public employees – i.e. military transport). Out of all interview participants, 19 

indicated that they had at some point owned or leased out their own truck. Although it 

was not a systematic point of inquiry, only four interview participants indicated they had 

ever held a unionised long haul trucking job.  

Franklin and Roberts (2006) assert that “ethnography…relies on the assumption 

that we may not know what the important questions are, or why, or how to ask them. 

Good ethnographic investigation thus often produces its most valuable findings as 

questions rather than answers” (p. 82). My research suggests the importance of more 

focused attention to fluid, contested hierarchies of labour among Canadian and British 

Columbia based truckers according to employment type, employer type, union 

membership, forms of labour, and even the types of equipment being used. As things 

 
7 One trucker who mostly self-identified as a lease operator and is counted here as such also 

intermittently referred to himself as an owner operator. 
8 This means the trailer is designed to only haul a specific type of freight. 
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stand, participants in my study narrated an array of diverse experiences with various 

types of trucking employment and often provided insightful, emergent commentary on 

those experiences. Those insights have informed my analysis in terms of working 

conditions, hierarchies of labour, and precarious labour among truckers. Overall, 

however, I did not find the pronounced association between truckers’ form of 

employment and their gendered identity enactments that previous researchers have 

identified (Agar, 1986; Ouellet, 1994; Rothe, 1991). This may be a function of locally-

specific dynamics; of the impacts of broader and more recent shifts in the industry (for 

example, the heightened precarity of being an owner operator and increasing prevalence 

of contract labour); of the overall tendency towards employment fluidity between trucking 

sectors among my participants, and/or some combination of these and other factors. In 

contrast, I did find there were contentious perceived hierarchies in the identity 

associations of different types of long haul trucking labour (for example, driving on ice 

roads versus highway driving; hauling livestock versus hauling heavy equipment; or the 

different meanings associated with pulling different trailer configurations) (see 

discussions Chapter 1, p. 24; Chapter 4, p. 143-145).  

Participants’ common tendency to move between multiple employers and forms 

of trucking employment makes it difficult or impossible to provide a concise and fixed 

profile of their location within the complex labour hierarchies of the industry. It is similarly 

difficult to provide a concise and static overview of the Canadian or British Columbian 

long haul trucking industries in relation to which truck drivers might be situated. I have, 

for instance, been unable to locate any recent or provincial data on the specific numbers 

of South Asian truckers in the industry, or the proportion of South Asian truckers who are 

Canadian. When and where industry statistics are publically available, they are often 

limited and opaque. There are complex and sometimes overlapping divisions within the 

trucking industry (such as between for-hire and private carriers, provincially and federally 

regulated companies,9 long and short haul trucking, unionised and non-unionised 

 
9 Interprovincial and international carriers are regulated federally, while provincial governments 

regulate intraprovincial carriers and are responsible for all HoS enforcement.  
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carriers,10 Less than Truckload/LTL and Full Truckload/FTL shippers, and so on). Data 

sets and statistical measures tend to either overlook these complexities, or to 

incorporate them in ways that are problematically exclusionary and/or unhelpful for 

descriptive or comparative purposes.  

For example, available statistics rarely differentiate between short and long haul 

truck drivers. According to Statistics Canada (2006), in 2004, there were 126,063 truck 

drivers in Canada who worked for medium or large for-hire carriers (defined as 

companies with annual revenues of one million dollars and over). Of those drivers, 76 

percent were mainly employed driving long haul (moving truck drivers excluded) (p. 40). 

However, those numbers do not include any drivers involved in private haulage, or any 

drivers working for small companies. According to Chow (2006), in 2004 roughly 39 

percent of all Canadian truckers worked for private hauling companies, and the “vast 

majority” of all drivers worked for small or very small companies (p. ii, 196). Chow (2006) 

also highlights the difficulty of any analysis that considers carrier size, because basic 

size definitions vary across studies. For example, the smallest category of trucking 

companies used by Statistics Canada is for firms with annual revenues below one million 

dollars; Tardiff (2005) defines any company with less than 50 trucks as small (but 

excludes all companies with less than ten trucks); while the CTHRC (2004) uses six size 

categories, also based on fleet size (Chow, 2006, p. 183-191).  

Obtaining clear data on the provincial industry is likewise challenging. According 

to the BCTA (n.d.), there were a total of 23,274 for-hire trucking companies in British 

Columbia in 2011. Of those, only 117 had fleets of over 50 vehicles and only 40 had 

fleets of over 100. BCTA (n.d.) numbers indicate that in 2011, 59 percent of provincial 

trucking companies operated one vehicle, 31 percent operated two to five vehicles, six 

percent operated six to ten vehicles, and five percent operated more than ten vehicles. 

However, they do not distinguish between types of freight hauled (meaning logging 

trucks, dump trucks, and so on are included) or whether the companies primarily engage 

in long or short haul operations. Adding to this complexity, it is not at all uncommon for 

 
10 It is common for for-hire trucking companies to hire both company drivers and lease operators. 

Companies whose employee drivers are unionised may also employ non-unionised lease 
operators as contractors (see Viscelli, 2016).  
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for-hire trucking companies to offer both local and long haul trucking services. These 

issues impose analytic limitations to my work even as they suggest important avenues 

for further research and analysis. 

Recruitment 

When I started out on this project, I intended to use chain-referral sampling 

techniques to strategically access multiple networks of truckers for interview participation 

(Penrod, Preston, Cain, & Starks, 2003). These techniques have been immensely useful 

to me, but as is often the case in qualitative research generally, and ethnographic 

research in particular, the research plan and the research results are rather different 

things. My initial intention in adopting chain-referral was a desire to access and explore 

some of the breadth of lived experiences and situated knowledges within the industry. In 

practice, a range of factors instead resulted in what is primarily a more in-depth 

exploration of a subset of truckers whom I identify as white settler drivers.  

Many of the difficulties I encountered in recruitment were practical issues of 

contacting and meeting up with a very busy and highly mobile group of people. In 

keeping with chain-referral techniques and in order to recruit beyond my immediate 

social connections, I created a range of recruitment materials that included brochures, 

flyers, posters, and a project website.11 I spoke with drivers and placed flyers and 

posters at industry-associated sites (with permission as necessary), conducted online 

recruitment, and held a sign-up booth at a major annual trucking event. At best, these 

types of ‘cold’ recruiting practices were minimally successful. In contrast, key informants 

connected to my broad social networks in the trucking industry were invaluable.  

Early on I discovered that the ‘default’ approved REB procedures for contacting 

participants were onerous, socially inappropriate, and unreasonably prohibitive. These 

procedures did not allow me to contact potential participants recommended or 

suggested by third parties or other participants, and read as follows: “In cases where 

participants or institutional ‘gatekeepers’ identify persons as potential contacts, the third 

 
11 The Web Platform that originally hosted the project website has since shut down. For 

recruitment brochures, flyers, and posters, see Appendix F: Recruitment Materials. 
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party will be given my contact information so that the potential participant can contact me 

if they so choose.” Ostensibly, the procedures were intended to preclude undo pressure 

being placed on potential subjects for research participation. However, once a trucker 

had conveyed their willingness to be contacted about the study to the third party, it was 

generally considered rude and socially unacceptable to insist that they make first 

contact. On average, truckers are older workers (Dubé & Pilon, 2006), and this was 

broadly reflected in the population of truckers I contacted and engaged with over the 

course of this research. Many did not have email, and/or had infrequent access to the 

internet. Drivers often face financial challenges and they are highly mobile, so requiring 

them to call me long distance to inquire about doing me a favour was inappropriate. I 

therefore requested that REB approve amended contact procedures to the following: 

In cases where institutional ‘gatekeepers’ identify persons as potential contacts, 
the third party will be given my contact information so that the potential 
participant can contact me if they so choose. In cases where participants or key 
informants identify persons as potential contacts, and the potential contact 
person has given oral or written consent to be contacted by me to the participant 
or key informant, I will contact them via telephone or email to confirm potential 
willingness to participant in accordance with the Participant Contact Script12  
provided. 

The requested amendment was approved by the SFU REB on June 6 2011, and 

research proceeded accordingly.  

From the outset, I was highly committed to face-to-face interviews. This was in 

keeping with broader ethnographic goals of immersion, experience, and observation, as 

well as an emergent focus on embodiment and mobility. However, while they are on the 

road, truckers’ schedules are highly variable and quickly subject to change. This made 

trying to schedule interviews at on-route locations for truckers a frustrating process that 

consumed a substantial amount of time and resources. Because I was usually also 

travelling to the interview, both the trucker and I would often be out of cell phone range 

for hours at a time. It was therefore not uncommon for me to have driven between two 

and four hours to meet a trucker, only to learn their route and schedule had changed and 

 
12 See Appendix G: Participant Contact Script. 
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they would be unable to meet. Truckers’ off-duty time at home is generally very precious, 

and asking to meet on their days off was often a considerable imposition.  

As mentioned, I had greater success in accessing some networks of truckers 

than others. I was particularly unsuccessful in recruiting South Asian drivers for interview 

participation (only one driver who participated in formal interviews was of South Asian 

heritage).13 Although my social networks are not completely disconnected from South 

Asian drivers, those connections are few and distant and my attempts to recruit such 

truckers through personal networks were largely unsuccessful. Early attempts at ‘cold’ 

recruitment techniques, such as reaching out through websites and blogs, contacting 

specific trucking magazines, or attending South Asian orientated trucking events likewise 

yielded little interest. As the research progressed and I began to focus my ethnographic 

lens on gender dynamics among white settler truckers, I scaled back my recruitment 

attempts among South Asian truckers. I was similarly unsuccessful in recruiting recent 

immigrant truckers to the study. In addition to potential issues related to my white female 

settler subjectivity (see later discussion, this chapter), my ethnographic encounters 

suggest that the precarious conditions of some truckers’ labour and immigration status 

may have deterred them from participating in formal, recorded interviews. Specifically, it 

was suggested that some recent immigrant truckers may have chosen not to participate 

in interviews because of concerns over potential personal consequences (in job and/or 

immigration status) for discussing or exposing the conditions of their labour.  

Although I am personally aware of British Columbia-based Indigenous long haul 

truckers, primarily for practical and scheduling reasons I was unable to engage with any 

for the purposes of this research. My overall sense of the industry is that Indigenous 

truckers in the province are underrepresented workers in both long haul and local 

trucking, although significantly less so in local trucking (driving logging truck, dump truck, 

and as heavy equipment operators). There also seem to be more Indigenous long haul 

truckers based out of the northern regions of British Columbia. Truckers and CVSE 

 
13 While I worked to recruit non-white drivers from a variety of backgrounds, I focus here on South 

Asian drivers because they are an important and growing sector of the British Columbia-based 
trucking industry, and because the gendered racialisation of South Asian truckers was a 
prevailing theme among my participants and in my research. 
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officers who I talked to about Indigenous long haul truckers with offered similar 

perspectives on the industry (Fieldnotes, Spring, Summer 2011). Although industry and 

policy analyses of the truck driver shortage at times mention the need to recruit 

Indigenous workers as underrepresented labourers (CTA, 2012, p. 4; THRC, 2017), I am 

unaware of any concerted initiatives to recruit and retain Indigenous long haul truck 

drivers (unlike, for example, efforts to recruit women into the industry – see Bradley, 

2014; THRC, n.d; Women’s Trucking Federation of Canada, 2017).  

In contrast, although I interviewed considerably fewer female than male truckers, 

all of whom were white, I consider my concerted efforts to recruit them as largely 

successful. Women truckers are a tougher to reach sub-set of an already hard to reach 

population. Due to the challenges of recruiting women truckers to the study, two female 

participants were included who were, arguably, not ‘British Columbia-based’ drivers. In 

one case, the participant had lived, trained, and originally worked as a long haul trucker 

in British Columbia, but had moved to Alberta for better employment prospects. In the 

second case, the trucker had regularly hauled to and from British Columbia over the 

course of her career.14 In light of the richness of her contribution and her employment 

ties to British Columbia, I opted to incorporate her interview despite that she had been 

based out of Alberta. Of the women interviewed for this project, three were no longer in 

the industry. Two women still drove occasionally and had industry-related employment, 

one had recently come off the road and moved into an industry-related profession, and 

one currently drove. Five of the seven women primarily drove long haul as members of a 

spousal team, which was not true of any of the male truckers I interviewed. Three of the 

male drivers I interviewed had been members of a spousal team at some point in their 

career, but the significant majority of their time driving long haul was done solo. 

A final major recruitment challenge that I faced was consistently being referred to 

potential participants who were not long haul truckers. Early on, it became very clear that 

truckers’ ideas about what does and does not constitute long haul trucking is a contested 

matter of perspective. It also became obvious that, for many participants and key 

 
14 She was initially suggested to me because she was assumed to be from British Columbia. Her 

regular hauling routes meant she was regulated the same as an interprovincial driver from the 
province. 
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informants, the identity of being a ‘trucker’ held precedence over being a ‘long haul’ 

trucker (or any other specific trucking job). Despite being repetitively clear about the 

focus of my research, it was not uncommon for me to travel a considerable distance to 

meet with a potential participant only to discover that, although they were ‘truckers’, they 

had never done any long haul trucking. These and similar problematics required 

considerable and ongoing reflection on how to define ‘long haul trucking’ in keeping with 

the legal and regulatory frameworks of the industry, as well as the cultural associations 

and social dynamics I was experiencing (see ‘Defining the Long Haul’, Chapter 1).  

The Interview Process and Analysis 

Interviews took place between February 2011-January 2012. I also had ongoing, 

intermittent contact with many participants during the research and writing process (to 

provide them with interview summaries, to get updates on their lives and have research 

conversations, and/or socially). Interviews ranged from between approximately one to 

three hours in duration, and about an hour and a half was the average interview length. 

With the exception of two interviews done in Alberta, interviews were conducted in 

locations throughout British Columba. Such locations included, but were not limited to, 

truck stops, coffee shops, restaurants, mobile homes, weigh scales, truck yards and 

offices, houses, backyards, RVs and pubs.  

I initially hoped to elicit rich and storied responses with repeated follow-ups with 

participants. I intended to engage in unstructured ethnographic interviews in the context 

of ongoing contact and relatively deep research relationships (see Heyl, 2001, p. 368). 

However, I quickly learned that the investment of time this would require was far beyond 

what most participants could offer. The extreme constraints of trying to meet up with 

such busy and highly mobile people, who were based throughout the province, required 

me to adopt interviewing strategies more appropriate to the research context. I often 

spent months arranging and re-arranging to obtain a single interview with a driver. While 

I established long term and enduring relationships with some drivers, others I knew only 

briefly and in the context of the research. I also caught many interviews ‘on the fly’, 

meaning I would make contact with a trucker and have to leave immediately for an 

interview – in some cases to an interview location several hours away. I found, then, that 
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I also needed to be prepared to elicit rich, in-depth information from truckers I had just 

met and knew relatively little about – with little or no preparation time. 

In response to these issues, I developed a semi-structured interview guide as an 

interviewing resource.15 In practice, the guide itself and its delivery was individually 

tailored to the participant. The goal of these more detailed interview guides were to 

ensure I had some consistent background information about participants and was able to 

keep conversations flowing, especially in cases where I had little time to develop a 

relationship with the participant in advance. Almost all interviews quickly went ‘off script’ 

as we explored themes and stories that emerged in the course of our conversations.  

Interviews therefore ranged from being unstructured “conversations with purpose” 

(Burgess, 1984, p. 102) to being more semi-structured.   

My goal was to explore how gender is grounded in the everyday experiences of 

long haul truckers, and to adapt the structure, focus, and themes of research 

conversations in accordance with participants’ perspectives and emphasis. Although I 

raised the topic of gender dynamics in the trucking industry during interviews, the focus 

of our discussions was on the everyday lives and experiences of long haul truckers more 

broadly. I found this approach helped to overcome male truckers’ uncertainty about how 

the topic of gender applied to them and their lives, as there is a general tendency to 

assume any conversation about gender is synonomous with women. Prior to every 

interview, I reviewed the informed consent form with participants.16 Once they agreed 

and signed the appropriate form, they were provided with a copy for their records. They 

also had the option to request a summary of the interview. I reminded participants they 
 
15 Because it was constantly being reformulated and contextually adapted, no single generic 

interview guide exists. The guide covered basic background information on truckers, questions 
about their career history and industry entry, as well as their current occupation. Themes 
relating to trucking identities and the image of the industry were explored, including as related 
to drug use, alcoholism, and prostitution. We would talk about the everyday lives and working 
conditions for truckers, including employment and regulatory challenges. I specifically asked 
about gender in relation to differential experiences of and approaches to long haul trucking 
labour, as well as the masculine cultural associations of the industry. I usually asked about 
racial tensions in the industry, its causes and potential avenues for improvement. We discussed 
embodiment in terms of the physical demands of the jobs, injuries, collisions, and participants’ 
sense of physical safety. At the close of each interview, I would ask each participant if they 
thought I/we missed anything that would help to explain what life is like for long haul truckers. 

16 See Appendix H: Interview Consent Forms. 
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could stop the interview at any time, which occurred frequently due to interruptions and 

occasionally because the participant had a question or wanted to tell me something ‘off 

the record.’ Interviews were tape recorded and later transcribed, and summaries were 

provided to most of the participants that requested them.17 After (and often before) every 

interview, I took extensive (audio or written) fieldnotes. All names are pseudonyms, and 

the participant who engaged in both one-on-one and group interviews has had separate 

pseudonyms assigned to the group and individual interview transcripts. Some details 

have been omitted or altered to protect participant confidentiality. 

Interview analysis was an iterative and contextualising process. Consistent with 

grounded theory techniques (see Creswell, 2013), I initially engaged in open coding of 

the interviews using the qualitative data analysis software program Atlas.ti. As I identified 

central analytic and narrative themes, I went back and engaged in focused coding and 

integrative memoing (see Emerson et al., 1995) of all of the transcripts in Microsoft Word 

using the comments function. I repeatedly reviewed and selectively transcribed audio 

interview fieldnotes. Audio and written fieldnotes were also coded, and I engaged in 

analytic memoing of all primary documents (fieldnotes and transcripts). I developed a 

new hermeneutic unit18 in Atlas.ti for each chapter of the dissertation (excluding the 

introduction and conclusion), and re-coded and memoed all primary documents for each 

chapter (for a total of at least seven rounds of coding and memoing).  

Analysing and Writing About Narratives and Embodied Practices 

As the data analysis process unfolded, I identified key narratives – or stories with 

similar plot lines that were repeated often and by various participants – as being 

particularly relevant to my research. I was increasingly interested not only in the content 

of the narratives, but by when and how they were deployed, by who told them, why, and 

what sort of work they accomplished. In light of this, I incorporated narrative analysis 

techniques that considered stories not only for their content as speech products, but also 
 
17 Three participants who requested interview summaries were not provided with them. One 

participant’s contact information changed, and repeated attempts to contact him through social 
networks were unsuccessful (all of our mutual acquaintances had also lost touch with him). Two 
elderly participants passed away before I was able to provide them with interview summaries. 

18 In Atlas.ti, a hermeneutic unit is the digital container of all research data and analysis.  
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as interactive, historically and socially situated performances. In keeping with the 

reflexive focus of my work, that included attention to my role as ethnographer not only in 

the dynamics of the story originally told, but also as a secondary storyteller and 

interpreter (see Cortazzi, 2001; Hyvärinen, 2008; Reissmann, 2002; Silverman, 2000). 

Narrative analysis refers broadly to the “interpretive deconstruction of stories or 

retrospective accounts” (Phillips & Hardy, 2002, p. 31). As Christensen and Jensen 

(2012) point out, narrative analysis can also provide insights into intersectional processes 

of identity creation, inasmuch as identity is “about which stories we can tell about 

ourselves in relation to social categories like gender, class, and ethnicity” (p. 114). 

Cortazzi (2001) argues narrative analysis can usefully complement other ethnographic 

research strategies, but cautions researchers to reflexively consider the performance 

aspects of stories and the social work that they do (p. 384-385). Cortazzi’s approach 

places particular weight on the context in which narratives are constructed. He argues that 

while the role of narratives in constructing meaning and social interaction strongly 

establish a place for narrative analysis in ethnography, the multifunctional nature of 

narratives demand attention to context that moves beyond straightforward content 

analysis. Such contextual analysis should take into account not only what is told, but who 

is doing the telling, to/for whom, in what cultural context, and the relationships in which the 

narrative is constructed. He argues that analysis of a story should relate it to other 

discourses, narratives, and broader schemata of the topic. In this project, I have primarily 

addressed these concerns with ongoing and iterative tacking between fieldnotes, 

interviews, academic literatures, reflexive and writing processes. In doing so, I have tried 

to contextually situate narratives not only in the local research context, but also in broader 

social and power dynamics. 

Christensen and Jensen (2012) point out that everyday life is “rarely – if ever – 

separated into processes related to gender, processes related to ethnicity, and processes 

related to class” (p. 117). Inasmuch as observational methods take everyday life as a point 

of departure, they provide opportunities for considering everyday life “as a condensation of 

social processes, interactions, and positions where intersecting categories are inextricably 

linked” (p. 117). Valentine (2007) further demonstrates how a focus on identity and lived 

experience encourages attention to the important role that space plays in processes of 
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subject formation. While narrative analysis focuses on the role of narrative in the 

production of the social, interpretivist observational analysis techniques attend to these 

same processes in relation to people’s ongoing and contextually situated actions. Such 

methods have been key to my analysis of truckers’ embodied work practices, and the 

contested meanings they attach to those practices. Interpretivist approaches to 

observational methods are strongly linked to ethnography, and emphasis is placed on 

what social practices indicate about or how they are constituted in relation to people’s 

individual and collective meanings (Mason, 2002b, p. 56). In my project, localised 

operations of gender are assumed to be discernable in the behaviours, practices, and 

taken-for-granted assumptions of people involved in the trucking industry, in the 

interactional rules that seem to be operating therein, and in elements of spatial and 

physical organisation (see Mason, 2002b, p. 89). At the same time, and as Mason (2002a) 

points out, observational methods are neither more directly representational nor less 

constructed than narratives or interviews (p. 239). Interpretive approaches to observational 

methods insist on continued awareness of the deeply constructed, contextual nature of 

such knowledge production exercises. 

In that regard, I will point out here that there are times in this dissertation when I 

draw more heavily from transcripts than fieldwork data. Sometimes this is a reflection of 

empirical, ethical, and/or analytic imperatives, while others it is the result of uneven data 

generation and/or the social context I am discussing. For example, despite the ongoing 

cultural resonance of the practice, it is increasingly rare for truckers to stop and assist 

other drivers. I did not actually witness any truckers engage in this practice during my 

research. Nonetheless, it is very clear that stories about stopping to assist profoundly 

influence truckers’ interpretive practices and negotiations of identity. As a result, in 

Chapter 6 I tend to rely more heavily on interview data. Also, all of my ride-alongs were 

with solo male drivers. Therefore, although I include ethnographic and autoethnographic 

details relating to my own experiences on the road throughout the dissertation, when 

specifically discussing the experiences and perspectives of women truckers, I tend to 

ground my analysis in the words of my female interview participants. Having said that, 

and as my discussion in the following section highlights, my embodied experiences of 

fieldwork profoundly influenced every aspect of this research endeavour (see also 

Chapter 1, ‘Ethnographic Claims and Complexities’). From ethnographic encounters to 
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interview recruitment, from data generation to analysis, my fieldwork is ‘in’ every aspect 

of this project – even though I at times draw more heavily from interview data. 

Regarding the writing of this dissertation, the provision of thick description has 

long been a defining feature of ethnographic knowledge claims (see Geertz, 1973). The 

ontological, epistemological, methodological, and ethical status of those descriptions 

have been subject to debate and contestation, particularly in response to postmodern 

and anti-colonial critiques (see, for example, Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin, 1989, p. 59; 

Clifford, 1988; Clifford & Marcus, 1986; Denzin, 1997; Grewal, 1996; Kuper, 1988; 

Marcus & Fischer, 1999; Said, 1993, p. 152-153; Sangren, 1988; Smith, 2012; Spencer, 

2001; Trinh, 1989). Nonetheless, thick description has largely endured as defining 

practice in ethnographic writing, representation, and argumentation (Abdallah, 2017; 

Atkinson, 2011; Emerson et al., 1995; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995; Mũller, 2017). I 

recognize that the adaption of ethnography to new fields, analytic projects, and writing 

traditions raises important and controversial questions about its disciplinary and 

methodological status, as well as its knowledge claims. In many ways, my work sits 

uncomfortably in the midst of these tensions. I am all too aware that this dissertation 

may at once be critiqued for being overly descriptive, or alternatively for failing to 

consistently provide rich, reflexive, and evocative accounts of ‘being there.’ These 

tensions are further reflective of my tri-fold epistemological concerns in this project: first, 

to provide evidence concerning the current social and industrial context in which my 

participants labour; second, to engage in an interpretive argument that renders my 

fieldwork experiences meaningful, including in relation to those broader social and 

industrial contexts, and third, to provide an evocative account of embodied experiences 

of trucking labour (see Mason, 2002b, p. 176-178). In this regard, I have endeavoured to 

weave together analytic engagement, interpretive and evocative representation and 

argumentation in a cohesive, thoughtful, and thought-provoking way. However, my 

relative success in these endeavours is open to contestation, and the tensions I have 

denoted here remain evident in the composition of this work. 

In keeping with an interpretivist emphasis on the generative nature of knowledge 

production, scholarly endeavours that rely on observational methods cannot be divorced 

from the embodied experience of fieldwork (Coffey, 1999, p. 68). Cerwonka (2007) argues 
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that “the body is a terrain of experience and understanding in research” (p. 36; see also 

Malkki, 2007, p. 175). Given interpretivists’ generative and intersubjective approach to 

knowledge and the constitution of the self, it is recognised that the researcher’s 

performances of selfhood are complex, interactional negotiations. Coffey (1999) argues 

that acknowledging and critically engaging with negotiations of embodied selfhood at the 

methodological level is necessary to enhance the ethical and epistemological strength of a 

research project. With that in mind, I now consider issues of embodiment, subjectivity and 

ethnographic representation that have arisen in the course of this project. 

“But…You’re a Girl”: Notes on Subjectivity, Embodiment, 
and Ethnographic Representation 

What else is there to tell? I am bad at interviewing people…I do not like to make 
telephone calls, and would not like to count the mornings I have sat on some 
Best Western motel bed somewhere and tried to force myself to put through the 
call…My only advantage as a reporter is that I am so physically small, so 
temperamentally unobtrusive, and so neurotically inarticulate that people tend to 
forget that my presence runs counter to their best interests. And it always does. 
That is one last thing to remember: writers are always selling somebody out. 
 (Didion, 1961, p. xvi) 

The inevitably heterogeneous, contextual, and shifting nature of researcher 

positionality makes it an especially challenging arena for reflexive methodological 

engagement. In this section of the chapter, I attempt to navigate these difficult pathways 

by providing a necessarily partial accounting for the influence of my situated and 

relational positioning on the production of this research. I argue in favour of complex and 

multiply-situated understandings of researcher positionality (and the implications thereof) 

in relation to my own work. In doing so, I embrace Cerwonka’s (2007) contention that 

“one’s personhood is also a condition for knowledge claims, rather than a deterrent to 

understanding” (p. 28). I pay particular attention to the influence of gender dynamics on 

the research process, and to issues of trust, power, and ethnographic representation in 

the context of the racist norms of white supremacy. 

Inasmuch as my research is focused on interlocking gendered operations of 

power, it is unsurprising that my gendered subjectivity has shaped all aspects of this 

project – including how others perceive and interpret my work. At academic conferences 
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or when explaining my research to people for the first time, I consistently face some 

version of the same statement: “But…You’re a girl.”19 When this occurs, the speaker is 

usually intending to raise one of two objections: either that my research is inadequate or 

impoverished because as a woman investigating a male-dominated social arena, I will 

not be able to achieve adequate access or participation; or the speaker is raising 

concerns that it is unsafe for me to do the research because I am a woman. To the first 

point, gender is an influential factor in all social research, albeit especially so in 

ethnographic relationships and processes (Butler, 1993; Cerwonka & Malkki 2007; 

Malkki, 2007, p. 177). My research processes and outcomes are different because I am 

a woman, just as any male ethnographer’s research is different because he is a man. 

Further to this, I would argue that there should be more equitable calls for accountability 

for the impact of a researcher’s gender on research processes and outcomes.  

The evident and inevitable complexity of researcher positionality in relation to 

ethnographic processes and practices creates certain opportunities for knowledge, even 

as it shuts down others. Certainly I experienced some of those closures in the research 

process due to my gender. For example, I found that many truckers who I met in the 

course of the research and with whom I did not have longstanding previous relationships 

were reluctant to discuss prostitution in the industry in any depth or detail.20 They were 

likewise often at intense pains to assure me that they did not and had not ever had sex 

with a prostitute. Access to the field was also sometimes an issue. One trucker who had 

agreed to a ride-along later changed his mind and explained that his wife objected to my 

travelling with him (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). On ride-alongs, dealing with sleeping 

arrangements and the intimate spaces of the truck was an ongoing issue. During one 

long haul, I wrote about how, 

There is a moment when the truck shuts down for the night when everything 
changes. With the turn of the key the space of the cab is transformed. A moment 
before, we were two people at work, using a loud and powerful mechanised tool 
to traverse a vast and ever-changing landscape. But when the blanket of sound 
rumbles away and we turn from our respective seats, we are suddenly a young 

 
19 I use the infantilising term ‘girl’ because that is the noun most often used with this objection. 
20 At the outset of this project, I had longstanding previous relationships with three interview 

participants, and looser social associations with three others. I had longstanding previous 
relationships with three ride-along participants, two of whom were also interview participants.  
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woman and an older man in intimate, enclosed space. We are at work, the key 
turns, and we are in a bedroom. (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011) 

Another time, I met with the manager of a truck stop to request to observe on the 

premises. He listened briefly to my description of the research and dismissively asked if I 

was looking for a husband (Fieldnotes, Spring 2011). The conversation went downhill 

from there, and I did not get approval to observe at that site. During truck stop 

observations, I also often struggled to be watchful and simultaneously avoid making eye 

contact and initiating unwanted sexual attention from men (Fieldnotes, Summer 2011). 

However, while my gender foreclosed some research avenues, it also 

productively opened up others. Long haul trucking can be isolating, and for some male 

participants in particular the interest and attention of a relatively young female university 

student seemed gratifying. One interview and ride-along participant openly discussed his 

eagerness for other truckers to know I was riding with him (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). In 

other words, my gendered embodiment was a resource for his performance of normative 

masculinity, which in turn facilitated my access to the field. Other truckers gently 

bantered about various aspects of my physicality (such as my weight and age) 

(Fieldnotes, Fall, Winter 2011). Women truckers often seemed eager to talk to me, in 

part because it can be rare to find other women with experiential knowledge about 

trucking. My legitimacy and rapport with those women was significantly bolstered by the 

fact that my mother was a trucker and I have spent significant portions of my life in the 

passenger seat of her trucks. It was also my sense that truckers were more willing to 

discuss intimate and emotional aspects of their lives than might have been the case if I 

was a man (see Pini, 2005). This seemed especially true of participants’ willingness to 

discuss family dynamics and experiences of road carnage and its emotional toll on them 

– often for the first time. My own past experiences with road carnage informed my 

responses and helped me to navigate those poignant conversations. 

This brings me to the second objection commonly raised regarding my gendered 

subjectivity and capacity to engage in this project: that is, concerns over my personal 

safety as a woman. Concerns in this regard have not only been a recurring 

conversational theme about my research; they have impacted the procedural methods 

and SFU REB approval process. In contrast to previous REB approved projects I have 
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worked on, the clear concern when I applied for approval was not protecting my 

participants from me, but protecting me from them. After my initial application, I was 

asked to put additional procedures in place to ensure my safety during ride-alongs, 

which I did.21 Although these changes were not particularly onerous, I have significant 

doubts that a male researcher doing similar research would have had similar 

amendments. I would also argue that the assumptions that research with truck drivers 

carries a higher level of risk to a female researcher than research with other workers is, 

at least in part, rooted in problematic classed and spatial assumptions concerning the 

potential risk of gendered violence. I have often wondered why people are so convinced 

I am in more danger crossing a truck stop than I am a university campus at night.  

At the same time, the threat of gendered and sexual violence by men against 

women has pervasive impacts on women’s experiences and embodied practices, 

including in the context of ethnographic fieldwork (Moreno, 1995; Sharp & Kremer, 

2006). I am no different in this regard. My experiences of managing risks of gendered 

violence as I conducted fieldwork, including during ride-alongs and while travelling alone 

and living out of my vehicle, influenced not only my personal, embodied experiences of 

fieldwork but also my understanding of the social arena I was researching. I found 

myself adopting many of the safety strategies that I saw women truckers adopting, 

including travelling with my dog. Spending the night alone in roadside pull-outs made me 

think seriously about the gendered impact of the organisation of trucking labour.  

In this regard, my gender influenced not only the way I moved through and 

interacted with the field, but every aspect of the research, including data analysis and 

interpretation. For example, during ride-alongs most truckers were at pains to let me 

know they were willing to make extra bathroom stops for me, since they ‘knew’ that 

women were incapable of holding their bladders for as long as men were. As a truckers’ 

 
21The amended procedures read as follows: "In cases where engaging in observant participations 

may expose me to risk (for example, traveling in a remote area with an unknown driver), my 
supervisor, Jane Pulkingham, will have the drivers’ name, company, and license plate number 
prior to the trip. I will check in with my partner, [partner’s name], via telephone or text at pre-
arranged intervals. In the case that I do not report in within a designated period of time, [my 
partner] will contact Jane Pulkingham and they will proceed accordingly. Drivers will be made 
aware in advance that these safety measures are in place." 
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daughter who was very used to managing my fluid intake and who felt very capable in 

the arena of bladder control, I became curious about these kinds of beliefs and 

assumptions. I began to theorise that such assumptions about women’s embodied 

incapacities for trucking labour derived from male truckers’ identity work and attempts to 

establish the gendered boundaries of who could and could not be a ‘real’ trucker.  

And then I had a baby.  

Despite my previous intentions to conduct more ride-alongs, after childbirth I no 

longer felt physically able to go out on the road for long periods of time – precisely 

because I did not feel capable of the degree of bladder control I had previously taken for 

granted. In this way, I found one research avenue prematurely foreclosed precisely 

because I was experiencing a form of gendered embodiment that I had first dismissed as 

a myth for preserving male dominance. This was just one of many experiences of 

gendered embodiment that occurred in the course of fieldwork and that encouraged me 

to reconsider and revise my theoretical and analytic interpretations.  

It is also important to recognise that my embodied negotiations of subjectivity in 

the field were just that – situational and relational negotiations, rather than essential 

expressions of selfhood. For example, I borrowed my mother’s old pickup truck and did 

most of my fieldwork travel in it. Lezotte (2015) points out that pickup trucks have strong 

masculine associations, and can be resources for the affirmation of hegemonic 

masculinity. Women who drive pickup trucks are sometimes sexualised and may have 

their femininity called into question (p. 185-186). At the same time, however, the “pickup 

often serves as a reflection of female competency and capability, as well as a source of 

identity and empowerment” (p. 188-189). In my case, driving an old, well-maintained and 

rusty-but-clean truck was an assertion of my class status and identity as a trucker’s 

daughter. These associations were especially relevant because of the enhanced 

tendency for driver-vehicle relational association among truckers. Moreover, they helped 

negate the potential for negative assumptions about me as an out-of-touch, middle-class 

suburban bookworm – which are, of course, equally valid interpretations of my 

subjectivity. 
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Figures 3.4 and 3.5 Researcher (Spring 2011); Truck and Camper (Fall 2011) 

Moreover, it was not only my own negotiations of gendered subjectivity that 

shaped the research processes and outcomes. The social status of key informants was 

a major factor in helping me gain access to truckers and to fieldwork opportunities. One 

particularly influential key informant was able to provide immense support to the 

research precisely because he enjoys widespread respect as someone who very closely 

embodies the norm of the old school white patriarchal trucker. As such, he helped 

facilitate access to certain research observations and provided introductions to a range 

of trucking networks. While he knew and introduced me to drivers from a range of 

employment backgrounds and ages, his respected status meant his mentorship is highly 

valued and commonly sought after by drivers looking to get into the industry. As a result, 

he was able to introduce me to a number of younger drivers (in their mid thirties), two of 

whom became some of my youngest interview participants. Another person who I never 

anticipated would be able to assist in the research was able to do so precisely because 

of her gendered status at a former workplace. She was widely known as a maternal 

figure who nurtured and ‘took care of’ fellow employees – including truckers. These 

established relationships meant people were eager to assist me, because doing so was 

also seen as a favour to (and implicit repayment of) her. This research, then, is very 

much the product of complex relational dynamics, as well as my own negotiations of 

selfhood. 
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Feminism for the Long Haul: Representation, Reflexivity, and Talking 
Back 

Ethnographers have long wrestled with questions of representation (Clifford & 

Marcus, 1986; Geertz, 1988; Trinh, 1991), and such issues have been notably acute in 

light of the ‘crisis of representation’ that emerged out of postmodern critiques (Denzin & 

Lincon, 2000, p. 3). Feminist approaches to these issues have tended to emphasise the 

importance of minimising power imbalances that favour the researcher, ‘democratising’ 

research, self-disclosure, and the non-manipulative establishment of rapport (see 

Campbell, 2003; Creswell, 2013; Hertz, 1995; Oakley, 1981; Taylor, 1998).22 These 

concerns raise important challenges to my strategic choices to act – to adapt a phrase 

from Pacholuk (2012) – as an undercover anti-racist feminist during fieldwork.  

At the outset of this project, I embraced critically reflexive practices as a method 

for negotiating the tensions that can arise between ethnographer positioning and 

methodological rigour. This included the adoption of Mahmood’s (2005) notion of critique 

as an orientating methodological principle. Her reformulated expansion of the concept:  

leaves open the possibility that we might also be remade in the process of 
engaging another’s worldview, that we might come to learn things that we did not 
already know before we undertook the engagement. This requires that we 
occasionally turn the critical gaze upon ourselves, to leave open the possibility 
that we may be remade through an encounter with the other. (p. 36-37) 

Mahmood was particularly concerned with what she saw as a disturbing tendency 

among some feminist scholars to project the desire for freedom from oppressive gender 

norms that is normative to feminism onto their research subjects. Similarly, I hoped that 

adopting critique as a cornerstone of my critical reflexive practice would assist me in 

navigating potential tensions between my anti-oppressive political commitments and the 

goals and perspectives of research subjects.  

However, at the level of ethnographic practice, the relative success of my 

engagement with critique has been ambiguous. For example, when I first embarked on 

 
22 Pacholuk (2012) points out that this focus has largely emerged out of concerns regarding 

middle class white women academics conducting research with marginalised women. 
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fieldwork it was my intention to engage improvisational dialogic strategies, or ‘talking 

back.’ Ethnographic discussions of ‘talking back’ generally refer to the issue of whether 

or not a researcher is or should be ethically, morally, or politically obligated to contest, 

for example, the racist and sexist speech and attitudes of research subjects (Anderson, 

2006, p. 384-385; Skeggs, 2007, p. 434). I conceptualised a more explicitly reciprocal 

version of ‘talking back,’ one that addressed the potential of my theoretical and 

normative impositions on ethnographic subjects’ lifeworlds and ways of being. When and 

where feasible, I intended to engage participants in critique by inviting conversations 

with them that had the potential to remake my own understandings. I would endeavour 

to learn from their interpretations, understandings, and actions with the belief that there 

may be more to what they were saying than I initially assumed. 

Adopting these techniques was often very helpful in ‘opening up’ conversations 

about difficult topics, including around racism and sexism. Especially with truckers with 

whom I had enduring relationships and/or closer community connections, these 

discussions helped me engage with alternative interpretations and ideas about fieldwork 

conversations, interactions, observations, and experiences. Crucially, however, even 

practices of critique and critical reflexivity are the products of researcher subjectivity and 

researcher/subject interrelations. There were many times when I felt physically or 

socially unsafe to interrogate racism or sexism. For example, feeling unsafe, I fell silent 

during a ride-along when one trucker cheerfully demonstrated how he uses a baton 

flashlight to break the noses of sex workers who knock on his truck door at night 

(Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). Broader relational dynamics were also always at play. Due to the 

chain-referral strategies I used for recruitment, I often gained access to a participant 

because another person had effectively vouched for me. There were times when I 

avoided or mitigated the degree of my ‘talking back’ to participants for fear that doing so 

would have negative social consequences for other participants or key informants.  

In practice, then, engaging in ‘talking back’ in the field was a helpful but messy 

and partial technique for attending to issues of normative imposition, researcher/subject 

power dynamics, and enhanced capacities for empirically grounded research. I initially 

envisioned ‘talking back’ as a mechanism for attending “to the balance of power in the 

research encounter that privileges the researcher” (Cerwonka, 2007, p. 30). What I failed 
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to recognise at that time, and what became obvious in the course of the research, was 

that I was often not particularly empowered in the midst of ethnographic encounters in 

the field. On the contrary, that privilege and power largely manifested later in the 

research process, and especially during practices of inscription and representation.   

These research experiences are in keeping with theoretical moves to recognise 

that participants exercise power in the research encounter (Thapar-Björkert & Henry, 

2004). Speaking specifically to interview-based research, Campbell (2003) explains: 

Power in and over the research process is not concentrated in the hands of 
either the research [sic] or researched. This does not amount to ‘power sharing’ 
or ‘democracy,’ which implies some sort of mutual recognition about the 
epistemological, methodological, and analytical routes that are taken, but is part 
of a ‘power struggle’ – a dialectic of control. […] The notion of a dialectic of 
control perfectly captures the dynamic nature of the interviewing process and its 
embeddedness within a wider configuration of power relations; it prises open the 
straitjacket hierarchy/democracy dyad and exposes the complexity of interactive 
exercise of power. (p. 299-200) 

Recognising the inadequacy of ‘talking back’ in the emergent context of my fieldwork 

practice led me to become increasingly preoccupied with how to negotiate tensions 

between my political commitments to expose and interrogate oppressive power 

dynamics, and feminist and social research imperatives concerning honesty and 

transparency in the research process (Bloom, 1998; Etherington, 2007; Oakley, 1981). 

These issues were the direct product of researcher/participant subjectivity 

dynamics. To my ongoing discomfort, my whiteness seemed to put some white truckers 

at ease in making explicitly racist statements. Without assuming that whiteness granted 

me automatic or definitive ‘insider’ status (see Gallagher, 2000), it was very clear to me 

at the time that participants would not have made such openly racist statements to a 

non-white researcher. Growing up in a predominantly white rural British Columbian town 

with close connections to two local First Nations communities, I have long been witness 

to the devastating personal, social, and embodied consequences of white supremacism 

and racist social organisation in the province. I am also all too familiar with the dynamics 

of white supremacy; of the coded language used publicly, of the racism that comes 

easily around many all-white dining tables. Like many white people, I have learned that 

white supremacism expressed ‘in private’ – that is, outside of public space and around 
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other whites – is often treated as protected speech; something not to be repeated in 

‘public’, something that ‘politeness’ demands you let pass in silence if you disagree.  

Some white researchers have explicitly chosen to emphasise their anti-racist 

politics to white supremacist participants, even when there were evident potential risks of 

violence against them as a result. Blee (2000) did so out of an ethical commitment to 

honesty in the research process. Without for a moment diminishing the imperative of 

honesty in the research encounter, my ethical and methodological take on the situation 

is different. The social norms that result in white racism often being effectively treated as 

protected speech are themselves rooted in white supremacism. So too is the assumption 

that because I am white I must agree with racist perspectives. I believe that good social 

research must be accountable to participants; but as researchers we are also 

accountable to broader communities as well. The racism I encountered in the trucking 

industry was widespread and pernicious. Within fifteen minutes of our first social 

encounter, when I had barely said anything, one participant laughingly claimed to have 

participated in the cover up of a racially motivated murder.   

In such contexts I increasingly came to see my whiteness as a strategic resource 

for exposing and exploring gendered dynamics of racism in the industry. In contrast, 

immediately and always challenging participants’ oppressive talk, and/or consistently 

and immediately identifying my own anti-racist feminist sensibilities in the face of 

participants’ racism or sexism would likely have silenced participants on those topics, or 

ended the research encounter altogether. I was increasingly concerned that such self-

disclosures, although they would make me feel good about myself, would effectively 

extend oppressive protections on racist and sexist speech acts and lead to an 

empirically weak analytics of power by obscuring dynamics of oppression in the industry. 

For example, in 2016 I spoke at a conference and raised some of these ethical 

and methodological challenges. Afterwards, several white women qualitative 

researchers approached me privately and told me about experiencing white 

supremacism in their research encounters. In addition to raising their discomfort with 

these instances, they each told me they had purposely not included any quotes or 

information that revealed racism on the part of their participants in any of their research 
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writings. They said they had done so for fear that future participants would not trust 

them. There are clear ways that such methodological choices impoverish any analytics 

of power, particularly if one is working – as I am – from the perspective that race, class 

and gender act as interlocking systems of oppression. These dynamics raise important 

questions about the role of academic self interest in the research encounter that are at 

least as ethically challenging as the question of manipulative rapport. They further 

complicate any simplistic analysis of power in research relations by blurring the lines 

between fostering trust, democratising research, and enabling racial/racist entitlement. 

Is it truly ethical to adopt research practices that effectively extend social norms 

that protect racist and white supremacist speech by whites among whites? Participants 

knew I was a researcher; if I did not always reveal or assert my politics, I never 

deliberately hid them either. All names are pseudonyms, and all identifying information 

has been removed from the research results. Ethically, politically, and methodologically, 

I believe that is reasonable enough protection of the sexist and white supremacist 

speech acts made to me by some truckers.  

That is not to say that I consider myself exempt from accountability for the 

implications of these problematic dynamics on data generation, interpretation, and 

representation. When and where possible I consistently worked to adopt methodological 

strategies to address these issues. At the empirical level, it is possible that potential 

interpretive challenges or counternarratives to my emergent understandings and 

analyses were missed when I did not engage in ‘talking back.’ To address this, I 

repeatedly went back to various key informants and participants with whom I had more 

enduring relationships and discussed my emergent understandings and analysis. This is 

in keeping with Doucet and Mauthner’s (2002) argument that maintaining research 

relationships through the data analysis process – especially “with subjects who may not 

‘fit’ our theoretical, epistemological and political frameworks” (p. 2) – can be an important 

strategy in attaining a high degree of ethical and epistemic responsibility. Particularly on 

the topic of racism in the industry, I explicitly did this with truckers who espoused racist 

and white supremacist views. In these conversations, I would explain and provide 

evidence and context for my anti-racist analysis of racism in the industry. On the whole 

the conversations were productive and challenging. While I do not know that I ever 



 

112 

managed to produce a “crisis of whiteness” (Gallagher, 2000, p. 74), I did find the 

discussions went some way to mitigating the racist assumptions of some truckers.  

I initially hoped that the provision of interview summaries might invite further 

conversations or provide opportunities for follow up dialogue with participants on these 

or other issues. Of the 34 truck drivers interviewed, 24 were provided with interview 

summaries. For interviews that included a focused discussion on immigration or racial 

dynamics in the industry, I incorporated a synopsis of those conversations in the 

summaries (interview summaries were usually between two to three pages in total. For 

sample excerpts of interview summaries on the topic of race and the trucking industry, 

see Appendix I). However, apart from some thanks, encouragement, and occasional 

reassurances that I had done “a good job,” I did not find that the provision of summaries 

prompted any additional participant engagement on substantive issues.  

As Gallagher (2000) has observed in other contexts, in cases where I did not 

challenge participants’ sexism or white supremacism, I likely missed opportunities for 

direct antiracist feminist action (p. 74). At the same time, because acting differently 

would have had the likely effect of obscuring or erasing such oppressions – oppressions 

that are commonplace, everyday aspects of truckers’ lives – within the research 

encounter, I would argue that these choices shift the location, rather than the actuality, of 

my anti-racist feminist action. Nonetheless, it is possible to consider my situated silences 

as a form of complicity in sexism and racism. Certainly there were many times during 

fieldwork that my apparent complicity – whether through silences or polite, questioning 

engagement in the face of racism or sexism – profoundly challenged my own sense of 

ethical selfhood. At the same time, because I am the interpreter and inscriber of my 

ethnographic encounters, I am strategically empowered to portray myself as anti-racist 

and feminist – in counter distinction to my portrayals of some participants.  

I have political and social ties to the trucking industry, and it is likely that some of 

my participants may consider my investigation and representations of truckers’ sexism 

and racism as a betrayal. That sense of betrayal may be enhanced for participants who 

assumed their racism, in particular, would be ‘safe’ with the soft-spoken and somewhat 

awkward white university student that showed up in their lives. “Writers are always 
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selling somebody out” (Didion, 1961, p. xvi). Here, I have tried to provide the ethical and 

methodological rationales for my research practices. However, as is often the case in 

ethnographic research, there are enduring tensions concerning researcher/participant 

subjectivity dynamics – tensions that critical reflexivity can go only so far to resolve.  

Conclusion 

That you as an ethnographer work with what you are given – even as you make 
new things – means also that your gender, age, race, nationality, class, 
temperament, imagination, subjectivity, histories, and your whole social 
personhood are in some degree constitutive in the fieldwork process. (Malkki, 
2007, p. 177)   

In many ways, conducting this ethnography has involved charting new paths and 

finding new perspectives on a community with which I had considered myself very familiar. I 

employed a range of data generation techniques that produced an often daunting amount of 

data. As I moved iteratively through the data generation, analysis, and writing processes, I 

began to focus in on key narratives and embodied practices that truckers emphasised as 

being central to their work lives and conceptualisations of self. At the same time, every 

aspect of this research has been the product of interactive subjectivity dynamics in which my 

own personhood has been a primary influence. Therefore, taking continual account of the 

impacts and implications of my multifaceted relationships to research subjects and to the 

field has been a matter of analytic, ethical, and methodological responsibility. In this chapter, 

I have attempted to make visible not only the methodological processes of my work, but also 

the enduring and, to some extent, irresolvable ethical tensions manifest therein. With these 

concerns in constant mind, I turn now to a discussion of my social analysis.  
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Chapter 4. From Patriarchal Protection to a 
Neoliberal Free-for-All: Narratives of Decline in 
Trucking Skills, Standards, and Subjectivities 

Introduction 

As a highly influential governing philosophy, neoliberalism has had far-reaching 

impacts on the everyday lives of people around the world (see Braedley & Luxton, 

2010). This is certainly true of long haul truckers, whose work places them on the front 

lines of globalising processes of distribution, ‘free market’ initiatives, increased 

competition, the erosion of labour standards, and the rise of non-standard, ‘flexible’ 

labour. In making sense of their changing work lives, many of the truckers I encountered 

drew on narratives of decline concerning trucking skills, standards, and subjectivities. 

Throughout the project, truckers consistently expressed concern over a perceived broad-

based decline in the skills and professionalism of truck drivers. Despite that many of the 

truckers I spoke to had received relatively lax formal training, most argued strenuously 

for increased and improved training and licencing standards for new truckers. These 

claims are complexly implicated in processes of gender and racialisation in the industry, 

especially in relation to the politics of blame around truck-involved collisions. 

Participants commonly suggested that, since deregulation, there has been an 

erosion of previously existing informal controls on industry entry. This included a 

patriarchal mentorship model of skill development and graduated advancement (from 

less skilled work with lighter vehicles to heavier equipment and higher-skilled jobs). In 

contrast, new industry entrants are increasingly trained through unregulated and non-

standardised driving schools (CHRTC, 2007). In the United States, Viscelli (2016) 

argues that trucking companies actively foster such dynamics as an aspect of 

sophisticated labour supply management techniques, which allow them to avoid 

improving wages or working conditions for drivers even as they externalise the risks 
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associated with an increasing reliance on inexperienced and undertrained truckers. 

Combined with the increasing precarity of work in the industry in both Canada and the 

United States, these shifts raise important questions about whether all truckers – 

including new drivers and immigrant labourers – are adequately trained and empowered 

to refuse unsafe work, or work that exceeds their skill set. In turn, gendered and 

racialised hierarchies of exploitation in the industry may reinforce patriarchal white 

supremacist beliefs concerning differential cultures of automobility and embodied 

capacities for trucking labour. 

Truckers’ Representations of ‘Old School’ Patriarchal 
Mentorship Models 

In ‘then and now’ conversations with truck drivers about the industry, it was 

common for the drivers I encountered to argue that there had been a significant shift in 

how truckers entered the industry and how they are trained since deregulation. Truckers’ 

representations of pre-deregulation industry entry protocols tended to depict an informal 

system of patriarchal mentorship that established and enforced social norms concerning 

training and graduated skill development. There is little in the way of historical research 

on Canadian truck drivers’ experiences and practices of industry entry and training 

(although see Craig, 1997; Francis, 2012). However, research in the United States 

supports the idea that historically shifting governance and regulatory contexts can 

significantly impact and alter these dynamics. Prior to regulation in the United States, 

many long haul truck drivers were drawn from rural and farming backgrounds (Viscelli, 

2016, p. 31). During the regulatory period, former military members provided another 

important labour source. At unionised companies, hiring and training was often 

influenced or conducted by the union members, notably the Teamsters (Viscelli, 2016, p. 

31-32). During that time, informal driver training remained the norm (Belman et al., 2004; 

Viscelli, 2016). As late as 1997, a major study of American truck drivers found that the 

majority of truckers had learned to drive through informal means such as on-the-job 

training or being taught by family members or neighbours (Belman et al., 2004, 27). 

However, VIscelli (2016) has shown that since deregulation, public and private 
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commercial driving training schools have burgeoned across the United States, largely 

replacing previous mentorship and training practices. 

Many of the truckers I spoke with – particularly older drivers – recounted a 

relatively lax process of obtaining their Class 1 licence (formerly known as a ‘Chauffeur’s 

Permit,’ actually a badge most truckers wore on their belt). Prior to the 1970s, truckers 

needed to submit a medical examination form and, depending on the class of licence 

they applied for, take a written and road test. According to many of my participants, tests 

were exceedingly easy. In 1971, the province introduced newly classified drivers’ 

licences (Classes 1-6) and air brake endorsements (Mayhew, 2007, p. 8). Truckers 

already holding their Chauffeur’s Permit were grandparented into their Class 1, which 

certifies drivers for semi-trailer trucks and all other road vehicles excluding motorcycles. 

Truckers are still required to meet minimum health standards (see Mayhew, 2007).  

It was not uncommon for older truckers I spoke with to report that they actually 

started in the industry without having a commercial driver’s licence. According to Nick 

(interview and ride-along participant), when he was getting into trucking, “They didn’t 

care about licences back then.” Although it is difficult to gauge how widespread or 

effective the practices were, many of my participants instead reported that a range of 

labour norms and practices informally governed driver training and advancement. 

Drivers explained that you had to know someone in order to get into the industry, and 

that training and experience was provided via an informal patriarchal mentorship model. 

Discussing how he got started in the industry, Travis (interview participant) recounted: 

Actually, back then when we first started hauling cattle, I never had a licence. 
You were taught by the old school boys. You were actually in the passenger 
seat. He was telling you the ropes, how to do it. And once you were out of 
town…You know, everybody ran double back in the early days hauling cattle. 
Nobody ran single by themselves. So you learned from the old school boys. So, 
when you got by the scales, or out in Alberta where it was flat, an’ we don’t have 
the amount of scales, the DOT23 guys, like we do now, eh? So. Soon as you were 
by there, he’d kick you into the seat. And that’s where you learned how to drive, 
you learned how to shift, you learned how to come into the corners easily, or 
whatever. And you were taught by him when you were loading, too. 

 
23 DOT is an acronym for Department of Transportation (Transport Canada). Many older truckers 

refer to all commercial vehicle inspection or enforcement staff in North America as ‘the DOT.’ 
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Travis was one of many truckers who recounted, in his words, being “taught by the old 

school boys.” According to driver reports, these informal arrangements often functioned 

as unpaid, unofficial apprenticeships. Prospective truckers would ride with an older, 

experienced truck driver, learning and gradually taking on increasingly difficult and more 

highly skilled jobs. As Travis observes, the lack of targeted, individualised regulatory 

oversight at the time likely facilitated the operation of informal mentorship models.  

The drivers I spoke to also suggested that such models provided informal entry 

controls on the industry. Truckers regularly reported that drivers with well established 

familial, social, or work ties to the industry had a much easier time accessing mentors 

and, in turn, trucking jobs. However, prospective truckers who lacked mentors, 

experience, or access to trucking networks struggled to break into the industry. For 

those truckers, purchasing a truck could be the only way to gain entry, and even then the 

path was uncertain. Alan (interview participant) recalled having to pay a trucker to be his 

mentor when his other attempts to get into the industry were unsuccessful: 

…in those days, you really needed to know somebody in order to get into the, the 
industry. Without…you really had to work hard, or beg, or do whatever you had to 
do to, to get into the industry. You could go get a licence, which is what I, which 
is what I did. Um…You could go to school, get a, take a course, get a licence. 
And then, um, then find yourself still unemployed. [Laughs] And…and, so, after 
goin’ through that process, I found somebody that would hire me if I had my own 
truck, and had somebody to show me the ropes. And I actually knew somebody 
who was a trucker, but wasn’t working. And, so I hired them to go with me.  

Purchasing a truck as a means to gain entry into the business was a risky endeavour. 

Alan’s narrative suggests that even with a licence and a truck, it was still expected that 

drivers would be trained and gain experience with veteran truck drivers. Without on-the-

ground knowledge of the industry, truckers who went this route often reported 

encountering extreme difficulties and commonly they lost their first truck. In contrast, 

drivers who ‘came up’ through old school mentorship protocols tended to recount 

relatively smooth and unproblematic transitions into trucking work.  

As the product of interpretive memories, truckers’ stories regarding old school 

mentorship models are important in terms of the work they do in establishing truckers’ 

identities, including in regards to their subjective alignment with old school ethics and 
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ways of being. It is also important to point out that truckers’ propensity to recount of 

having ‘come up’ in the industry in accordance with old school mentorship models was 

not strictly a function of age. Jesse (interview participant) was among my youngest 

interview participants. He entered the industry during the period of upheaval that 

followed deregulation in Canada (see Francis, 2012, p. 9-12; Madar, 2000), which meant 

he encountered different licencing requirements than had significantly older truckers. 

However, he likewise emphasized the importance of the extensive informal mentorship 

and training he received from older male relatives in narrating his experience of industry 

entry. In doing so, he derisively dismissed truck driver training from commercial vehicle 

driving schools as “kind of a joke” and as having nothing to do with “what you encounter 

in the real world” (Jesse, interview participant).  

The accounts of old school mentorship I received tended to depict these 

practices as especially patriarchal, and there were qualitative differences in the 

experiences of industry entry relayed to me by women and men. Many male truckers 

who talked about coming into the industry in this way had a father or older male relative 

in the industry. Others worked in male-dominated working class jobs that brought them 

into regular contact with truckers. There is also an important history of truckers coming 

into the industry out of the military, especially if they had a background in military 

transport. In contrast, only one of the women truckers I encountered reported having 

meaningful family ties to the industry (meaningful in the sense that those ties influenced 

her decision to enter the industry), although she did not report receiving training or 

mentorship through family or extended social networks. Another primarily solo female 

driver transitioned into trucking out of military transport.  

Several of the women truckers I encountered went out on the road with their 

spouses later in life, often once their children were old enough to be relatively 

independent or out of the house. Despite receiving their licences and often taking driving 

lessons, most of these women reported being trained, in large part, by their more 

experienced husbands. For Kristen (interview participant), these dynamics were a 

source of relationship conflict that limited her sense of confidence and skill development: 

Kristen: See, and that’s the difference between [Shawn] and I. I, I don’t classify 
myself, really, as a truck driver. I classify myself as a truck steerer. [Mutual 
laughter] Okay? Because, he does the fuel-ups. He doesn’t want me to get, he 
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doesn’t want me to have to do that. He does all the backing up. And it’s, it’s not 
by my choice. It’s his choice. 
Amie: It’s what he’s comfortable with? 
Kristen: Well, he’s used to doing it, and instead of teaching me to back up – you 
know, sure, you learn it in the school. And I can back up to a certain degree. But, 
I can’t put us into, um, areas. You know, um… 
Amie: Super tight areas? 
Kristen: Well – any of ‘em! I would never back into a dock or anything like that! 
Unless I could drive straight forward, and then back straight up, I’m okay. You 
know? Type thing. But, I wish I could. But, I haven’t been…been given that 
opportunity. So, I haven’t learnt it. 
Amie: Is that hard? 
Kristen: Yeah! Because then I feel like I’m only half. 

According to Kristen, the level of control these dynamics gave her husband over her own 

development as a trucker was problematic and difficult. However, even women who 

were as equally skilled and experienced as their husbands reported struggling with 

sexist assumptions that they were their spouses’ helper as opposed to ‘real’ truckers.  

Carly (interview participant) had taken extensive training and gone through a 

mentorship program before joining her partner – who had only been hauling a short time 

prior – on the road. Nonetheless, she talked about often being assumed to be her 

partner’s helper and an inferior trucker. She discussed how her husband also worked to 

confront these oppressive dynamics: 

[My husband] might be outside the vehicle. He often hears […] ‘Oh, you’re 
teachin’ the little lady how to drive! Isn’t that nice?’ So, [my husband], bless his 
heart, will say, ‘Actually, no. She’s teaching me how to drive. And she’s just 
showin’ me how to back up right now, an’ she told me that I should get out o’ the 
truck and see what the dynamics of a truck in reverse really looks like.’ [Laughs] 
So, he will, he’ll try to set that conversation on its head. 

In the context of pervasive assumptions concerning male driving supremacy, many 

women truckers reported struggling to be seen as ‘real,’ skilled drivers. It was not 

uncommon for male truckers, CVSE workers, or people associated with the industry who 

I engaged with to assume that women members of spousal teams were primarily helpers 

to their more experienced, skilled husbands (see also Chapter 5). Male truckers or those 

associated with the industry commonly expressed these assumptions to me; for 

example, one CVSE officer remarked that women members of spousal teams are 

“driving the dead miles” (Fieldnotes, Winter 2011). However they were negotiated on an 
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individual basis, these power dynamics can give male members of heterosexual driving 

teams a significant degree of influence over their partner’s work experiences. 

Nonetheless, the spousal team model can also lend some women truckers a heightened 

level of workplace legitimacy inasmuch as it accords, in some ways, with old school 

mentorship models of industry entry. Such women are broadly imagined as being 

familiar with and trained in old school trucking norms by their husbands.  

In this regard, and although they may be highly patriarchal, mentorship models of 

industry entry and training can play an important role in how women negotiate access to 

trucking work and their everyday work lives. My own mother gained access to the 

industry after working as a flagperson at trucking sites. When they learned she was a 

single mother, some truckers encouraged her to get her licence so she could have better 

wages and working conditions. They mentored her and she eventually got her first job 

driving dump truck. Over time she moved into heavy equipment operating, then logging 

truck, and eventually long haul (see Wretham & McLean, 2009). The gradual 

development of skills and movement from smaller, lighter equipment to larger, heavier 

vehicles that my mother experienced is also a hallmark of the old school mentorship 

models that truckers in this study described to me. Many drivers, such as Ian (interview 

participant) argued that this ‘bottom-up’ model of driver training was crucial to the 

development of skilled truckers. In discussing the driver shortage and challenges facing 

truckers, Ian criticised current driving schools and the lack of gradual skill development 

for newer drivers:   

Ian:…they never started from the bottom up. Like, with a little single axle. But 
they get on a big rig, eh? And, uh, you kind of got to know what you’re doing to, 
just…most of them survive, but there’s quite a few of them that don’t. They’re in, 
they end up in trouble. Yeah. And I think that’s the thing. They gotta, they gotta 
start driving a gravel truck, or a…little single axel like we did years ago, eh? 
‘Cause that’s that it was. And we just went up the ladder. 
Amie: Yep. Moved from the smaller trucks to the bigger, and so on? 
Ian: Yeah. My oldest son, that’s what he did. What he started in. He’s been 
driving for…near twenty years, I guess, now. Eighteen or twenty. And he started, 
we got him a job [locally]. And he started from the bottom up. And it made a…Not 
bragging him up, or anything, but it made a good driver out of him. 

Ian went on to emphasise the benefits of “father and son, or grandfather, father, son 

combinations” because of their capacity to transmit trucking knowledge, skills, and 

values – including the value of working your way up the ladder. He explained, “the old 
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boy, he started out with nothin’. Team of horses, some of them. Right? And then went up 

the…the…[trails off].” As I later discuss, the apparent erosion of these informal models 

of graduated truck driver training since deregulation was especially concerning to many 

of the truckers I spoke to.  

It is important not to romanticise the probable benefits of old school mentorship 

models of truck driver training, which is an obvious risk when knowledge about them is 

primarily derived from often-nostalgic accounts of mostly older drivers’ interpretive 

memories. There are clear exploitative dynamics to such practices, as prospective 

truckers often laboured long, unpaid hours before eventually getting a paid job. In many 

cases, a mentor would have been paid for the work performed by the learning driver. 

Moreover, to the extent they did and do exist, any such mentorship models would be 

fully imbricated in gendered and racialised hierarchies of power. Despite the existence of 

avenues for resistance and women’s access, such arrangements are likely to have 

predominantly reinforced male dominance in the industry. It also seems likely that the 

arrangements reinforced racial hierarchies and exclusion, inasmuch as non-white 

workers may have struggled to access mentors in a white dominated industry. Again, 

these exclusions have always been partial and subject to resistance and agency; there 

are, for example, South Asian trucking families who have been based in British 

Columbia for generations (Nayar, 2012; see also Craig, 1977, p. 72; Francis, 2012).  

There is a significant lack of research regarding South Asian truckers’ 

experiences and negotiations of truck driving labour, and it is beyond the scope of my 

research to speak to representations and normative practices of industry training and 

mentorship within South Asian trucking communities in British Columbia. However, Gill’s 

(2013) research with Punjabi women truck drivers in the Greater Toronto Area found that 

living in extended family households, having strong Punjabi community ties, and male 

spousal support – especially in terms of mentorship and training – were key factors 

facilitating her respondents’ participation in the industry. Gill’s research suggests that the 

importance of familial, social, and communal ties to the industry is by no means unique 

to the white settler drivers in my study. At the same time, however, my participants’ 

narrations of old school mentorship models accomplishes important identity work by 

situating such truckers as especially skilled and competent ‘legacy drivers’ and, as such, 
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legitimate heirs to the industry. As I later discuss, such stories play an important role in 

processes of gender and racialisation among my participants, especially in relation to the 

politics of skills, stigma, and blame.  

While it is important to analyse the role of such stories in relation to the dynamics 

of oppression among truck drivers, truckers’ narrations also reflect a grounded 

perspective on industry dynamics, elements of which might beneficially inform policy and 

regulatory changes to contemporary models of truck driver training. Although working for 

free is not a viable option for many, having access to free training and important 

networking opportunities was invaluable in getting many of the working class men I 

spoke to into the industry. Several truckers described how these informal mentorships 

worked around their other, often full-time jobs. These models also helped to insure the 

transmission of social norms and practices among truckers. While that transmission was 

and is profoundly problematic where it entails the transmission of oppressive practices, it 

also encouraged the emergence of coherent interpretive repertoires and driving norms 

among truckers, which factor into safe driving and communicative practices between 

drivers. Moreover, the gradual development of skills over time may have acted as a 

piecemeal stand-in for the safety controls offered by graduated licencing models – 

models which do not currently exist in Canada or North America for Class 1 drivers (but, 

as I later discuss, have been implemented in Australia and New Zealand).  

Participants’ accounts of old school mentorship models accomplish important 

identity work and are suggestive of broader shifts in the industry. In particular, they point 

to an intensified reliance on truck driver training schools to meet increasing demands for 

truck driving labour (CTHRC, 2007; Viscelli, 2016). I turn now to a discussion of shifts in 

driver training that have occurred since deregulation, and consider how those changes 

are implicated in processes of gendered racialisation in the industry. 

Racialisation and Post-Deregulation Truck Driver Training 
and Skill Development 

As previously discussed, deregulation eliminated previous route, commodity, and 

price controls in the Canadian trucking industry (Madar, 2000). Since that time, for-hire 
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trucking companies generally bid on hauling contracts (which commonly go to the lowest 

bidder) with no minimum rate controls. These ostensibly free-market reforms significantly 

increased competition in the industry by making it easier for new companies and owner 

operators to start up. One CVSE worker remarked that, when it came to getting into 

trucking, there used to be “thresholds to be let into an exclusive community, but that is 

now gone” (Fieldnotes, Spring 2011). Heightened competition has placed downward 

pressure on hauling rates. In the United States, Viscelli (2016) argues that rates are 

primarily kept down through low wages and bad working conditions for truck drivers (p. 

6-8). He contends that these dynamics are pushing experienced drivers out of the 

industry, and that carriers fill the gaps caused by exceptionally high turnover rates by 

drawing on a constant pool of inexperienced drivers. This occurs even as companies 

make contentious claims regarding a widespread driver shortage.  

Viscelli’s (2016) work suggests that current models of industry entry and training 

play an important role in externalising the risks and costs associated with a dysfunctional 

labour market from private trucking companies onto individual truckers and the general 

public. In Canada, these shifts have coincided with the increasing entry of recent 

immigrant and visible minority truck drivers into the industry, a significant proportion of 

whom are South Asian (Canadian Trucking Alliance, 2016; Dubé & Pilon, 2006; 

Rudolphs, 2004). Contemporary formal driver training and licencing models have not 

adequately addressed complex issues of graduated skill development and normative 

work practices among truckers. These gaps create tension among drivers and play into 

oppressive processes and practices of gender and racialisation in the industry. 

Long haul truck drivers in British Columbia are currently required to have a Class 

1 driver’s licence with air brake endorsement. Class 1 applicants in the province are 

required to take an air brake course (approximately 16 hours); apart from that and until 

very recently, no formal training has been required for obtaining a heavy truck licence 

anywhere in Canada. This changed on July 1 2017, when Ontario became the first 

jurisdiction to institute a mandatory entry-level training program for all new commercial 

truck drivers (CBC, 2016). In British Columbia, new Class 1 driver’s licence applicants 

are currently required to: 
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• Be 19 years old and not have a medical condition that prevents them from getting 
a commercial licence 

• Hold a minimum of Class 5 or 6 driver’s licence24 from a Graduated Driver 
Licencing Program or out-of-province equivalent25 

• Have fewer than four penalty points26 in the previous two years and no motor 
vehicle Criminal Code convictions in the previous three years 

• Pass a knowledge and road test (see Mayhew, 2007) 

British Columbia is the only province in Canada that requires drivers to use a loaded 

weight in their road test (although the minimum weight required is still significantly lower 

than the maximum hauling weight of most long haul tractor-trailer combination vehicles). 

To pass, applicants must also engage in a National Safety Code-compliant pre-trip 

inspection of their vehicle. In certain cases – such as where Insurance Corporation of 

British Columbia (ICBC) driver testing services are not readily available or capacity for 

those services exceeds demand – transport companies are permitted to train and 

assess their own employees, and the ICBC road test is waived (Mayhew, 2007, p. 21).  

Although British Columbia introduced graduated licencing for Class 5 drivers in 

1998 and has since seen significant declines in crash rates for young drivers (Carman & 

Culbert, 2016), there is no current impetus for implementing a graduated licencing 

program for commercial vehicle operators. Such graduated licencing models would see 

new Class 1 drivers gain experience in smaller, lighter vehicles before moving to larger, 

heavier vehicles and articulated trailers.27 Graduated licencing models of truck driver 

training already exist in Australia and New Zealand, and several European countries 

(including Austria, Germany, Norway, and the United Kingdom) place far greater 
 
24 A Class 5 licence in British Columbia certifies a person to drive cars, trucks, vans, motorhomes, 

construction and utility vehicles. A Class 6 licence covers motorcycles and all-terrain vehicles. 
25 British Columbia has reciprocal agreements with 14 countries allowing their citizens to 

immediately obtain a provincial driver’s licence, provided they have two years of non-learner 
driving experience (there is currently no reciprocal agreement in place with India). Other 
international applicants with two years of non-learner driving can take a knowledge and road 
test and obtain a provincial driver’s licence without going through the graduated licencing 
program. If applicants are not from a country with a reciprocal licence agreement in place and 
they do not have at least two years of non-learner driving experience, they are required to go 
through the graduated licensing program (see ICBC, 2016). 

26 Drivers in British Columbia who commit traffic offences are assessed points against their 
driving record, with different offences carrying different numbers of points (see ICBC, 2017) 

27 Some heavy trucks haul two trailers. The trailers articulate so, among other things, they are 
able to clear corners. Hauling articulated trailers is more difficult in terms of managing weights 
and axle lengths, cornering, handling adverse conditions, reversing, and so on.  
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emphasis on mandatory training than is the case in Canada or the United States 

(Mayhew, 2007; see also Ball, 2012). While the Australian graduated licencing model 

has been described as minimalist, New Zealand has a more complex model involving 

four classes of heavy truck licences. Drivers are required to obtain their licences first in 

the lightest heavy truck category, and then progressively earn their licences for the 

higher classes (drivers must hold a six month learner’s permit for each class of licence, 

and can obtain their licence in the next class only after a three to six month period of 

having the full licence) (Mayhew, 2007, p. 33). While graduated licencing regimes have 

generally demonstrated positive improvements in road safety (Masten & Foss, 2010; 

Shope, 2007; Williams, 2011), at the time of this writing there does not appear to have 

been any substantive research assessment of the road safety impacts of New Zealand’s 

model of graduated licencing for truck drivers (see also Mayhew, 2007). Moreover, 

government initiatives to streamline the system in response to industry complaints of a 

driver shortage are currently underway (New Zealand Herald, 2016).  

Industry claims of a driver shortage have also impacted discussions concerning 

the possibility of implementing a graduated licencing model of truck driver training and 

licencing in Canada and British Columbia. A 2007 report by the Traffic Injury Research 

Foundation for British Columbia identified graduated licencing and commercial 

probationary licencing as having “the greatest potential to reduce collisions and improve 

driver quality” (Mayhew, 2007, p. vi). In the end, however, the report recommended 

against the adoption of graduated licencing because it would be too complex, expensive, 

and impractical. The report argued that any changes “should be considered in the 

context of an existing shortage of qualified drivers – every effort should be made to 

ensure that licencing changes do not add barriers to entry into the truck driver 

profession” (Mayhew, 2007, p. 47).  

Analysts in Canada and the United States have argued that a shortage of 

qualified truck drivers is among the most important and longstanding challenges facing 

the industry (Belman et al., 2005; Chow, 2006; CTHRC, 2007; Dubé & Pilon, 2006; 

Mayhew, 2007; McKeown & Rae, 1996). Although perceptions and discussions of a 

truck driver shortage are widespread, there are no universally accepted and employed 

measures for quantifying it (Dubé & Pilon, 2006, p. 20). Current discussions of the labour 
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shortage in Canada tend to rely on out-dated or anecdotal information, often assuming 

the shortage despite an absence of evidence or in the presence of conflicting evidence 

(see Chow, 2006, p. 46-50; CTA, 2012; Dubé & Pilon, 2006; Mayhew, 2007). In 1993, 

the Canadian Trucking Human Resources Council (CTHRC) estimated that the trucking 

industry would require approximately 37,300 new drivers every year to address driver 

attrition and industrial growth (Chow, 2006, p. 46). More recent research tends to rely 

heavily on employer perceptions to establish the existence of a driver shortage. The 

CTHRC (2007, 2011) has primarily cited high rates of employer concern over a driver 

shortage as evidence for its existence. For example, in one study the council found that 

almost half of employers surveyed said they had trucks off of the road because they 

could not find drivers, with 41.5 percent of them saying a driver shortage impacted their 

ability to move freight (CTHRC, 2011, p. 7; see also CTHRC, 2007). The fact that 

truckers represent an aging workforce relative to other occupations and that there are 

few younger workers entering the industry are often taken as evidence of a current and 

looming truck driver shortage (Chow, 2006, p. 46-50; CTA, 2012, p. 4; Dubé & Pilon, 

2006, p. 12-13; Gregson, 2017, p. 2).  

 The driver shortage is also commonly framed in relation to truck driver turnover 

rates, which are exceptionally high in both Canada and the United States. At large 

companies in the United States, driver turnover rates typically average over 100 percent 

per year (Viscelli, 2016, p. 7). The driver turnover rate for all Canadian trucking 

companies was estimated to be 36 percent in 2002, and a 2001 study suggested that 10 

percent of Canadian hauling companies have annual turnover rates in excess of 86.5 

percent (Chow, 2006, p. 49). Canadian research further suggests that turnover rates are 

higher in the for-hire segment of the industry, and that they are highest among long haul 

truckers (Chow, 2006, p. 50; CTHRC, 2007). A CTHRC (2004) study found that 70 

percent of turnover can be attributed to truck drivers quitting or leaving the industry. The 

study further cited poor driver compensation, bad working and living conditions for 

drivers, and the unattractiveness of the job to young people and potential new drivers as 

the top three perceived reasons for the truck driver shortage (CTHRC, 2004).  

 Industry analysts commonly argue that high turnover rates have major 

associated costs for carriers, especially in terms of recruitment and training (Chow, 
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2006; CTA, 2012; CTHRC, 2004, 2007, 2011; Min & Lambert, 2002). While 

acknowledging those costs, Viscelli (2016) argues that, in contemporary neoliberal 

contexts, American trucking companies profit more by managing, rather than fixing, the 

problem of high driver turnover. He argues that long haul truck driver wages would have 

to rise significantly to effectively increase driver retention rates, which would impede 

carriers’ capacities to charge low hauling rates. Viscelli (2016) contends that carriers’ 

strategic claims to a driver shortage play a role in trucking companies’ sophisticated 

labour supply management techniques (p. 7-9). In addition to drawing on large pools of 

cheap contractual labour, these techniques rely on a steady stream of inexperienced 

drivers coming into the industry. My research suggests similar dynamics may be at work 

in Canada, including and perhaps especially in relation to guest worker programs. 

In Canada, it is not uncommon for analysts or employers to specify that there is a 

shortage of qualified drivers, as opposed to a shortage of Class 1 certified drivers. This 

distinction implicitly acknowledges some research suggesting there is actually a balance 

of supply and demand for new drivers (CTA, 2012, p. 3). The clarification also reflects 

that, in Canada and elsewhere, a significant proportion of drivers who have their 

commercial vehicle driver’s licence choose not to work in the industry (CTHRC, 2007; 

CTA, 2012; Gregson, 2017). As a result, it is not uncommon for concerns over a driver 

shortage and high turnover rates to be framed as a training issue (CTA, 2012; CTHRC, 

2007, 2011; Dubé & Pilon, 2006; Mayhew, 2007). According to this argument, the 

problem is not a shortage of people who possess their Class 1 licence, but a shortage of 

Class 1 licence holders who have the skills and experience necessary to remain and 

succeed in the industry.  

According to the CTHRC (2007), the vast majority of training that Class 1 test 

participants receive in Canada now comes from unregulated, non-standardised 

publically and privately run driving schools. In a survey of recent driver hires and Class 1 

licence test participants, the CTHRC (2007) found that only 20 percent of respondents 

reported accessing informal sources of training, while 88 percent attended driver training 

schools (p. 14). A 2004 CTHRC national review of public and private Class 1 driver 

training schools found vast differences in the cost and range of training hours provided, 

with a national average cost of just under $4,000 for 157 training hours (CTHRC, 2007, 
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p. 6-7). Among the truckers I engaged with, it was common knowledge that there is a 

vast range in the cost, quality, and length of Class 1 truck driver training offered at 

driving schools in the province. Although by no means a systematic review, a quick 

Internet search for Class 1 driver training schools in the Lower Mainland can locate 

multiple programs advertised at well below the 2004 national averages for cost and 

training hours identified by the CTHRC (2007). At the same time, there are a few schools 

that are especially well known for providing exceptional training and mentorship 

programs. Learners in those schools can expect to be trained not only in the minimum 

braking and backing up manoeuvres, but how to drive in the mountains as well as in 

winter and adverse conditions, how to chain up, proper load securement, and so on. 

Such schools are generally accredited to deliver the CTHRC’s Earning Your Wheels 

program, which is a standardised, intensive 12 week program involving a minimum 120 

hours classroom time, 85 hours training behind the wheel, and four weeks of supervised 

workplace experience with a carrier (Transportation Research Board, 2007, p. 11).  

Many truckers I encountered were critical of these significant differences in driver 

training, and expressed frustration at the lax training offered at many schools. Shawn 

(interview participant) explained that “Most o’ the places you don’t get any experience in 

hauling any different freights, or…[There’s just] A few good, uh, driving schools that, 

when you come out of there, you know something.” He went on to discuss how one 

particularly well-known school offered training in how to haul different weights and types 

of freight, lessons on how to properly secure a load, paid apprenticeships, and on-the-

road mentorship programs. But he also noted that programs like that “cost lots of 

money.” Glen (interview participant) pointed out that, for the most part, truck driver 

training programs are not covered by student loans, making access to high-quality driver 

training programs even more prohibitive (see also Bray, 2010). 

The issue of the cost and accessibility of high-quality driver training programs is 

more concerning in light of the increasing importance of Class 1 training schools for 

truckers coming into the industry. The Canadian Trucking Alliance (2012) points out that 

carriers usually try to avoid the expense of training drivers, and apart from Employment 

Insurance, funding for truck driver training is mostly unavailable (p. 7; see also Bray, 

2010). A study by the CTHRC (2007) found that a 31.2 percent of all trucking industry 
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employers surveyed provided limited or no training for Class 1 drivers. The study 

concluded that although employer-provided training rates are increasing, such training 

tends to be passive and non-intensive (for example, general company orientation or 

safety training rather than mentorship or internship programs) (CTHRC, 2007). Among 

the carriers surveyed, between approximately one-quarter and one-third offered some 

form of one-on-one training or mentorship program (CTHRC, 2007, p. 14-16).28 

Exploring similar dynamics in the United States, Viscelli (2016) suggests that the 

current system of truck driver training allows trucking companies to externalise a 

significant portion of the costs of the industry’s exceptionally high labour turnover rates: 

…rather than operating training programs at their own expense, most carriers 
bring in a steady stream of drivers through public and private truck driving 
schools that charge workers for their training. A few of the largest carriers 
operate their own schools and charge students…If then hired, most of these 
workers sign a contract with a carrier stating that this debt will be forgiven if they 
work for the company for a year or so. If they quit before that time, they usually 
must repay the cost of training to the carrier, which most likely charges high 
interest on the debt. In other words, workers work under a form of debt peonage. 
(p. 8) 

Although data about the rates and details of such arrangements are lacking, in my 

experience, trucking companies ‘sponsoring’ drivers through training school in exchange 

for the driver’s commitment to work for them for a dedicated period of time is a widely 

known, common industry practice in Canada. Additional research is needed to determine 

how common such arrangements are; the time, labour, and repayment commitments 

they entail, and whether and how more vulnerable workers – including those labouring 

under guest worker programs – are differentially positioned and impacted by them.  

Viscelli’s (2016) research strongly suggests that long haul trucking companies’ 

claims of a driver shortage and reliance on driving schools for employee training are an 

important part of externalising the risks associated with the contemporary organisation of 

 
28 The study did not provide a sectoral breakdown of training regimes that would distinguish 

employer-provided long haul driver training rates. That lack of differentiation is also important 
because it is likely that trucking sectors where drivers are legally required to have additional 
certifications – such as fuel hauling or transporting hazardous materials – may provide 
significantly more training than is otherwise broadly available.  
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trucking labour in the United States. He points out that tax dollars subsidize publically 

run driving schools, and that inexperienced drivers cost the public more in terms of 

“more highway accidents, higher insurance costs, and increased oil consumption and air 

pollution” (p. 9). His research provides a study in how deregulation set the stage for 

trucking companies to extract profit through the concerted, sophisticated and organised 

exploitation of long haul truck drivers. However, Viscelli does not consider how gender 

and racialising processes fit into these exploitative dynamics.  

Among my participants, it was clear that the issue of mentorship and driver 

training schools factors into racialising processes in the industry. Although there is little 

in the way of research or industry profiles available for Class 1 driving schools in British 

Columbia, some schools do tailor their advertising to members of the South Asian 

community (particularly in the Lower Mainland). Many white truckers I encountered 

considered South Asian owned or dominated trucking schools to be especially inferior. 

The schools were often thought to be illegally selling or giving away Class 1 licences to 

their students. CVSE workers, as well as truckers, expressed these concerns to me. 

During observations at one inspection station, a CVSE officer explained that there are 

increasing numbers of Punjabi and Pakistani truckers in the province, and many of them 

are purchasing fraudulent licences in order to become Class 1 professional drivers; as 

he did so, he gestured to indicate air quotes around the term “professional drivers” 

(Fieldnotes, Winter 2011).  

Such beliefs contribute to broader racist dynamics by reinforcing 

conceptualisations of South Asian drivers as unskilled and illegitimate truckers. During 

our interview, Josh (interview participant) was arguing that immigrant truckers lacked the 

skills and training to be good truck drivers. He said he saw these problems “mostly with 

the East Indian community. Uh, they’re the ones that a lot of old truck drivers are having 

a problem with.” When I asked him what he thought should be done to address 

heightened racial tensions in the industry, he responded: 

If it was up to me, I’d take ‘em all off the road. I would not let ‘em in a truck, let 
alone a car. ‘Cause they just don’t have the ability and the know-how to do it. 
‘Cause they bring their beliefs in. From, their country. And expect us to be happy 
with that. Uh, training, yeah, but, there again, they were supposedly trained to do 
the job. But it was trained by another East Indian. So, it kinda, it’s connected. 
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And a lot o’ the driving schools have been shut down because o’ that connection. 
Umm…But yeah, personally, I would rather not have them on the road. 

As I later explore, conceptualisations such as these are rooted, in part, in assumptions 

concerning hierarchical cultures of automobility and differential embodied capacities for 

trucking labour. Josh’s statement provides insight into how neoliberal and neo-colonial 

shifts in the organisation of trucking labour can factor into dynamics of racism in the 

industry. Whereas old school white mentorship models tended to be idealised by the 

white truckers I met, mentorship and training by South Asian truckers for South Asian 

truckers were commonly denigrated as inferior and potentially dangerous.  

 In Canada, the lack of regulation or standardisation of Class 1 driving schools 

has led to calls by drivers and industry analysts for the establishment of enhanced 

minimum driver training requirements for new industry entrants (BCTA, 2016; CBC, 

2016; CTA, 2012, p. 7; CTHRC, 2011, p. 12; Mayhew, 2007). There are also increasing 

calls for truck driving to be recognized as a skilled trade (CTA, 2012, p. iii, 7; CTHRC, 

2011, p. 12; Mayhew, 2007, p. 38). Transport drivers are currently classified as Skill 

Level C for occupations that usually require secondary school and/or occupational 

training. Level C includes food and beverage servers, customer service and mail carriers 

(among others). There is only one lower skills classification. Among truckers I spoke to, 

this classification was especially contentious. Participants regularly pointed to the 

complex, specialised and life-or-death nature of their work skills. Norm (interview 

participant) was a former long haul trucker who still occasionally took loads and worked 

in driver training. In a conversation about the lack of public awareness of the level of skill 

involved in the operation of commercial vehicles, as well as what he saw as a broad-

based decline in the average competence of contemporary truckers, Norm argued: 

…the Canadian government also needs to take a long hard look at the National 
Occupational Classification of professional driver. Because, it’s currently 
classified as a ‘C’ grade, I believe, which is a non-skilled trade. Umm, so, if, if, 
we’re counting on non-skilled people to drive at 55 or 60 miles an hour up and 
down the roads, in this country, with a hundred and forty thousand pounds on, 
um, I think we’re in big trouble. Uh, when you compare it to a hairdresser, it’s 
considered a skilled trade. Nothing against hairdressers, but. Um, the worst 
thing, in most cases, you’re gonna get out of a hairdresser is a bad haircut. So, 
whereas, with a tractor-trailer operator, you can have, uh, some pretty 
devastating collisions. […] So.  Um, that, that, rating on the face of it, people go, 
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‘Oh well, it’s not a big deal.’ But actually, it is a big deal, because it, it does 
impact how its viewed, how its funded, uh, um, the politicians fall back on it to 
say, ‘Oh, well, it’s not a big deal, it’s a non-skilled trade.’ […] I would challenge 
any one of them to come on down an’ we’ll see how well they can shift a non-
synchronised transmission, an’ get a 53 foot trailer through downtown wherever... 

Norm explicitly links the governmental classification of trucking jobs as low skilled with 

misguided assumptions about trucking labour as being easy and inconsequential. He 

goes on to emphasise the risks involved with trucking, and the complexity of the skills 

required. Like Norm, the truckers I spoke with overwhelmingly considered themselves 

professionals in the sense of being skilled, capable, competent and responsible. 

 

Figure 4.1 Fieldwork Photo: Ride-Along; City in the Late Afternoon (Fall 2011) 

At the same time, white truckers’ claims to being highly skilled workers are highly 

racialised in the context of neoliberal shifts in industry organisation and the heightened 

reliance on non-white, immigrant, and migrant workers. Inasmuch as it means trucking 

companies can access relatively cheap pools of international labour through the TFW 

and PNP programs, the increased reliance on immigrant and migrant workers is 
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facilitated by the low-skilled labour designation. In 2012, more temporary foreign workers 

in Canada were categorised as occupational skill level of C than any other skills 

categorisation (Lemieux & Nadeau, 2015, p. 11). Typically, employers looking to hire 

labourers through the TFWP are required to obtain a Labour Market Impact Assessment 

(LMIA, formerly Labour Market Opinion or LMO) confirming that there are no Canadian 

workers available and there is a need to hire the guest worker. Moreover, employers 

looking to hire through the program must demonstrate they have attempted to hire 

Canadian workers at or above the median wage. Inasmuch as such programs and 

processes allow trucking companies to hire workers at the going rate – even though low 

wages are widely acknowledged as contributing to the truck driver shortage – guest 

worker programs may provide Canadian trucking industry employers another 

mechanism for ‘managing’ rather than addressing contemporary labour supply issues.  

Researchers have criticized the LMIA process in British Columbia and Canada 

more broadly for, among other things, heavily favouring employers, and providing 

access to large pools of cheap labour consisting of highly vulnerable workers (Fudge & 

MacPhail, 2009; Nakache, 2010; Rodgers, 2016). A recent report on the TFWP by the 

Auditor General of Canada (2017) found that employers’ claims as to their need to hire 

foreign workers were usually accepted and subject to little or no scrutiny by officials. 

Under these conditions, it is probable that widespread perceptions of a driver shortage 

bolster the likelihood of trucking companies obtaining positive LMIAs.29 Additional 

research is needed to study the experiences of truckers employed under guest worker 

programs, as well as the relationship between employers’ claims of a driver shortage 

and their capacities to access large pools of relatively cheap and potentially vulnerable 

labourers through guest worker programs. When and if such precarious labour results in 

increased pressure to drive long hours, less opportunity to refuse work, access to poorly 

maintained equipment, and/or inadequate training or knowledge of workers’ rights, 

patterns of racialisation in the trucking industry have the potential to result in significantly 

unequal patterns of labour, mobility, and embodied risk. 

 
29 Although beyond the scope of this dissertation to explore in any depth or detail, the apparent 

underrepresentation of Indigenous truck drivers in the industry and lack of evidence that 
carriers are attempting to recruit from within their communities adds to these problematics (see 
previous discussion, p. 91-92).  
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 My own research encounters suggest that such issues may contribute 

significantly to contemporary industry hierarchies of inequality, exploitation, and safety. 

For example, Carly (interview participant) was a spousal team driver who spoke about 

working to establish relationships with non-white truckers, and to confront racism in her 

own thoughts and actions. Carly located flaws in her own company’s mentorship 

programs for immigrant drivers within the broader exploitations and vulnerabilities faced 

by such workers, and argued that these issues were a major factor in difficult and 

dangerous mistakes that such workers sometimes made:  

Carly: What, what we’re doing, an’ ‘is, this is just my simplistic observation, we’re 
pulling in immigrants. You know, they’re, they’re truck drivers that are coming 
over, but there’s this big huge quote unquote driver shortage. There is not – there 
is a driver shortage, but there’s a driver shortage for properly trained drivers. So, 
what’s happening is, our company, we’ve, we’ve brought in – I can’t tell you how 
many. Probably a hundred and fifty people from Britain. Uh, they stayed the two 
years and left. Now, whether they went to other trucking jobs, or just came in, as 
part of the contractual agreement, uh, now we’re pulling people in from the 
Ukraine. Hardworking, uh, you know, I mean, these people – a lot of them are 
middle-aged men, generally. There is no females that I know of that have come 
over on the immigration program. They’ve looked, they’ve, they’ve put everything 
on the line to come over and get a new opportunity. And I really admire that. So, 
there’s a real danger of them being abused. Like, all immigrant workers being 
abused, an ‘at. And I, and I won’t tolerate that. […] If I hear of that, I just get, I, 
the hackles on my neck just stand up. But, having said that, now, we’ve got, 
especially if English is a second language, there’s huge safety issues that come 
into play. And we’ve, our company itself has had major problems, uh, with people 
that, yeah, they kind of speak English, and they’ve had English classes. But our 
company will put two Ukraine drivers together in the truck, instead of trying to 
mentor them off of an English speaking driver, to advance their skills, sets. So 
they’ll put them, you know…And the-, and the Ukrainian gentlemen don’t 
necessarily know each other or like each other, you know? 
Amie: Yeah. 
Carly: But this, the, they say, “You’re under contract, you’re gonna do what we 
say,” kinda thing. Then they head off to, and they make some horrific mistakes in 
the States. And the, and the States, it’s very costly. And we’ve even had drivers 
that have been, like, chased down, um, because they’ve made mistakes. And 
they were, like, they were being deported.  

Carly was relatively exceptional among the truckers I encountered in her explicit 

commitment to anti-racism. These commitments seemed to facilitate her ability to 

contextualise the work problems she saw immigrant drivers involved in within broader 

dynamics of exploitation and inadequate driver training. She criticises industry claims of 

a driver shortage, and links those claims to the increasing reliance on immigrant 
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workers. She further argues that these dynamics – including inadequate language 

training and mentorship – can and, in her experience, do put such workers at higher risk 

of being in situations they do not have the knowledge or training to properly address. 

She further emphasises the kind of risks this can entail, both for the workers themselves 

and, more implicitly, for the general public. At the same time, she acknowledged getting 

frustrated and upset at repeatedly “having to clean up after them.”  

Current formal licencing and training requirements for commercial vehicle drivers 

are inadequate for the complexities of trucking labour and the dangers heavy trucks can 

pose. These inadequacies factor into racial hierarchies of labour and dynamics of racism 

in the industry. In this regard, the racist narratives that I commonly encountered by white 

drivers need to be understood in relation to broader organisational and relational 

processes and patterns in the trucking industry. There are indications that truckers 

employed under guest worker programs may be subject to differential exploitations and 

standards of labour than other drivers. For example, a shipping manager who had 

worked for two large distributors told me that the companies she worked for specifically 

recruited immigrant drivers, and especially immigrant team drivers, for rush jobs. She 

explained that even for cross country deliveries, immigrant team drivers get it there “in 

an incredibly fast amount of time” (Fieldnotes, Summer 2011). She went on the explain 

that they did not do this when shipping breakable items, because they also found that 

there was a higher risk of freight being damaged (Fieldnotes, Summer 2011). In keeping 

with Carly’s observations, many scholars have criticised guest worker programs for 

permitting and encouraging the suppression of wages and working conditions, as well as 

exploiting migrant workers (Foster, 2012; Fudge & MacPhail, 2009; Nakache, 2013; 

Shelley, 2007; Siemiatyc, 2010; Strauss, 2014).  

Neoliberal and neo-colonial shifts in the organisation of trucking labour further 

interact with truckers’ conceptualisations of hierarchical cultures of automobility and 

embodied gendered and racialised capacities for skilled trucking labour. In the following 

section, I examine these issues in greater detail. 



 

136 

Gendered and Racialised Imaginings of Skills, Safety, and 
Embodied Capacities for Trucking Labour 

My research suggests that neoliberal and neo-colonial shifts in the organisation 

of trucking labour have entailed changes to truck driver mentorship and training models. 

Many truckers I encountered argue that these shifts are significant factors in declining 

skill levels and pride of labour among drivers. At the same time, claims to skilled trucking 

identities both emerge out of and are implicated in processes of gender and racialisation 

in the industry. In this section, I sketch out broad gendered and racialising trends in 

contemporary imaginings of trucking skills and embodied capacities for truck driving 

labour. In doing so, I work to set the stage for further considering the implications of 

neoliberalism for differential politics of skills, stigma, and blame in the British Columbia 

based long haul trucking industry. It is important to note, however, that the configurations 

of meaning I trace here are variously embraced, rejected, managed and reimagined in 

the course of truckers’ everyday lives.  

In the context of heightened competition, increasing labour precarity, and an 

expanding reliance on immigrant labour, I found that some white male truck drivers seek 

to reconstitute their work identities through strategic appeals to cultural associations 

between white masculinity and embodied capacities for skilled trucking labour. In 

contrast, women truckers are broadly constructed as technically proficient but less 

skilled than their masculine counterparts. This is especially evident in assumptions 

concerning women’s embodied incapacities for specific forms of trucking work. The 

truckers I engaged with for this study also predominantly imagined South Asian truckers 

in association with inferior cultures of automobility, and broadly denied their capacities 

for safe, skilled trucking labour. 

Men of Steel with Diesel in their Veins: Embodying the ‘Old School 
Trucker’ 

“They make their living steering 40 tons of steel and freight with their 
hands...Diesel fuel flows in their veins...Blacktop shines in their eyes.” (Parker, 
n.d.) 
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Mohanram (1999) points out that the body plays a key role in identity formation, 

granting as it does “a sense of belonging to the normative group, or of being the other” 

(200). Truckers’ performances of specific embodied practices associated with colonial 

masculinity assist them in accomplishing identities commensurate with the old school 

trucker ideal. Unsurprisingly, masculine instrumentality and driving prowess are defining 

features of that ideal. Research has shown that conceptualisations of mechanical and 

driving skills are often assumed to be fundamentally masculine qualities (Dummitt, 2004; 

Mellström, 2001; Ouellet, 1994; Redshaw, 2008; Thomas, 1979; Walker, 1998). 

Redshaw (2008) explains that vehicles and displays of driving skill can be powerful 

mechanisms for the enactment of masculinity, especially for men from lower socio-

economic backgrounds (p. 12; see also Walker, 1998). In keeping with these findings, 

many of the male truckers I met depicted their propensities for trucking as deeply 

embodied and inherent to their masculine subjectivity. They also tended to emphasize 

the importance of mechanical skills to trucking labour and in reference to old school 

trucking ideals. At the same time, however, technological changes that are primarily 

implemented to accomplish neoliberal imperatives towards efficiency and targeted 

governance increasingly diminish truckers’ opportunities to enact instrumental 

masculinities (see also Balay, 2017; Levy, 2015, 2016). These dynamics were evident in 

complex negotiations of identity among truckers I engaged with for this study. 

Among my participants, appeals to experiences with machinery and/or driving as 

children or youths were common narrative strategies for male truckers’ to establish their 

‘innate’ propensities for driving and instrumentality. Such strategies are in keeping with 

Redshaw’s (2008) contention that men tend to express their connections to cars and the 

experience of driving “as more authentic and ‘natural’, as an experience of man-and-

machine” (p. 83-84). Stewart (interview and ride-along participant) explained “I’ve 

always, like, it’s been in my blood forever. You know, I wanted to drive Dad’s pickup 

when I was five. An’ ‘e let me! I took out the whole side of the woodshed!” Similarly, 

when I asked him what drew him to the industry, Travis (interview participant) explained 

“I just loved the machinery, the, the aspect of seeing a, a big dozer, or a loader, or even 

a big truck and a low-bed come in. I just thought ‘Wow. Someday I’d really love to drive 

that.’” Likewise, Dylan (interview participant) grounded his desire to be a trucker in his 

longstanding attraction to machinery: “It’s just a love. It’s just a calling. Like anything 
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else. Um…I’ve always been intrigued by equipment, ever since I was a little boy.” In part 

by anchoring their attraction to machinery, trucks, and driving to youthful experiences, 

many male truckers depicted their skilled enjoyment of driving and mechanical 

engagement as profound, embodied compulsions. For example, many described 

trucking as either being ‘in your blood’, or as something that ‘gets into your blood.’ Jesse 

explained “I think it's something that's in the, in a true driver's blood. You just, like you 

say, I, uh, even now I sit here on my days off, I'm watching trucks go by on the road.” In 

this regard, the old school trucker is not only a good driver, he is also someone to whom 

these abilities ‘come naturally.’  

Likewise, male truckers I encountered tended to valorise mechanical skills as a 

defining feature of idealised conceptualisations of old school truckers. In keeping with 

notions of pioneer truckers and colonial masculinities, the mechanical achievements 

most celebrated by my participants involved demonstrations of ingenuity and 

adaptability, including the ability to make do with what you have (see also Craig, 1977). 

For example, Shawn (interview participant) commented that “The old timers, that are still 

out there, I mean, some of them, they could rebuild a whole truck that’s sittin’ on the side 

o’ the road.” Walker (1998) argues that assertions of masculine technological dominance 

through reference to driving and mechanical skills are crucial to white working class men 

whose identities are challenged by their increasingly degraded labour status. However, 

despite the strong relationship between assertions of masculinity and technological 

dominance, historically and today, an increasing reliance on machines has presented 

simultaneous challenges and opportunities for the iteration of gender norms (see Forth, 

2008; Levy, 2015, 2016; Scharff, 1991).  

A range of challenges increasingly confront truck drivers when it comes to 

enacting instrumental masculinities, especially in relation to mechanical labour. To some 

extent, these shifts can be linked to broader neoliberal changes in the labour force 

(including the deskilling of work, low wages, and increasing precarity of labour), which 

Connell (2005) argues particularly undermine opportunities for the enactment of white 

working class masculinities (p. 55-56). The aggressive implementation of on-board 

technologies intended to improve efficiency as well as to discipline and surveil truck 

drivers (Balay, 2017; Levy, 2015, 2016) reduces opportunities for truckers to enact 
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driving and mechanical skills, as does the more generalised integration of new 

technologies into vehicle manufacturing. Automatic transmissions, governors, computer-

based engine mechanics, on-board cameras, cell phones, navigation systems and other 

technological advances all contribute to the deskilling of trucking labour and a reduction 

in opportunities for the achievement of masculine identities (see also Levy, 2015, 2016).   

As Merriman (2009) points out, drivers generally use an increasingly wide array 

of technologies to assist them on their journeys (p. 590). To some extent, it could be 

argued that, rather than deskilling, the types of skills that truck drivers need are changing 

in relation to new technologies and the increasing need to navigate digital environments. 

This may be especially true for some long haul owner operators who may need to 

negotiate and communicate with clients online, apply for permits and operating 

authorities in various jurisdictions, submit cross-border pre-clearance information, and/or 

bid on contracts. However, it is also common for those types of work to be done by a 

bookkeeper or, frequently, a spouse (see Agar, 1986). For example, although they were 

recently divorced, Nick’s (interview and ride-along participant) ex-wife continued to do all 

of the accounting and bookkeeping labour associated with his job as an owner operator 

(Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). In this regard, women’s labour clearly underwrites the male-

dominated trucking industry over and above their disproportionate share of household 

and caregiving labour.30 In general, though, the requirements for such types of labour 

(especially for most contract and employee drivers) are minimal. ELDs take over the 

work of maintaining logbooks, and new technologies increasingly automate and/or 

regulate vehicle functions that used to be solely within a driver’s control (such as speed) 

(see also Levy, 2015, 2016). More to the point of this discussion, the ever-increasing 

computerisation of vehicles makes it increasingly difficult or impossible for truckers to 

engage in roadside repairs of their vehicles. This aspect of deskilling is especially 

relevant because it removes opportunities for truck drivers to perform instrumental 

masculinities, which have long been especially important to working class men’s gender 

enactments (Mellström, 2001; Walker, 1998; Weis, 2004, p. 68; Willis, 1979). 

 
30 Long haul truckers’ spouses – mainly women – tend to bear a heightened level of domestic and 

caregiving labour because of their husbands’ frequent and often long absences (Agar, 1986; 
Rothe, 1991). 
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One way that truckers in my study sought to negotiate these issues was through 

re-interpreting their embodied labour in ways that conform with neoliberal market 

imperatives and valorised conceptualisations of subjectivity. Some of the truckers I met 

accomplished this by re-imagining capacities for masculine instrumentality as rational, 

cost-saving necessities. For example, Fred (interview participant) argued that truckers 

still need to be mechanically inclined, even though the increasing computerisation of 

vehicles limits what mechanical work they can perform. He went on to explain: 

You have to be mechanically inclined. […] To be able to do, uh, you know, 
change headlights or do minor, minor repairs to the vehicle. Otherwise it’s just 
too costly for ya. […] You could be sitting on the side of the road for half a day in 
the middle of nowhere for something minor like a blown hose, or, or electrical 
problem or something.  

Similarly, during a ride-along Tom (interview and ride-along participant) was telling me 

about specific driving practices he engaged in to get the most out of his truck. He 

explained, “My job is to run this truck as efficiently as possible” (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). 

By reconfiguring masculine instrumentality in terms of cost-benefit analysis, these 

truckers re-imagine old school masculine subjectivities and labour practices to align with 

conceptualisations of the neoliberal rational actor. In asserting the monetary value of 

labour practices that align with old school masculine ethics concerning the proper use of 

equipment, truckers can also assert the supremacy of such drivers in terms of their 

relative worth and as deserving of enhanced remuneration (see also Chapter 5).  

Blake (interview participant) explicitly linked truckers’ mechanical skills to their 

wages and inclinations to care for the trucks they drive: 

…in the old days […] we didn’t have the pre-trips and all that. And it was always, 
you light the fires, kick the tires, and away you’re gone. But we still went, like I 
say. You went around, and you made sure your load was tied on, you made sure 
the tires were, weren’t flat or anything like that. Et cetera. But you get the El 
Cheapo that doesn’t pay? The driver goes up, opens the door, gets in, turns the 
key, and he’s gone! He doesn’t care! Comes to the truck stop, shuts it off, turbo’s 
still red hot because you just pulled off the highway. He don’t care! You know? 
You’re not payin’ me enough to care. But the guy that’s, that’s payin, and that’s 
gonna look after ya, you’re gonna get in the truck, and it’s gonna be clean inside, 
everything’s neat and tidy. When he gets to that truck stop, he’ll idle it for three or 
four minutes, cool the turbo off and everything else. It’s going to last.  
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While he acknowledges that, in the past, targeted safety regulations were more lax (“we 

didn’t have pre-trips and all that”), Blake contends that truckers nonetheless performed 

informal checks to ensure the safety of their rigs and cargo (“You went around, and you 

made sure your load was tied on, you made sure the tires were, weren’t flat or anything 

like that”). It is notable that in Blake’s quote, the imagined boss who undervalues good 

(white) truckers’ labour is racialised as non-white (“El Cheapo”). Through this denigrating 

racialisation and his economic arguments, Blake seeks to establish the irrationality of 

any employer who does not properly assess the value of ‘good’ truckers’ labour. In doing 

so, he also argues that those who undervalue truckers’ labour directly contribute to the 

erosion of valuable and skillful subjectivities among truckers. This provides a telling 

example of how drivers’ claims to skilled trucking identities are often implicated in 

dynamics of oppression in the industry. Inasmuch as they are profoundly reliant on 

processes of Othering, the normative identity achievements of white working class 

truckers are also gendered exercises of power that patrol the borders between ‘real’ 

white male truckers and denigrated female and racialised bodies.  

These power dynamics are implicated in truckers’ everyday negotiations of their 

work lives and the privileges and oppressions they experience therein. In the following 

section, I consider the implications of differential constructions of women truckers’ 

embodied (in)capacities for trucking labour (see also Chapter 5). 

Binary Automobilities? Embodied Masculinity and Mindful Femininity 

Dylan: I’m curious. From a man’s perspective… 
Amie: Um-hmm? 
Dylan: …that’s what it is. It’s just all about machinery, and, um, and…as we were 
saying, you know, it’s, it’s a kind of a love, or your calling. You, you want to get 
out there. You love challenge. You love equipment. You love tying loads down. 
The whole – it’s the full meal deal. What I’m curious about is, for a wom-, from a 
woman’s perspective, is it more like a job, or is it, is it, um – yeah. Is it a way of 
just putting bread on the table? Or do they, I mean – how do – or do they have 
that sort of intuitive desire to get out there and do the same thing? 

Scholars have demonstrated that gendered mobilities are differentially 

constructed and embodied. As Redshaw (2008) points out, the gendered meanings 

associated with driving practices play an important role in the power dynamics of 

automobility (p. 18). Whereas the capacity for skilled driving – including aggressive and 
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competitive displays of driving prowess – are normatively associated with men and 

masculinity (Cresswell & Uteng, 2008; McShane, 1995; Redshaw, 2008), women are 

usually associated with a “polite and slow feminized automobility” (Cresswell & Uteng, 

2008, p. 4; see also Redshaw, 2008; Scharff, 1991). For reasons of both driving 

behaviour and increased exposure, men have higher rates of car crashes and more 

serious car crashes, on average, than do women (Redshaw, 2008, p. 3; WHO, 2004, p. 

44, 79). In the context of deregulation and contentious claims to a truck driver shortage, 

the identification of women as an untapped potential labour source and as safe drivers 

has led to calls for increasing their recruitment into the industry (Bradley, 2014; Chow, 

2006, p. iv, 125, 140-142; CTA, 2012; THRC, n.d; Women’s Trucking Federation of 

Canada, 2017). However, my research suggests that women truck drivers continue to 

encounter significant barriers to being seen as skilled drivers, and that particular forms of 

trucking labour are widely considered especially masculine preserves that are beyond 

their capacities. 

As previously discussed, old school truckers’ masculine capacities for driving and 

trucking labour are normatively conceptualised as profoundly and inherently embodied. 

In this regard, the old school masculine ideal is part of a contextually specific 

morphology of Cartesian binaries that at once re-asserts white male trucking supremacy 

and creates strategic, constrained opportunities for women to negotiate their 

participation in the industry. Rather than being associated with the mind and rationality, 

in this formulation men are associated with specific forms of embodiment and certain 

emotions – albeit in crucially gendered ways. Male truckers – and white male truckers in 

particular – are presumed to have an inherent embodied knowledge of how to operate 

vehicles. They are thereby associated with a body, but it is the un-emotional, rationally 

functioning body of a machine. They are thought to have an ‘intuitive desire’ and ‘love’ 

for their labour. However, that desire is understood as passion for exploration, mobility, 

and the masculine accomplishments of protestant ethics – all traits powerfully associated 

with white masculinity (see Ouellet, 1994, p. 100-110; Razack, 2002a; Roediger, 1999). 

In contrast, women are generally denied embodied knowledge, innate 

competence, or intuitive desires for trucking labour. Among the women truckers I 

encountered, there was a strong sense that the notion of driving proficiency as an innate 
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masculine skill resulted in increased disciplinary surveillance of women truck drivers, 

who were automatically presumed to lack any ‘natural’ capacities for the work. Heather 

(interview participant) primarily drove as a member of a white heterosexual spousal 

team, a status that she felt saved her from a considerable amount of gender-based 

discrimination while on the road. In discussing the challenges faced by women truckers, 

she explained, “…a lot of let’s say male truck drivers. Let’s say. When they see a woman 

driving a truck, they would question her skills. […] I don’t think they’re thought of as 

professionals.” In various ways, each of the women truckers I spoke to discussed being 

perceived as inferior drivers and workers because they were women.  

However, while all of the women truckers I engaged with talked about the 

unequal surveillance and presumptions of incompetence they faced on the job, some 

also contextualised that surveillance and workplace demands in relation to other types of 

labour commonly available to working class women. Although previous research has 

highlighted the specifically masculine rewards of autonomous trucking labour (see Agar, 

1986; Nehls, 2001; Ouellet, 1994; Upton, 2015), some working class women truckers I 

spoke to emphasized that driving truck was especially appealing given the often 

subservient conditions of work otherwise available to them. Emma (interview participant) 

was particularly articulate on this point. After obtaining her licence, it took her a long time 

to convince a trucking company to give her a chance at a job, despite the ostensible 

driver shortage. She attributed this reluctance to assumptions that were made about her 

incapacities for trucking because of her gender, youth, and small stature (see also 

Chapter 5, p. 179). When she was laid off from one of her two full time service jobs, she 

pressed a trucking company to hire her. She explained: “I needed more work! And 

they’re like, well, ‘You’re not going to be able to handle the hours.’ I’m like, ‘Really? I’m 

working 16 hours a day now. On my feet. All day.’ Like, ‘I’m pretty sure I can handle a 

twelve hour day.’” Emma went on to recount:  

I had a lot of fun. It was a…It was just, I didn’t have somebody leanin’ over my 
shoulder all the time, pickin’ my butt. You know, ‘Do this,’ an’ ‘Do that.’ I didn’t 
have to squabble with other women, or men. I, you know, I didn’t have customers 
complaining at, all the time. I mean, that was probably my biggest bonus when I 
first started driving. It was like, ‘Yay! I’m away from the public!’ 
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Despite having to negotiate stereotypes concerning women drivers and gender 

discrimination at work, the women truckers I spoke to all found elements of their work 

empowering.  

Although women are generally presumed to lack innate capacities for trucking 

labour, I further found that women truckers were often praised as being better at their 

jobs than their male counterparts. In an odd configuration of gender binaries, if men’s 

trucking capacities are said to reside in their bodies, women’s are believed to reside in 

their minds. Consistently throughout the course of this research, truckers and those 

associated with the industry emphasized women’s excellent driving skills as being the 

product of the rational and deliberate acquisition of technical skills. Stewart (interview 

and ride-along participant) repeatedly emphasized that he thought women were better 

driving students. During an interview, I asked him why he felt that way. He explained:  

‘Cause they haven’t learned it all yet! The man has. [Imitating masculine 
bravado] ‘I can drive that!’ Uh-huh. Crash! ‘Ohhh! Damn.’ An’ ‘at, but that, that’s, 
in my impression, since Christ was a cowboy. That, women don’t, aren’t out there 
to know everything. They’re out there to learn how to do it an’ do it well. 
An’…totally different attitude. There’s no macho, there. There’s just, ‘Yeah! I want 
to drive. What do I do to learn how? If I don’t know, can I ask you?’ Where a 
man’ll go, ‘I know that!’ 

For Stewart, the presumption that men are inherently good drivers makes them more 

resistant to learning, whereas women – whose gender presentation is not dependent on 

the display of supposedly inherent driving proficiency – are more open to learning and 

acquiring driving skills.  

Tony (interview participant) was also explicit in making these associations. In a 

small group interview with Dylan (interview participant), we talked about the challenges 

facing women in the industry and the lack of women drivers at their company. Tony 

remarked that he, 

Can almost always tell if I’m driving on the highway, and I see a truck ahead, if 
it’s a woman driver. […] Ya. I think there’s more of a technical….You know, men 
have more of a feel, and, and you could just see the, the technical execution so 
much clearer than, than, uh, than a man. 
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Dylan fully agreed with Tony on this point. After saying that men don’t have the same 

ability to multitask that women do, Dylan went on to also depict women drivers as overly 

emotional by telling a story about a woman bursting into tears after just missing a dog on 

the road. After emphasizing that a man would never react that way, he said women are 

“very, very careful drivers. They wanna do everything textbook, by the book.”  

Stewart, Tony, and Dylan’s narratives demonstrate that conceptualisations of 

women as safe drivers reflect cultural ideas about women’s bodies and subjectivities. In 

Stewart’s narrative, women are constructed as better students of driving because they 

had “nothing to prove” or did not already presume to “know it all.” This stands in 

contradistinction to male truckers whose gender identities are at risk in their performance 

of driving labour. Dylan argues that women’s embodied structures of affection and 

thought provide a foundation for driving proficiency (including their presumed ‘natural’ 

caution), even as he paternalistically depicts an irrationally overwrought woman 

simpering on the side of the road. Although women are associated with rationality and 

technical competence because of their exclusion from embodied automobile knowledge, 

it is a timid rationality linked, in part, to fear of automobile collisions (see also Redshaw, 

2008). In this way, conceptualisations of women as safe drivers are undergirded by their 

presumably ‘natural’ caution and maternal drives to care for others. 

In current contexts, embodied associations between men and vehicles combine 

with insurential discourses and actuarial statistics that construct women as exceptionally 

safe drivers (see Meadows & Stradling, 2000; Redshaw, 2008; Urry 2004; WHO, 2004). 

As a result, women are increasingly considered well suited to particular forms of trucking 

labour, even as jobs and skills requiring exceptional physical strength or involving 

complex bodily and technological interactions remain highly masculinised. When I asked 

male truckers about their perceptions of the experiences and challenges facing women 

drivers, they almost always argued that women were capable of doing the work. 

However, these endorsements were very commonly – and often immediately – 

juxtaposed with statements about how specific trucking jobs require a ‘certain level’ of 

strength or skill (Fieldnotes, Winter, Fall 2011). For example, I asked Tony and Dylan 

whether they hired many women truckers at the hauling company where they both held 
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management positions. Despite their broad endorsements of women truckers as being 

technically skilled drivers, Dylan (interview participant) explained that they had not:  

No. I think we’d like to. Uh…But the, the work is extremely physical. A lot of the 
stuff is really physical. And its, you know, it’s, it’s a balancing act. You’re on top 
of stuff, and it’s, you know, it gets pretty – it can be dangerous. You know? And 
you’re, you know, you’re moving some heavy equipment around, too. Chains, 
and all that kind of thing. 

Many truckers I encountered echoed Dylan’s reservations about women’s embodied 

incapacities for certain types of trucking work. Most notably, male truckers implied 

women were especially unsuited to tarping, securing loads, chaining tires, and shifting a 

standard transmission. In this way, the idea that women were capable of engaging in 

trucking labour was usually limited to certain types of hauling jobs and equipment. It was 

widely assumed that women are more well suited to driving dry vans on more local, short 

runs. Truckers often implied that this would allow women to engage in their heightened 

caregiving and family responsibilities – responsibilities and commitments men were 

assumed not to have. It would also protect women from the heavier labour of loading 

and unloading.  

The idea that specific jobs in trucking remain necessarily masculine preserves is 

further rooted in notions of embodied feminine incapacity. Driving “pin to pin” dry vans 

involves hooking a tractor up to an enclosed trailer (onto the ‘pin’ or trailer hitch), 

unhooking at the destination point, and hooking up to a new trailer. Pin-to-pin jobs are 

feminised for their presumed comfort and physical ease for the driver. In contrast, many 

people I encountered felt that driving flat decks was especially unsuited to women, and 

that they would not be capable of the work. In particular, many truckers expressed the 

view that the work of loading and unloading flat deck trailers, often in challenging 

weather conditions, is beyond most women’s physical abilities.  

For example, I asked Alan (interview participant) whether he felt women truckers 

face different challenges than male truckers. In his response, Alan drew implicit 

associations between able-bodied women and disabled men: 

…there are different aspects to this job that, you have to, there are jobs you have 
to be strong in. […] If you're tying down equipment, or throwing tarps, you know, 
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you have to lift a tarp that weighs 100 pounds. You can't lift it, you're not going to 
do it. […] There, it, but, you know, um, for driving, um, van work. Reefer van,31 to, 
to produce – anybody can do that job. Not, not just, not men or women. But if 
anybody…It doesn't – you could have one arm. You could have a disability and 
still be able to do the job. They're making automatic trucks now. For, for people 
who can't figure out how to shift, which… To me, that takes away a part of 
trucking. Because that's where driving is. But, it's becoming diverse. Because 
people just can't drive standard.  

Although workers at the load/unload site usually physically remove or put cargo onto the 

trailer of a flat deck truck, it is the drivers’ responsibility to secure the load through cargo 

straps, chains, and tarps (if the load needs to stay dry). Although often time-consuming 

and physically demanding, the work is usually unpaid or significantly underpaid. Straps 

are thrown or pulled over the load to be secured to appropriate hooks on either side of 

the deck, and then tightened. If the load is especially heavy and/or needs extra 

securement, heavy chains are used. The large tarps can be upwards of one hundred 

pounds, and getting them on usually involves climbing on top of the load, often without 

any form of safety harnesses or securement. These manoeuvres usually take place 

outside, sometimes in rain, snow, and – especially dangerous for tarping – high winds.  

Truckers are all too commonly injured and killed while working to secure their 

loads. Research on the health and wellness of Canadian truck drivers is relatively sparse 

(see Wawzonek, 2016). Truck driving as a whole (including long and short haul, dump 

truck, logging truck, and so on) is consistently among the top six occupations with the 

highest work-related fatalities in British Columbia. Between 2011-2015, 63 truck drivers 

were killed in the province, which is significantly more than in general construction or 

firefighting (Todd, 2016; see also WorksafeBC, 2016). The 2004 Labour Force Survey 

found that male truckers had one of the highest rates of labour-market non-participation 

due to job-related illness or disability (Dubé and Pilon, 2006, p. 19). According to 

WorkSafeBC statistics, falls from an elevation were the third most common cause of 

workers’ compensation claims by British Columbia drivers in general trucking between 

2012-2016 (BCTA, 2017b). Research on transport sector injuries and accidents in 

Europe indicate that falling from a vehicle is one of the most common accidents that 

result in injuries to workers, with 49 percent of falls occurring while loading or unloading 
 
31 ‘Reefer van’ is the colloquial term among truckers for an enclosed, refrigerated trailer. 
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a vehicle, and 21 percent of accidents occurring while tarping, securing, or adjusting a 

load (EU-OSHA, 2010, p. 22-23). In the course of this research, it was very common for 

truck drivers to recount stories about colleagues who had been severely injured or killed 

while engaging in loading, unloading, and tarping procedures. When I raised health and 

safety issues during the interviews, 16 participants indicated they themselves had been 

injured while loading or unloading, five said they had been injured while tarping a load, 

seven mentioned they knew colleagues who had been killed or injured while loading, 

and three mentioned colleagues who had been killed or injured while tarping (these 

deaths and injuries are in addition to those participants’ mentioned in relation to 

engaging in mechanical labour or involvement in collisions).  

Because of their association with physical labour, the outdoors, and embodied 

risk, driving flat decks is considered an especially masculine job. Women are often 

presumed not to have the upper-body strength necessary for load securement. Despite 

this, women do engage in flat-deck labour. Many women who have done the work argue 

that it is not so much a matter of strength as it is technique. Carly (interview participant) 

explained, “Like, we ran, uh, flatdeck for a little bit. So, um, I don’t have the, you know, I, 

I know I don’t have the same upper body strength that my husband does. But you use 

your brain an’, an’ leverage, uh, you know, things like that.” Kristen (interview 

participant), meanwhile, coveted the opportunity for physical labour even as she realized 

it was increasingly beyond her older husband’s abilities: 

Kristen: I really liked that the best. I was able to lose quite a bit of weight, I felt 
good, ‘cause I was out there tarping and tying down. You’re actually out o’ the 
truck physically doing something.   
Amie: Umm-hmm. 
Kristen: And yes, some days, it was really, really hard. When its pouring down 
rain, or if it’s snowing, or something like that. But I still enjoyed it. That, that part 
of it. […] But it was getting hard for [Shawn], because – in the wintertime, when 
those tarps are a hundred to a hundred and fifty pounds – and he’s trying to 
throw those up. He doesn’t need that anymore. 

Despite pervasive assumptions about women’s embodied incapacities for flat decking 

and other specific types of trucking labour, women clearly can and do perform these 

types of work. Of my female participants, Carly, Tara, Heather, Claire, and Kristen had 

all driven flat decks for some portion of their trucking career. My mother drove flat decks 

well into her 50s, and I have experience strapping, tarping, and chaining flat deck loads. 
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In the course of fieldwork, I also assisted a logging truck driver to chain his tires with 

triple chains32 while on a backwoods ride-along in a snowstorm. The driver openly 

expressed his shock and approval when he checked my work and found I had done it 

correctly (Fieldnotes, Winter 2011). 

Despite the sexist stereotypes and discrimination women truckers negotiate while 

on the job, certain women have additional privileges that assist them in negotiating their 

work lives. I have previously noted some of the privilege that can accrue for women 

members of heterosexual spousal driving teams. Similarly, white women truckers may 

benefit from processes of racialisation in the industry and their presumed association 

with ‘civilised’ cultures of automobility. For example, during a ride-along Todd (interview 

and ride-along participant) argued that racial tension in the industry is probably a “good 

thing. It takes away from slurs against women drivers. They have someone else to pick 

on” (Fieldnotes, Winter 2011). In the following section, I consider how the white truckers 

I encountered predominantly imagined South Asian truckers’ skills and embodied 

capacities for trucking labour. 

Embodied Automobilities: Imagining South Asian Truckers  

Scholars have pointed out that, by presuming the innocence and generosity of 

white Canadian settlers, the multicultural imaginary paves the way for claims of racial 

inferiority to become “coded in the language of culture rather than biology” (Razack, 

1998, p. 19). White truckers that I encountered in the course of this research commonly 

invoked the explanatory power of cultural difference to frame narratives of dangerous, 

degenerate, corrupt, or ‘uncivilised’ driving or work practices on the part of South Asian 

drivers. In a discussion about racial tensions in the trucking industry, Alan (interview 

participant) explained, 

… most of the guys think that East Indians drive like complete assholes. Which, 
I’m not saying that they don’t. But, at the end of the day, East Indians come by it 

 
32 Snow tire chains are specially constructed links (or webs) of chain that hook around vehicle 

tires to give maximum traction when driving on ice or snow. Triple chains, commonly called 
‘triples,’ are large tire snow chains designed to wrap around the dual tires on tractor-trailers and 
hook up between them. They are especially heavy and awkward.  



 

150 

honestly. The way they drive is a style. That is a style they’ve been taught, and 
that is a style that if they’ve moved here from India, that is the style that they 
drive over there. […] That’s the way it’s done in India. Okay? We think he’s tryin’ 
to kill us. Right? So, we hate them because of that. We think he’s doin’ it on 
purpose. […] It’s a cultural difference that we’re not talking about and embracing. 
And God knows, I don’t want to embrace it, but I think what, what we need to do 
is we need to make sure that these guys, uh…that, that have that style…uh, un-
adopt that style. And perhaps adopt a more socially, uh, acceptable style of 
driving.  

In such narratives, it is the dangerously inferior driving cultures of South Asian Others 

that are positioned as ‘the problem,’ as opposed to histories of colonisation or 

contemporary dynamics of racism or neoliberal and neo-colonial capitalist exploitation. 

Such coding can also protect truckers’ conceptualisations of self as ‘not racist’ even as 

they are espousing racist views. These constructions are profoundly gendered, as well 

as racialised; associations between driving and masculinity mean that portrayals of 

South Asian men as inadequate drivers are also portrayals of them as inadequate men. 

Ideas about hierarchical cultures of automobility are linked to notions of 

autochthony, whereby specific bodies belong to specific places (Mohanram, 1999, p. 4). 

Mackey (1999) has explored how early projects of Canadian nation building drew on 

racial ideologies that linked whiteness with the north and the cold in order to establish an 

‘icey white nationalism’ (p. 43). Razack (2000) has argued that notions of temperature 

and space play an important role in Canadian national mythologies and racialised 

gender dynamics. These mythologies and the normative masculinities which they 

engender draw on spatial metaphors that associate white Canadian men with ‘clean 

snows’ and wilderness, and the bodies of the colonised with heat, dirt, and disorder 

(Razack, 2000). Edensor (2005) further argues that a strong sense of national 

spatialisation is constituted, in part, in and through geographies of motoring. He explains 

that “within these normative geographies, objects and people can be considered ‘out of 

place’ on the road or roadside, for the ways in which things are used and understood 

depend on geographical knowledge about where they belong” (p. 109). 

In British Columbia, the specialised driving skills needed to mitigate risks while 

driving through high mountain passes in changeable (and especially winter) weather 

conditions plays a role in these processes of racialisation. During my fieldwork, it was 
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relatively common for white truckers to assert that South Asian truckers were bad winter 

drivers, did not know how to chain up, or were incompetent at navigating through the 

mountains (Transcripts Steve, Stewart, Norm; Fieldnotes Spring 2011; Audio Fieldnotes, 

Fall 2011). For example, Stewart (interview and ride-along participant) claimed: 

We saw, that last winter, we saw an average of one major wreck, each direction, 
in an’ out of Ontario. At least one. Ninety-percent of them were East Indian 
people. So, does that say anything? In my mind, it does. Inexperience. Stupidity? 
Maybe sunny where they come from. This isn’t sunshine. This is thirty-below an’ 
glare ice. [Laughs]  

In this passage, Stewart associates South Asian truckers with hot, un-Canadian spaces, 

using that association to argue that they lack the capacity for skilled winter driving.  

As discussed, there is good reason to question whether all truckers have 

adequate training in driving with different weights and trailer configurations through high 

mountain passes (or busy urban centres, for that matter), especially in challenging 

weather conditions. Current inadequacies in Canadian guest worker programs (Foster, 

2012; Ruhs & Martin, 2008) make the question as to whether all recent immigrant 

truckers are receiving access to adequate and equitable training and working conditions 

an especially important site for future research. However, migrant truckers in the 

province currently come from a wide range of countries, including Britain, Poland, and 

Russia – as well as India and others. The assumption that South Asian truckers are 

particularly unsuited for driving Canadian roads – an assumption I found to be prevalent 

among the white truckers I engaged with – is rooted, at least in part, in racist 

assumptions of autochthony that deny the long history of South Asian truckers in the 

industry and as settler Canadians. 

In other contexts, some of the unsafe driving characteristics that many of the 

white truck drivers I engaged with associated with South Asian truckers (such as fast 

and aggressive driving) might be associated with young white masculinity (Redshaw, 

2008; Walker, 1998). Although age profiles on South Asian truck drivers in Canada are 

unavailable, my observations at truck stops, inspection stations, industry-associated 

sites and on the road never gave me the impression that the average ages of South 

Asian truckers differed significantly from industry averages. In the course of fieldwork I 
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found little or nothing to suggest that age was a significantly compounding factor in 

participants’ depictions of South Asian truck drivers. Some truck drivers did discuss 

younger truckers as generally inexperienced and less competent drivers, commonly 

indicating that ‘time will tell’ whether those drivers can become ‘real’ or old school 

truckers. However, these constructions were clearly distinguished from constructions of 

South Asian drivers. For example, during a ride-along Tom (interview and ride-along 

participant) discretely categorised old school, ‘new school’, and South Asian drivers: 

As we were driving and talking about the industry, Tom made the comment, 
“There are three types of drivers out there: old school, new school, and Hindu.” 
Tom discussed the old school drivers in the usual ways – they had driven when 
driving was a tough job, they would drive crazy hours to get the job done, they 
have respect for other drivers, courtesy, they signal when they are driving, and 
they are the ones who will stop or radio you to see if you need help when you are 
broken down on the side of the road. New school just came out of driving school 
because they thought trucking would be a good idea, don’t really have a clue or 
know the codes of the road, and do not have personal/cultural ties to trucking. 
Take a few years and a lot of miles to determine whether they become old 
school. And South Asian drivers are dangerous – “If there’s been an accident in 
the past ten or so years that involved a truck, nine times out of ten the driver’s 
got a turban.” At times casual, at times vehement, Tom’s anger and racism 
towards “East Indian” or “Pakki” drivers was an ongoing theme in the trip. 
(Fieldnotes, Fall 2011) 

One interview participant emphasized a truckers’ old age in a racist depiction of a South 

Asian driver, and occasionally a participant would distinguish between, in Norm’s 

(interview participant) words, “Canadianised” and recent immigrant South Asian truckers. 

However, I have no fieldnote or interview records of truck drivers implying or depicting  

youth as a relevant factor in South Asian truckers’ driving skills.  

In contrast and as suggested by Norm’s comment regarding ‘Canadianised’ 

South Asian truckers, it was not uncommon for the truckers I engaged with to depict 

South Asian drivers as over-determined by culture. These dynamics are in keeping with 

Packer’s (2008) contention that “culture becomes a stand-in for race as a means of 

profiling mobility and the unequal access to social space” (p. 23). During research 

conversations, many white truckers argued that immigrant and South Asian truckers’ 

previous learning from other cultures of automobility – cultures they implicitly or explicitly 

defined as inferior – precluded them from being competent or safe truckers. These 

assertions were often augmented by claims that immigrant and South Asian truckers 
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actively resisted assimilating into Canadian norms of automobility. These dynamics are 

evident in Josh’s (interview participant) earlier quote (p. 128-129), in which he argued 

that South Asian truckers “just don’t have the ability and the know-how to do it. ‘Cause 

they bring their beliefs in. From, their country.” Jesse (interview participant) argued that 

“certain groups” have had their image tarnished because they “choose not to follow the 

rules. Choose not to speak the language, to choose to just do what [they] want.” Fred 

(interview participant) argued that “foreign drivers” create problems because they “don’t 

know the roads, the rules, the language, the culture.” Several CVSE staff espoused 

similar views to me. One officer remarked that members of “some cultures” are “very 

good savers. So maybe they won’t spend money on their trucks. Or if they’re from 

another culture they may have very different standards” (Fieldnotes, Winter 2011). 

During a different inspection site observation, another officer told me many “East Indian” 

drivers lack the English language skills they need to do the job, and are “endangering 

themselves and others. Canadians are too nice to everybody. We accept too much from 

other cultures, and endanger our own culture” (Fieldnotes, Winter 2011). Although a 

select few CVSE staff challenged racist conceptualisations of South Asian truckers, I 

documented multiple equally problematic statements – many of them specifically 

targeted towards “East Indian” truckers – by various CVSE staff at different inspection 

locations (Fieldnotes, Winter 2011; Spring, 2011).  

Dylan (interview participant), meanwhile, argued that inferior cultures of 

automobility inure in the bodies of South Asian people in ways that make them physically 

incapable of competent driving in British Columbia:  

I mean, all three of us here came from the hospital, probably, in a car. Well, you 
bring someone from a country in Eastern Asia, or wherever like that, and then 
you bring them here. They have no idea about what it’s like to even understand, 
from the very, very elementary stages of what it, to drive a vehicle. I mean, you 
know, we understand when we get, it, when we were with mom and dad when 
we were young, and we would go to the market. We’d get in a car. We know how 
it operates. We know how it turns. We, we know the g-force, we know the inertia 
– all this kind of stuff. And then we get our licence. And then it’s your first day, 
and, you know, you’re very careful how you do things, right? And then, others 
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that, that go on to become professional drivers with Class Three33 or up, 
whatever, then, you know? And, and you start in this gradation. And you work 
your way all the way up. And so you understand, you know? Weights, and 
tendencies, and how fast I can go in the corner, and what kind of freight I’m 
hauling, and weight distribution, and all these things factor into it. But when you 
take somebody from another country, and you bring them over here, who maybe 
just had a horse and buggy over there – we don’t know. They get a driver’s 
licence because they go around a test course twenty-five times, and they know to 
turn the wheel left at the manhole cover, and they’ll pass their test. And they do. 
And then two weeks later they’re pulling 140,000 pounds in a B-train through the 
Fraser canyon – that’s a big problem. And it’s a problem that […] I and others 
have been trying to address with Victoria, just, just trying to get them up to speed 
on the, on the danger of that kind of thing. Here are people with no muscle 
memory at all. They wouldn’t, they don’t even know how to react properly. If they 
go this way [gestures], they just keep going! I mean it’s just, it’s just – they don’t 
have the, that memory to know how a vehicle properly handles. Not to mention 
down grades of ice and snow in adverse conditions! Which even compounds the 
problem. So it, it, it is a huge problem. Especially in British Columbia.  

The intersection of Canadian national mythologies with white supremacist 

conceptualisations of automobility is especially evident in Dylan’s narrative. South Asian 

truckers are presumed to be from outside the nation, and associated with inferior, 

underdeveloped, or non-existent automobile cultures (as people “who maybe just had a 

horse and buggy over there”). Dylan not only denigrates the embodied capacities and 

subjectivities of South Asian drivers; he also asserts that Canadian automobility 

produces superior driving bodies and subjectivities.  

This is not to say we should ignore differing cultural norms and practices of 

automobility. It is clear that different formal and informal cultural norms concerning 

embodied driving practices exist (see Bengry-Howell & Griffin, 2007; Chappell, 2014; 

Edensor, 2005; Redshaw, 2008; Young, 2001), and it is reasonable to assume that such 

differences can create confusion, miscommunication and increased driving risks. As Urry 

(2004) has pointed out, “Driving requires ‘publics’ based on trust, in which mutual 

strangers are able to follow such shared rules, communicate through common sets of 

visual and aural signals, and interact even without eye-contact…” (p. 29). Edensor 

(2005) has investigated some of the contrasting driving norms in Britain and India, noting 

 
33 A Class 3 licence in British Columbia permits the holder to drive trucks with more than two 

axles, including dump trucks, tow trucks, and truck cranes (buses and semi-trailers excluded). 
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that driving practices emerge from locally specific colonial histories and regulatory 

contexts. He documents some of the specific differences in responsible driving norms, 

including as related to overtaking, horn use, vehicular hierarchies of right-of-way, and 

the navigation of multi- versus single-purpose road spaces. If Canada does aspire to 

inclusive multiculturalism and intend continued reliance on guest worker programs, then 

it is incumbent on us to think seriously about how to address potentially dangerous 

culture clashes in driving practices.  

At the same time, however, it was very clear that driving practices attributed to 

South Asian truckers were not only seen as different or even simply inferior to old school 

trucking practices; rather, they were commonly read as proof of deep-seated ethical 

corruption inherent to South Asian ways of being. This is one example of how cultural 

difference explanations can – and often do – elide colonial histories of automobility while 

translating racist driving assumptions into the coded language of cultural difference.34 

Furthermore, although neither the RCMP nor ICBC track crash statistics according to 

ethnicity, current research suggests that stereotypes depicting adult immigrants as bad 

drivers are unfounded. Redelmeier, Katz, Lu, and Saposnik (2011) conducted an eight-

year study of over four million drivers in Ontario to assess whether recent immigrant 

drivers are at increased risk of being involved in a crash. The researchers observe that 

stereotypes that commonly blame adult immigrants for collisions “are based on the 

person’s presumed lack of familiarity with geographic locations, roadway layout, 

prevailing laws, common customs, local signage, social etiquette, basic skills, or 

language idioms” (p. 2128). The study found that long term Canadian residents were 

significantly more likely than recent immigrants to be involved in a serious vehicle crash, 

and those trends are further apparent across a range of crash types. The researchers 

explain that, according to their analysis and over the period studied, “If long-term 

residents would have had the same injury risk as recent immigrants, the estimated 

differences would have saved about 49 lives, 972 critical care unit admissions, 2103 

surgical operations, and 31,213 total hospital days” (Redelmeier et al., 2011, p. 2130). 

Research such as this strongly suggests that any increased risks associated with 
 

34 For a discussion of similar dynamics in education and law, see Razack (1998). 
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employing immigrant truck drivers must be assessed rather than assumed, and that 

‘cultural difference’ models of automobility can map all too easily onto racist 

constructions of non-white drivers. 

These processes are also reflected in and reinforced by broader social dynamics, 

including racialising media depictions of colonised bodies and ways of being. In 

particular, many truckers I spoke to referred to Season 1 of IRT: Deadliest Roads when 

conceptualising the driving practices of South Asian truckers. IRT: Deadliest Roads is a 

reality show spin-off of the popular eight season show Ice Road Truckers on the History 

Channel. In her ethnography of Christian long haul truckers in the United States, Upton 

(2015) found that Ice Road Truckers and reality shows like it factored into her 

participants’ conceptualisations and negotiations of masculinity. She explains that such 

shows “have come to highlight the dangerous and masculine jobs that long-haul truckers 

engage in. Contemporary media plays incessantly upon this narrative of the tough and 

hard-driven man” (p. 123). Ice Road Truckers originally featured the work lives of 

truckers who drive on remote seasonal ice roads, and Season 1 of IRT: Deadliest Roads 

saw many of the show’s main characters travel to India and drive trucks in the 

Himalayas. IRT’s partial, ahistorical and sensationalised depictions of Indian automobility 

were read by many of the truckers in my study as ‘proof’ of the inferior driving cultures 

and subjectivities of South Asian truckers – despite that many truckers also consistently 

denigrated the show for its unrealistic portrayals of trucking in Canada.  

It was not uncommon for truckers I encountered to reference the show in 

racialising depictions of South Asian truckers. During an interview, Tom (interview and 

ride-along participant) asked whether I had seen the show. When I indicated I had not, 

he replied “Oh my God! […] I wouldn’t drive a car! On what they call roads over there! I 

can understand why they’re maniacs. Watch that, and see what they drive like over 

there. Alright? And then they come over here, and do the same thing. Only with a bigger 

truck.” Similarly, Josh (interview participant) explained, 

…when I saw that show, I really got to understand why the East Indians drive the 
way they do. […] ‘Cause up there, oh! They’re just bizarre! You got a road that 
you can’t even get two c-, two vehicles beside, you know, side-by-side. You’re up 
in the H-, Himalayas, where, if you fall off the road, it a two thousand do-, you 
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know, foot drop. But these guys are just runnin’ into ya! It’s like, ya, I can see 
where their attitude came from! 

Trapani and Winn (2014) argue that recent burgeoning depictions of frontier masculinity 

in various reality television shows (including American Loggers, Deadliest Catch, Bering 

Sea Gold, and Ice Road Truckers) provide narratives of masculine and national renewal 

through hard work and self-denial (see also Fleras & Dixon, 2011; Mullany, 2011). These 

narratives are also profoundly racialising, and IRT: Deadliest Roads especially so.  

At the same time, there is reason to caution against any simplistic dismissal of 

truckers’ obviously racist perspectives on industry dynamics. Immediately after his 

comments about South Asian drivers and Ice Road Truckers, I asked Tom about the 

possibility that future readers of my work would consider him racist:  

Amie: What would you say to those people? 
Tom: Tell ‘em to kiss my ass.  
Amie: Yeah? 
Tom: Put ‘em in a truck with a Hindu. Send ‘em down ‘e road. You tell me I’m 
racist, you drive with ‘em. Guaranteed, wouldn’t be screamin’ at me bein’ a racist 
anymore. […] He has no right, right? And nobody would even pay attention to 
him. Right? ‘Cause, every driver ‘s sayin’, ‘Hmm! Fuckin’ asshole. Doesn’t know 
what he’s talkin’ about.’ ‘Cause they don’t pay attention to the drivers. No, no, no, 
no, no. 

Tom went on to link the potential labeling of his observations as racist to governmental 

and class-based dismissals of truckers’ knowledges and understandings. As Stewart 

(interview and ride-along participant) observed, “Prejudices are not good, but they reflect 

a reality of some kind” (Fieldnotes, Spring 2011). In this regard, any over-arching 

dismissal of white truckers’ undoubtedly racist narratives is deeply problematic, because 

it risks also dismissing the complex mechanisms through which contemporary 

hierarchies of inequality in the industry are established and maintained. At the same 

time, the dynamics of racism in the trucking industry need to be exposed and confronted 

in order to reduce workplace oppression and exploitation. 

Conclusion: Differential Politics of Safety and Blame 

I have previously traced the diminishing status of trucking masculinities in 

broader society, and discussed how technological advances combined with the 
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neoliberalisation of the industry have impeded practices that truckers have long held as 

crucial to the formation of the ethical masculine self. Many white truckers I encountered 

perceive their jobs and ways of life as increasingly precarious, whether generationally or 

within their own lives. In the midst of these dynamics, some women and increasing 

numbers of immigrant and non-white truckers are entering the industry (Dubé & Pilon, 

2006). Despite the existence of some anti-racist counter-narratives, powerful stories 

continue to locate the white working class male settler as the normative truck driver. 

Older white male truckers are broadly imagined as having ‘come up through the ranks’ in 

accordance with old school mentorship protocols. Significant deficiencies in current 

licencing and training requirements for truckers inform narratives of decline in trucking 

skills, standards, and subjectivities. These issues are further implicated in gendered and 

racialised hierarchies of power and oppression in the industry. 

For many truckers, controlled and safe driving is not only a matter of identity or 

skill – it is also widely understood as a moral practice. The truckers I spoke with 

commonly conceived of good driving as demonstrating an ethical commitment to life and 

the lives of others. When they would tell stories about bad drivers, truckers would often 

argue that anyone who drives that way must place a low value on their own life or the 

lives of others. When discussing people who drive quickly and aggressively, Josh 

(interview participant) quipped “If your life’s only worth five minutes, well then fly at ‘er!  

Right?” Discussing how car drivers commonly cut in front of trucks in the city, Alan 

(interview participant) asked “…if you can’t wait an extra ten seconds to get to your exit, 

you know, what does that, what does that say about, uh, your value of life?” Attendant to 

this, the truckers I encountered commonly viewed aggressive or dangerous driving as an 

immoral act. According to these ethical formulations, fast and reckless driving are 

interpreted as a person valuing their own time above their life or the lives of others. My 

participants were also particularly likely to view dangerous driving by other truckers as 

especially reprehensible. Such behaviours are seen to be breaking professional integrity 

with other drivers and normative moral codes in the industry. Dangerous driving by other 

truckers is further considered an especially threatening and heightened moral 

transgression because of the increased risks posed by large trucks and their cargo.  
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I emphasize these ethical alignments here in order to explicitly link the perceived 

gendered and racialised hierarchies of skills and subjectivities I have traced in this 

chapter to the politics of blame concerning truck involved collisions and increasing 

stigmas against truck drivers more broadly. There are legitimate reasons for concern as 

to whether all truckers, and perhaps especially recent immigrant truck drivers, receive 

adequate training for their jobs. At the same time, increasing precarity among truck 

drivers generally means many drivers are pressured to work and drive sometimes 

illegally long hours (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011; McLean, 2016a; Rothe, 2002; Viscelli, 2016). 

Normative gendered and racialised conceptualisations of trucking skills and subjectivities 

allow many white truckers to defer responsibility for dangerous driving and truck involved 

collisions onto a vulnerable subset of workers, even as they obscure organisational 

regimes that increase the precarity and risk facing all truckers. Although some 

participants contested these stereotypes, white truckers’ propensity to responsibilise 

South Asian truckers for truck-involved collisions and dangerous driving was an almost 

ubiquitous feature of my fieldwork experiences. As I explore in Chapter 7, racist tensions 

surrounding these politics may be all the more fraught and intense because of truckers’ 

heightened vulnerability and exposure to road collisions and carnage.  

Moreover, these gendered and racialised politics of responsibilisation and blame 

extend beyond trucking skills and concerns about safe driving. Tendencies to presume 

women’s embodied incapacities for trucking labour and to hold South Asian men 

responsible for heightened stigmas against truckers extend even into drivers’ private (or 

not-so-private) practices of cleanliness and excretion. In the following chapter, I link the 

gendered and racialised conceptualisations of embodiment and subjectivity I have traced 

here to politics of filth and excretion in the industry. In doing so, I once more 

contextualise challenges to truckers’ normative, ethical work practices within 

deregulation and the neoliberalisation of the industry. I examine white truckers’ attempts 

to subvert ‘dirty trucker’ stigmas onto the bodies and subjectivities of immigrant and 

South Asian drivers. I further consider how the politics of cleanliness and excretion are 

tied to the maintenance of gender inequality in the industry.  
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Chapter 5. Neoliberal Trucker Bombs: The Politics 
of Filth and Excretion Among Long Haul Truckers1 

Introduction 

Stigmas concerning filth and cleanliness are encoded in social hierarchies of 

labour (Gunter & Watt, 2009, p. 69). So-called ‘dirty work’ can carry stigmas of 

contamination; as Wolkowitz (2006) points out, “bodies are polluted, metaphorically as 

well as actually, through work” (p. 38). Despite important ambiguities and complexities, 

in conceptualisations of class and labour, dirt has generally been associated with lower 

classes and unskilled work; and cleanliness with higher classes and professionalism 

(Campkin & Cox, 2007; Gerhenson & Penner, 2009; Mills, Drew, & Gassaway, 2007; 

Watt, 2007). Simpson et al. (2016) argue that neoliberalism – including privatisation and 

varying forms of deregulation – has led to heightened associations between working 

class men and ‘dirty work’ (see also McDowell, 2003; Skeggs, 1997, 2004). While 

scholars have pointed out that waged employment is of central importance to 

constructions of white working class masculinities (Connell, 1995; McDowell, 2003; 

Nixon, 2009; Skeggs, 1997), neoliberalism has intensified job polarisation in ways that 

have “exacerbated inequalities with workers trapped in low-skilled and low-waged 

employment” (Simpson et al., 2016, p. 88). At the same time, neoliberal ideologies 

concerning individualisation tend to legitimise inequality, as attention to systemic 

oppression is discouraged and individuals are increasingly understood to be solely 

 
1 Just over 15 percent of this chapter as a whole (comprising slightly under 28 percent of the 

original work) was first published in the article “‘Four guys and a hole in the floor’: Racial politics 
of mobility and excretion among BC-based long haul truckers” (McLean, 2016b). The majority 
of this material appears in the ‘Four Guys and a Hole in the Floor’ section of the chapter, which 
reproduces roughly 19 percent of the originally published article (comprising approximately 40 
percent of that section). About 3.5 percent of the original article is reproduced in each the 
Introduction and the Dirty Jobs, Done Dirt Cheap chapter sections. One percent or less of the 
original article appears in the sections Cleanliness, Excretion, and Skilled Femininities and the 
Conclusion of the chapter.  
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responsible for their own lives (Simpson et al., 2016). Balay (2017) argues that truck 

drivers’ work cultures play into such ideologies in problematic ways: 

Trucking deregulation corresponded with the rise in neoliberalism, so truckers 
were encouraged to take personal responsibility for their own choices and to 
blame themselves when their incomes and freedoms evaporated. This new 
dogma fit so well with the legendary ‘outlaw’ status of truckers that they have had 
a hard time figuring out how to see and oppose it. (p. 97) 

Scholars have shown that, within contexts of heightened precarity, white working class 

men actively negotiate their identities in relation to class-based stigmas and negative 

assumptions about their subjectivities – including by engaging in gendered and 

racialised processes of othering (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999; Paap, 2006; Roediger, 1999; 

Simpson et al., 2016; Thiel, 2007). 

Broad-based conceptualisations of trucking as a low-skilled, dirty, masculine job 

are reflected in social stigmas and stereotypes concerning ‘dirty truckers’ (see Balay, 

2017, p. 103; Gregson, 2017; Lee, 2013; Mills, 2007a, 2007b; Strand, 2012, p. 177-178). 

These stigmas are in some ways normalising, inasmuch as they reflect and legitimise 

the organisation of trucking labour in ways that presume and rely upon a dirty, unhealthy 

male body. Moreover, there are bodily impacts to the neoliberal intensification of labour 

(Aguiar & Herod, 2006; Simpson et al., 2016; Søgaard, Blangsted, Herod & Finsen, 

2006). In the trucking industry, the movement to ‘flexible’ and just-in-time shipping 

practices, increased surveillance, a heightened focus on performance, and rising job 

precarity have spatial and embodied implications for truckers’ work lives (see also 

Gregson, 2016; Viscelli, 2016). This includes, but is by no means limited to, negatively 

impacting their capacities for engaging in normative practices of cleanliness and 

excretion (see also Gregson, 2016).  

The spatial organisation of Canadian automobility and trucking labour is a key 

aspect of these dynamics. Truckers face a daunting range of limitations when it comes 

to accessing toilet and washing facilities. They are restricted to trucking routes only, they 

must try to secure safe and legal parking for vehicles that are longer than many houses, 

and at privately owned washrooms they are generally required to spend time and money 

making purchases. At loading and unloading sites, truckers’ access to toilets varies and 
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is often dependent on the ‘generosity’ of particular site managers (see also Gregson, 

2017). In general, long haul truckers in Canada and elsewhere have – at best – highly 

sporadic access to toilets, showers, or washing facilities.  

In a qualitative study of truck drivers’ everyday experiences of mobility and 

habitation, Gregson (2017) argues that “a politics of sanitation is never far away in the 

everyday life of the UK truck driver” (p. 4). Gregson discusses how conditions of labour 

and mobility in the industry – including limited and unpredictable access to toilet and 

washing facilities – mean negotiating bodily demands for excretion are a major aspect of 

truckers’ everyday lives and embodied work politics. In keeping with my argument, she 

explains that in their attempts to negotiate the daily politics of sanitation, truck drivers are 

“up against a representation that casts the figure of the truck driver through the 

conjuncture of waste and social dirt” (p. 12). She further discusses these issues in 

relation to the truck driver labour shortage, which is evident in the UK as well as Canada, 

the United States, and throughout “the developed world” (p. 2). Gregson (2017) argues 

that despite the importance of economic issues to these dynamics, the conditions of 

truck drivers’ work lives are an additional important factor that must be addressed – 

especially as current conditions of labour violate basic human rights and dignity through 

the denial of access to sanitation facilities (p. 10-12, 13-15). 

This consistent lack of access to basic washing and bathroom facilities is not the 

inevitable result of the highly mobile nature of truckers’ labour. Rather, embodied 

capacities for mobility are profoundly shaped by social politics and practices of 

cleanliness and excretion. Plaskow (2008) argues that access to toilets is a requirement 

for full social participation and citizenship. She further contends that the “distribution, 

quality, and structure of public toilets are both symbols and concrete representations of a 

larger system of social hierarchies” (p. 52). Truckers’ limited access to toilets is an 

expression of spatial and embodied power relations that debase and exploit working 

class bodies. For example, lack of public funding for the adequate provision, 

maintenance, and cleaning of bathrooms and outhouses at rest stops relies heavily on 

the social norm that men – and especially working class men – may urinate in public. At 

brake checks, this often means that truckers are legally required to crawl through and lay 

on urine (and sometimes feces) soaked ground in order to inspect their equipment or 
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chain up. Here, too, we can see the externalisation and individualisation of risks inherent 

to the contemporary organisation of trucking labour and Canadian automobility onto the 

bodies and subjectivities of truckers; should a driver refuse to engage in such practices 

out of a desire to preserve their own dignity, health, and/or cleanliness, they may be 

subject to legal and moral charges of putting the safety of the general public at risk. 

Small wonder, then, that the politics of filth and excretion are an immensely important 

aspect of truckers’ lived experiences and work cultures.  

Dirty Jobs, Done Dirt Cheap: Cleanliness and Ethical 
Trucking Masculinities 

As previously discussed, contemporary stigmas about truckers are highly 

embodied: the stereotypical trucker of the social imaginary is a dirty, fat, dangerously 

licentious, lazy, smelly man. Truckers themselves are highly cognizant of these 

stereotypes, as Jesse (interview participant) explained: “It's that overall image. It's the 

image of the whole that we are lazy, that we are dirty, that we are pigs.” Truckers also 

drew direct associations between stereotypes about drivers and the lack of access to 

basic sanitation facilities. In a discussion about stigmas against truckers, Carly (interview 

participant) observed: “It goes right into infrastructure, like roads. Especially 

infrastructure, government, the perception of a truck driver is usually that of an imbecile 

that probably has a grade three or grade four education, that’s very poor hygiene.”  

Within these social and spatial contexts, embodied practices of personal hygiene 

are understood as moral acts central to the formation of ethical trucking selves and old 

school masculine identities. These findings are in keeping with Ashforth and Kreiner’s 

(1999) argument that work that is stigmatised as dirty tends to foster strong work 

cultures among labourers, as well as defense mechanisms intended to mitigate or 

transform the implications of those negative associations.  In the course of my fieldwork, 

I found that the cleanliness of a truckers’ body (and that of their truck) was widely read 

as an indicator of the work ethics and skills of a driver. The relative cleanliness of a 

driver routinely factored into interactions and power dynamics between truckers, 

shippers, receivers, employers, and authority figures. However, capacities for engaging 

in normative practices of cleanliness are often an expression of inequalities in the 
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industry, inequalities that – as I and others have discussed – have intensified in 

neoliberal contexts (see also Balay, 2017; Belman et al., 2004; Belzer, 2000; Bensman, 

2009; Conygnham, 2005; Hamilton, 2008; Quinlan et al., 2006; Simpson et al., 2016; 

Viscelli, 2016). Inasmuch as some truckers are more empowered than others to engage 

in practices of cleanliness (and to access sanitation facilities), normative associations 

between old school masculinity and practices of cleanliness are implicated in the 

perpetuation, negotiation, and contestation of contemporary industry hierarchies.  

In addition to representing truckers’ bodies as soiled and inferior, commonplace 

notions about the filthy masculinities of truck drivers are obviously sexual. Notions of dirt 

and purity are profoundly implicated in moral assessments of sexual practices and 

subjectivities (Campkin & Cox, 2007, p. 94; Stöler, 2002). Particularly in contexts of 

western European imperialism and colonialism, regimes of truth linking filth and sexual 

immorality have been profoundly implicated in establishing the conditions of possibility 

for gendered, classed, and racialised selfhood (McClintock, 1995; Stöler, 2002). 

Representations of truckers as sexual deviants are relatively common in popular culture 

(for example, the nameless, dirty trucker who sexually harasses the main characters in 

Thelma & Louise; see Dunne, 2001, p. 89-104). It is also clear that associations between 

truckers and sexual deviance, including violence against women, are by no means 

confined to fictional representations (CBC, 2013; FBI, 2009; Kirton, 2009; Lau, 2015; 

Razack, 2016; Strand, 2012; for further discussion, see Chapter 7, p. 225-227). 

Roadways, vehicles, and the spaces associated with them have been common sites for 

men to physically and sexually assault women (Sanger, 1995, p. 732, 734). However, it 

is also clear that stigmas depicting male truckers as dirty and perverted are by no means 

straightforward reflections of their collective filth and sexual depravity (see also Dunne, 

2001; Mills, 2007a, 2007b; Von Doviak, 2005, p. 139).  

A range of factors, including deep-seated class and racial biases; the isolated, 

liminal, highly mobile nature of truckers’ labour; and perceptions of truckers as 

threatening (both as sexually perverse and as exhausted, aggressive, potentially 

substance-abusing drivers) have congealed to make trucking masculinities especially 

stigmatised as dirty and perverted at this historical moment. And of course, that stigma is 

variably embraced, rejected, resisted, and negotiated by different drivers at different 
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times. Undoubtedly some truckers embrace such filthy associations as proud aspects of 

a virile, rough, unapologetic, aggressive working class masculinity. Such moves are 

often evident in the adornments of some rigs, from “truck nuts,” to playboy bunny mud 

flaps, to bumper stickers with sayings such as “If you think this truck is dirty, try a night 

with the driver.” There is even a rock band called The Dirty Truckers. Such examples 

serve as an important reminder that the truckers in my study, and members of the 

working class more generally, are not simply the passive objects of class inequalities, 

but engage in subjective negotiations of identity in relation to shifting and contextual 

power dynamics (Balay, 2017; Bettie, 2003; Simpson et al., 2016; Walker, 1998). 

Truckers in my study pervasively sought to subvert stigmas concerning ‘filthy 

truckers’ through their embodied labour practices. For many drivers, cleanliness in the 

sense of personal hygiene was considered synonomous with professionalism and old 

school masculine ethics. This accords with longstanding trends in the construction of 

white colonial masculinity. On one hand, there is a tradition in Canadian white settler 

masculinities whereby exposure to dirt is representative of hard work, and considered 

purifying and proof of masculine embodiment and ethics. There are obvious links to 

Protestant ideals in this configuration. At the same time, the ‘civilising mission’ of 

colonialism was forwarded, in part, through the invocation of concepts of cleanliness, 

and ideas about personal and public hygiene have been tools of imperial power (Burke, 

1996; McClintock, 1995). In my fieldwork, such invocations were evident in masculine 

negotiations of selfhood and conceptualisations of ethical work practices. 

In interviews, on ride-alongs, or during participant observations at industry 

associated sites, truckers and those associated with the industry consistently 

underscored the importance of drivers’ practices of personal hygiene. After a long haul 

ride-along with Todd (interview and ride-along participant), I wrote: 

Todd is extremely fastidious about cleanliness, and complained and apologised 
about the state of his truck, even though it was virtually immaculate. He carries a 
small dust mop that rests on the dashboard, which he regularly pulls out to use. 
Although this focus on cleanliness could be interpreted in other contexts to imply 
femininity, in the trucking industry it is very much in keeping with what seem to be 
the more venerated forms of masculinity. That is, cleanliness is deeply 
considered to be the mark of a ‘good’ trucker, and I believe that Todd works very 
hard to accomplish that image. (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011) 
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In keeping with my observations concerning Todd’s performances of masculinity, many 

drivers were explicit in describing personal hygiene practices and grooming as a crucial 

aspect of their identities as professional drivers. For example, in describing his own self 

worth as an employee, Simon (interview participant) explained that he is “always on 

time, always dressed, always clean, everything is going good.” Kyle (interview 

participant) was a second-generation long haul trucker. During our interview, he 

explained how he inherited many of his professional ethics from his father, and in doing 

so emphasised the value they both placed on personal hygiene. He described how he 

and his father both worked hard to be 

Clean cut. Clean clothes. Um…you know. Shower every chance. As soon as you 
get to a place, you grab a shower, so when you get to a customer, you’re, you’re 
looking professional. You’re smelling professional. And, it’s too bad some other 
people wouldn’t follow that policy, but…Yeah. No. Definitely, habits from my dad. 
Pulling over to help people.2 

By emphasising that these cleanly work practices have been handed down to him from 

his father, Kyle further aligns himself with old school norms.  

 In this regard, I found that attention to embodied details is widely read as a likely 

indicator of a set of work ethics and skills associated with old school truckers. Practices 

of cleanliness, particularly in a context where basic washing facilities are difficult to 

access, involve a level of self-awareness and attention to detail. In this way, they 

resonate with other venerated aspects of old school trucking practices, including 

instrumentality and mechanical skill. It is immensely helpful to drivers and employers if a 

trucker can recognize mechanical problems with their rigs as they arise. This is done not 

only by sight but by feel, smell, sound and, yes, sometimes taste. As Glen (interview 

participant) explained:  

It, if I've got a nose hair out of place, I want someone to tell me! I just don't want 
to just, to be nice to [me] and then let me look like an idiot! [Mutual laughter] And 
the same for trucking! You see? So, when you see something, like, I've got 
drivers, they go ‘[Glen], the truck is taking a little bit longer to start." I go "Okay. 
We'll get the batteries load tested. Winters coming. Temperatures dropping. 
Batteries take more amperage to start. Something's up.’ This is our regular driver 
of the truck. He noticed this! Next day, ‘[Glen], it happened. It was a loose wire on 

 
2 For a discussion of the role of stopping to assist stranded motorists in the formation of ethical 

trucking masculinities, see Chapter 6. 
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the battery. It broke off.’ I go ‘See? Great!’ You know? And then, if you didn't 
notice that, he would have just kept driving it, and driving it, and driving it. One 
day, he's going to be three or four hundred miles from here, instead of being a 
two hundred dollar service call, I'm going to miss my appointment, I'm going to 
pay over time, it's going to cost us a whole whack of money. 

According to Glen, being clean and tidy requires orderly attention to detail; the work 

ethic, then, of attention to detail is embodied and practiced through cleanliness. There 

are also clear ways that Glen’s association of cleanliness and instrumentality resonate 

with the attempts to reconfigure trucking masculinities in relation to neoliberal ideals that 

I first described in Chapter 4 (p. 136-139). Cleanliness, instrumentality, and attention to 

detail are here depicted as having monetary value, and thereby as being fiscally and 

rationally important practices.  

As Glen’s narrative implies, I also found that truckers’ commitment to practices of 

personal hygiene are commonly assumed to correlate with their probable commitment to 

cleaning and caring for their rigs. Jain (2004) points out that, since the early twentieth 

century, automobiles (and, I would add, garages) have been perhaps the only domestic 

spaces which ‘proper’ men could clean and care for (p. 198). As mentioned, the belief 

that the relative work ethic of a labourer – including their capacities for skilled and 

responsible labour – is evidenced by how well they care for their tools is also a 

widespread and well-known maxim among working classes and those that employ them. 

Elsewhere in the interview, Glen observed “people that look good [and] trucks that look 

good all have one thing in common. They take time and effort. So, if we are willing to put 

in the time and effort, we can look good. Right?” As I later explore, the associations 

made between driver cleanliness and truck maintenance play a crucial role in 

contemporary processes of racialisation in the industry. 

There is also a pragmatic dimension to truckers’ performances of ‘clean’ old 

school masculinity: despite the extra effort involved, doing so had implications for how 

they were treated by people who held significant power over their work lives. Drivers 

often talked about how looking clean affected how shippers, receivers, and authorities 

treated them, thereby impacting their capacities to do their jobs. Kyle (interview 

participant) emphasized that looking clean had a positive impact on how you were 

treated by customers. Jesse (interview participant) talked about how, early in his career, 
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he had long hair and a goatee, and this resulted in him being questioned at length when 

trying to cross the border. He explained that “If you are clean-cut, you know? A bright 

eyed and bushy tailed person, you're not going to have a problem.” Similarly, when I 

asked him whether he had had negative experiences with shippers, Norm (interview 

participant) said that it happened sometimes, but those could mostly be avoided if “you 

go in and deal like a professional, show up neat and tidy and clean, an’, an’, an’ on time, 

or call if you’re gonna be late.”  

Similarly, during our ride-along, Nick (interview and ride-along participant) 

observed that it “just happens this trip the shippers are really great. That’s not the norm. 

More often than not, they treat you like shit. It can be really awful” (Fieldnotes, Fall 

2011). He recounted numerous stories of degrading, costly, and even physically abusive 

treatment by management and staff at loading sites. After spending two nights in the 

truck and pushing well beyond legal driving hours, Nick nonetheless stopped for an hour 

at a truck stop before going to get loaded. In doing so, he emphasized the importance of 

having a “shower, shave, and a clean shirt before you see customers” (Fieldnotes, Fall 

2011). He said that these practices helped to avoid negative interactions with shippers 

and, as an owner operator, were an important part of trying to establish and maintain 

positive relationships with clients. In this way, performing clean masculinity can be an 

important part of truck drivers’ performances of professionalism – in counterdistinction to 

constructions of drivers as ‘dirty truckers.’  

Many truckers’ commitment to cleanliness and personal hygiene can thereby be 

read, at least in part, as resistance to polluting, class-based stigmas concerning so-

called ‘filthy truckers.’ Through such practices, the truckers I engaged with worked to 

differentiate themselves from dirty, unprofessional workers who drive a truck. Steve 

(interview participant) was explicit on this point, explaining that “…some of them 

are…You know, personal hygiene? Like, I’m not braggin’. I have a shower an’ shave 

every day.  And I wear the uniform. And my truck’s parked out there in the yard, an’ it’s 

clean, an’…you know?” As Bettie (2003) demonstrates, however, working class identity 

performances – including practices of cleanliness – are always already enacted and 

interpreted through racialising processes (p. 85-86). Steve was emphatic in his disgust 

for truckers who failed to maintain high standards of personal cleanliness, and invoked 
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racialising narratives concerning the work practices of South Asian truckers in discussing 

these issues: 

But you see, they, they’re in it so, in it, in it so deep an’ stuff that, that they have 
to do every-, you know, cut corners in ev-, any way they can. And stink. 
[Sounding disgusted] You know? No personal hygiene whatsoever. You know? 
With them East Indians. You know? But that goes for the white guy, white people 
too. Like, I’ve seen, you know, unshaven, hair down to your asshole, not washed 
or clean, and, you know, white t-shirt that’s the colour of that chair there, black. 

Later in this chapter, I explore how many white truckers racialise dirt and ‘uncivilised’ 

practices of excretion in association with South Asian truckers in greater detail. For now, 

it is important to acknowledge that these processes of Othering were often key 

mechanisms that white truckers I engaged with used to establish their claims to clean, 

ethical trucking masculinities. It is also notable that Steve grounds his racist depiction of 

South Asian truckers within perceptions of their labour as extremely precarious. He then 

goes on to derisively acknowledge that he has seen white people in the industry who 

were similarly dishevelled and unclean. Inasmuch as such descriptions interpret dirty 

trucking bodies as the manifestation of flawed subjectivities on the part of drivers, they 

elide any recognition of how the neoliberal intensification of trucking labour combines 

with the spatial exclusion of truckers through Canadian automobility to produce dirty and 

unkempt trucking bodies. 

Moreover, the belief that cleanliness and personal hygiene provide an ethical and 

professional measure of a trucker was not confined to the drivers I spoke with; it was 

also echoed by authority figures and those associated with the industry. In my research 

with CVSE officers, they often asserted that the cleanliness of a driver, and of the rig 

they drove, was a primary determinant as to whether they would pull a trucker over, as 

well as how detailed an inspection would be. For example, while observing at an 

inspection site, one officer remarked to me that you “can almost tell which truckers to 

pull over based on how they’re dressed. This guy is dirty. Tells you something about the 

driver. How you take care of yourself is how you take care of the truck” (Fieldnotes, 

Winter Early 2011).  
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The truckers I spoke with often mentioned that being clean and having a clean 

vehicle often resulted in better treatment from authorities, and from CVSE Officers in 

particular. Hunter (interview and ride-along participant) explained: 

I don't think a person that washes his truck every day is thought, is not just, you 
wouldn't run it without fixing it. So I believe, is what you see is what you get. And 
I, and I think if your truck looks good, there's less chance of them checking it 
over. And, and I think it's justified. Because anyone that will look after his truck in 
appearance wise in all likelihood is keeping it well-maintained too. […] Not saying 
a piece of shit out there is actually a piece of shit, but there's a good chance it is. 

When shippers, receivers, and enforcement officers consider the capacity to remain 

clean and odourless a key moral and professional measure of a trucker, there may be 

material consequences that heighten the vulnerability of already precarious workers. 

Inasmuch as practices of cleanliness may be increasingly racialised as white, these 

narrative and labour dynamics are especially concerning in terms of their potential 

implications for racial hierarchies of labour and oppression in the industry. 

As I continue to explore throughout this chapter, there are an array of labour 

hierarchies and power dynamics that can significantly disempower more precariously 

employed truckers from meeting higher standards of hygiene and self care. Truckers 

with secure jobs, regular and predictable routes, and/or who work for companies that 

plan routes in accordance with legal hours of service and drivers’ needs are generally 

most empowered to meet higher standards of hygiene, maintenance, and self-care. 

Drivers in more precarious sectors often find it much more difficult to meet those 

standards. In the course of fieldwork, I found these dynamics especially evident during 

long haul ride-alongs. Todd (interview and ride-along participant) and Hunter (interview 

and ride-along participant) both talked about cleanliness as being an important measure 

of a truck driver.3 Both had stable driving routes and schedules. Todd worked for a large, 

established carrier that carefully planned his route to accord with legal safety 

requirements and provided benefits; whereas Hunter worked for a smaller branch of a 

large, diversified trucking company. None of the long haul ride-along drivers were 

unionised. Hunter had a regular route that, on a perfect day, kept him just within legal 

 
3 Hunter also repeatedly spoke about the lack of clean or accessible bathrooms for truckers, 

identifying it as his “biggest bitch” with the industry. He continually emphasized the importance 
of access to basic sanitation facilities for drivers’ dignity and work lives.  
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driving hours. Every time that I encountered either driver, they were clean, shaven, and 

well kempt (Fieldnotes, Spring, Summer, Fall 2011). I only travelled with Todd and Nick 

for a portion of their route and on days where nothing went wrong (such as road closures 

or significant delays); however, during both ride-alongs we stopped at fairly regular 

intervals to use the washrooms, or for food or coffee (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011).  

In contrast and although both truckers were clearly trying to ensure my comfort, 

things got significantly messier, smellier, and more uncomfortable during my ride-alongs 

with Tom (interview and ride-along participant) and Nick (interview and ride-along 

participant). Nick was long time, fairly well established owner operator who hired drivers 

for a small number of other trucks that he also owned. His routes were fairly 

unpredictable, but his long tenure in the industry gave him extensive knowledge of safer 

and cleaner places to stop along the way. As previously mentioned, when the only 24-

hour restaurant in a small town was inexplicably closed, we were forced to drive over 

hours to find food (see McLean, 2016a) and eventually slept at a roadside pull-out with 

no sanitation facilities. Nonetheless, Nick was careful to give us enough time to stop and 

shower before dealing with clients (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). Tom worked as an employee 

driver for a small trucking firm. His assigned routes and schedules often could not be 

accomplished within legal driving hours. We were illegally over hours for most of our 

three day journey, and never stopped to shower along the way. Tom smoked heavily as 

a technique for managing his weight, so by the end of the trip we were both dishevelled 

and stinky (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011).  

Contemporary popular representations of trucking masculinities are widely 

stigmatised and associated with filth. Male truckers in my study who embraced and 

worked to perform old school trucker masculinities were ethically invested in practices of 

personal and vehicular cleanliness. They regularly drew on associations of cleanliness 

with civility, competence, and professionalism as a core strategy in their negotiations of 

identity. Their engagement in these practices had significant implications for their 

workplace interactions, as personal and vehicular cleanliness impacts how truckers are 

treated by people who have power over them. Women truckers I encountered also 

emphasised the role of practices of personal hygiene on their everyday lives and 

gendered performances of self. However, women truckers invoke and encounter 
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different social meanings, ethical imperatives, and practical constraints in negotiating 

these issues. It is to that topic I now turn.   

Cleanliness, Excretion, and Skilled Trucking Femininities 

While all truckers face challenges when it comes to managing excretion and 

cleanliness while on the job – challenges that appear to have been magnified with the 

neoliberalisation of the industry (see also Chapter 6) – these issues can be especially 

acute for women. In particular, a lack of consistent access to washing facilities or time to 

put into self-grooming can create challenges for women truckers’ performances of 

femininity. While women’s bodies have historically been associated with dirt and the 

potential for contamination – and this is more true of women of colour and poor women – 

they were and are also held to higher standards of hygiene and grooming (Ferranti, 

2009; Friedan, 1974; McClintock, 1995). In colonial contexts white femininity has been 

mobilised to forward imperial agendas through association with cleanliness, civility, and 

racial purity; I found similar dynamics evident in the neo-colonial context of my fieldwork. 

Reified ideals of the “Lady Trucker” and assumptions about women’s role as civilising 

influences on the industry and male truckers complicated women truckers’ gendered 

negotiations of self and influenced their engagement in practices of personal hygiene.  

Although women have greater need and make more use of toilets (Plaskow, 

2008), the regular inclusion of fully equipped women’s washrooms at truck stops is a 

relatively recent phenomenon (see also Mills, 2007b, p. 87). Truckers consistently 

identified the lack of adequate toilet facilities as a major impediment to women’s 

participation in the industry. Among the women truckers I have known, it is not 

uncommon to swap (often disastrous) tales about managing excretion rather like war 

stories – loud, laughing, bawdy tales that somehow ease the pain, discomfort, and 

humiliations endured. For example, Tara (interview participant) recounted how, when 

she first started out and up to even ten years prior to our interview, the only showers at 

truck stops were in the men’s bathrooms. She talked about having to basically “shut 

down the truck stop” by finding someone to stand guard while she went to shower. She 

laughingly recounted being stuck in the shower stall and “being, an’ god! ‘I gotta come 
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out now!’ [Mutual laughter] You know, being in, an’ just waiting for this guy to stop peein’ 

so I can get out o’ the bath!” [Loud mutual laughter].  

 In addition to grooming, women may have menstruating, childbearing bodies – 

meaning they tend to have additional excretory needs. The lack of full-facility women’s 

washrooms, as well as the more generally limited access to toilets for all truckers, is one 

way in that the presumption of a male body has been built into the spatial organisation of 

the trucking industry. Hunter (interview and ride-along participant) observed: 

Show me a spot from Fort St. John to Fort Nelson – I think there's five spots in 
300 miles. And you get three trucks in them, and they're full. […] You know? I've 
run out of there at a time and not, and drove for a good half hour, hour over my 
allotted time because there's no place to stop. […] And that's just to find a wide 
spot to park. Can you imagine being a woman, and there isn't even a bathroom? 

Unlike much of the United States, rig-accessible public toilet facilities in Canada are 

often few and far between, and are rarely equipped with such luxuries as running water. 

Although the presence and upkeep of rest stop facilities in the United States differs 

state-by-state, regionally, and locally, significant differences in the histories of highway 

construction between Canada and the United States have resulted in broad national 

differences in the provision of truck-accessible rest stops – a point that truckers I 

encountered in the course of fieldwork frequently commented on. During ride-alongs in 

the United States, I was also struck by the cleanliness, accessibility, and overall quality 

of the public rest stops we visited (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011).  

 

Figure 5.1 Fieldwork Photo: Washington Truck-Accessible Highway Rest Stop 
Toilet (Fall 2011) 
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In contrast to the relatively sporadic and intermittent processes of road and 

highway construction in Canada and British Columbia (see previous discussion, Chapter 

2), the interstate highway system in the United States was the product of the world’s 

single largest public work (Strand, 2012). First approved in 1956, the National System of 

Interstate and Defense Highways comprised 42,795 miles of roadway construction 

(Strand, 2012, p. 1), which allowed for the provision of rest stops to be included in the 

entire system of interstate highways right from the planning stages (see Karnes, 2009). 

As Strand (2012) points out, the construction of the interstate highway system 

significantly revitalised the American trucking industry (p. 11). While states were initially 

responsible for highway maintenance (including rest stop maintenance), an evolving 

system of federal funding has since been made available for maintenance and the 

construction of new features (including rest stops) (U.S. Department of Transportation, 

2017; see also Hebdon & Jalette, 2008). Although interstate highways have historically 

been protected from privatisation, there is increasing pressure for local, national and 

interstate highway privatisation in the United States (Karnes, 2009). In 2003, a federal 

highway funding bill permitted states to experiment with interstate highway rest stop 

privatisation, a move that was fiercely opposed by the National Association of Truck 

Stop Owners (HDT, 2003).  

In British Columbia, there are about 170 rest stops for motorists. Most of these 

are concentrated in the southern quarter of the provincial mainland and at least 45 of 

them are not available to commercial truck drivers (British Columbia, n.d.). A recent 

survey of truck drivers on the quality of rest stops in British Columbia by the Ministry of 

Transportation and Infrastructure (2016) found that 83 percent of respondents were 

unhappy with the amenities provided, and 82 percent felt there were too few rest areas 

along their route. The survey was fully completed by 574 truckers, 72 percent of whom 

identified as long haul truckers. Many of those surveyed indicated that American 

highway rest areas provided examples of good rest stops (p. 15). The survey results 

provided some suggestion that women truckers may be more reliant on public highway 

rest stops than are their male counterparts (p. 11). The majority of respondents 

prioritised the provision of increased truck parking and upgrading restrooms to flush 

toilets, and many also supported the inclusion of paid showers (p. 14). Truckers also 
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indicated the need for rest stop improvements at brake checks, chain up areas, and 

CVSE inspection sites (Ministry of Transportation and Infrastructure, 2016, p. 14).  

CVSE Inspection stations may or may not have bathrooms (often port-a-potties) 

for truckers to use (Fieldnotes, Spring, Fall 2011). Rig-accessible rest stops and some 

brake checks tend to have outhouses as opposed to flush toilets and running water. 

However, those outhouses are often poorly stocked and filthy. Outhouse conditions can 

also vary widely depending on the company that holds the contract for road maintenance 

in the district. Private contractors are responsible for all road and rest stop maintenance 

in the province. In 1988, British Columbia became the first jurisdiction in North America 

to privatise road maintenance, although other jurisdictions have since followed suite 

(Zietlow, 2006, p. 348). The current state of research into the privatisation of provincial 

road maintenance cannot sustain causal statements regarding privatisation and poor 

road and rest stop maintenance; however, frustrations with poor road and rest stop 

maintenance by private companies commonly came up during fieldwork, including on 

VHF radio conversations (Fieldnotes, Spring, Fall 2011; Audio Files, Fall 2011).4  

 
Figure 5.2 Fieldwork Photo: British Columbia Truck-Accessible Highway Rest 

Stop Outhouse (Summer 2011) 
 
4 Provincially and nationally, the privatisation of road maintenance has also raised concerns 

about road safety (see Armstrong, 2014; CBC, 2012; Cobble, 2013). 
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A range of factors thereby combine to significantly limit long haul truckers’ access 

to clean, full-facility bathrooms. As a result, it is very common for male truckers to urinate 

and even defecate outside, usually by fully or partially concealing themselves behind 

structures, trees and underbrush, or between the tires of the truck. Women who have 

vaginas are more exposed than men with penises when they urinate,5 and social norms 

against women’s public nudity and excretion are much stronger than they are for working 

class men. These embodied and spatial dynamics can create additional challenges for 

women truckers. Travelling with my mother in her rig, we often struggled most with these 

issues in the prairies, where wide open spaces and a lack of forest or underbrush could 

make it extremely difficult to address urgent excretory needs. Negotiating excretory 

needs during fieldwork was also often challenging. As one of many possible examples, 

there were no bathrooms or outhouses at the CVSE mobile inspection site where I 

conducted observations. A fairly steady stream of male truckers, CVSE staff, and police 

officers frequented a stand of trees behind a billboard to urinate, but there was nowhere 

I felt was safe or comfortable to go (Fieldnotes, Spring 2011). Eventually, I had to leave 

the site, drive a considerable distance into town and make a purchase at a local gas 

station so I could use their washroom. There were no female CVSE or RCMP officers on 

the site that day, and I did not see any women truckers. The lack of planning or provision 

for female bodies in the choice of spot-check location is further indication of the 

presumption and enforcement of a male trucking body, especially as truck drivers could 

easily be held at the site for well over an hour (Fieldnotes, Spring 2011).  

Women truckers I have met often developed multi-faceted and creative strategies 

to address these issues. Some women use adaptive technologies such as pStyle or Go 

Girl female urination devices, which allow women to pee standing up. More often, 

women construct (sometimes elaborate) homemade portable toilets. My mother and I 

commonly used this strategy, and Kristen (interview participant) talked about having built 

her own portable toilet out of a bucket and toilet seat components (Fieldnotes, Fall 

2011). As creative and adaptive as these toilets can be, they obviously pose problems 

for excretory storage, containment, and disposal. As I later discuss, male truckers who 

 
5 While genital structures matter to the social and spatial dynamics I analyse here, my wording is 

an intentional recognition that not all women have vaginas and not all men have penises.  
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urinate into bottles while driving or pulled over also negotiate issues of storage and 

disposal (see also Gregson, 2017).  

Women truckers’ management of excretory and hygiene needs can also be 

complicated by the risks of gender based harassment and violence. Although I object to 

the automatic presumption of trucking spaces as being especially violent or dangerous, 

most truckers have stories of encountering or witnessing prostitution, assaults, drug 

deals, or robberies at truck stops. There was a pervasive belief among the truckers I 

encountered that these issues are especially acute in the United States, and during ride-

alongs I found myself uncharacteristically timid and cautious at American truck stops 

(Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). When we did stop to shower, Nick (interview and ride-along 

participant) was careful to advise me to “Take the key and don’t forget to throw the 

deadbolt” (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011).  

In general, many truck parking lots or rest stops are unlit, isolated, and women 

are significantly outnumbered by men. At private lots, trucks are commonly parked as 

close together as possible to maximise revenue for the company. This creates long, 

narrow, and unlit alleyways between vehicles, which people inside the truck – who are 

positioned over top of any pedestrians – can observe. Small wonder, then, that women 

truckers exercise increased caution in navigating trucking spaces (see also Anderson et 

al., 2005). Kristen (interview participant) and Carly (interview participant) both drove 

primarily as members of heterosexual spousal driving teams, and both spoke about 

having their partner escort them to and from the bathrooms in situations where they felt 

uncomfortable. Emma (interview participant) and Tara (interview participant) primarily 

drove solo and travelled with dogs because of concerns over personal safety and 

violence. Emma recounted how her dog scared off a man who jumped up on her truck 

and began pounding on her window at an isolated rest stop at night.  

While women truckers struggle with accessing toilets and washing facilities, 

norms of feminine embodiment combined with ethical associations between cleanliness 

and professionalism mean washing and grooming routines can be especially important 

to their gender performances and conceptualisations of self (see also Bettie, 2003). In 

response to these embodied and spatial relations, women develop a multitude of 
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strategies to negotiate issues of cleanliness, grooming, and hygiene in their work lives. 

Such strategies can include learning which truck stops have safe and clean facilities, 

using face cloths and water sparingly, and developing carefully organised packing 

strategies for toiletries. The additional thought and labour that goes into these 

preparations points both to the inequality and agency involved in women truckers’ 

attempts to perform femininity within a job where the organisation of labour presumes a 

male body. Nonetheless, for many women truckers, the desire to embody and perform 

femininity is often overshadowed by practical constraints, including issues of spatial 

organisation and power dynamics. For example, when she first started driving, Carly 

(interview participant) tried to maintain painted fingernails as an assertion of her 

femininity: “what I did, uh, to sort of remind myself that I was, uh, feminine, was I, for the 

longest time, I was, uh, painting my fingernails.” However, she was not able to maintain 

the practice, although her femininity was important enough to her for her to seriously 

consider body modification such as makeup tattoos. For practicality, much of the outdoor 

clothing she and her husband also carried was interchangeable and “unisex” – meaning 

masculine. Still, Carly strove to find other work clothes that were “somewhat feminine.” 

 During our extended discussion about personal grooming, femininity, and the 

challenges facing women truckers, Carly drew on a story of her encounter with a sex 

worker to highlight her sense of failed or stigmatised femininity:  

I walked into a, it was the middle of winter one day, it was, like, minus 40,  […] in 
[Alberta]. I’d been out fighting with the, the engine on the truck, tryin’ ‘o get it, we 
were, our fuel was freezing. An’ I was, I was cold and I had a, I think I had a 
baseball cap on, an’, um, then I had my hoodie wrapped around my baseball cap. 
And, uh, I was in many layers, and I walked into a washroom and a hooker was 
in the washroom. An’ she looked at me, an’ looked up and down a couple o’ 
times, an’ she goes ‘Yep. That’s just not a look I’m going after.’ [Laughs] An’ I just 
looked at ‘er, an’ I, ‘Same to you, Sweetie.’ Not doing the coach boots, you know, 
an’ stuff like that. So. Uh, yeah. But, yeah. That was, it was one o’ my low points. 
I, oh. You know, when a, when a, when a, when a, a real obvious hooker disses 
you, it’s a problem! Definitely, I must look like a guy today. So. An’ my hairstyle 
doesn’t help, you know, either. So. But I prefer to keep it really short. Uh, prior to 
truck driving, as well, so. It’s real handy, uh, I mean, when it’s dirty, it’s not as 
painfully obvious as when its four, or five, or six inches long an’, eghh!  

Truck stops are relatively common areas for sex work to take place, although truckers I 

met differed in their opinions of how pervasive such prostitution really is. Many scholars 

have noted that prostitution is ubiquitous to the industry, especially at truck stops 
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(Dannefer & Poushinsky, 1979; Ouellet, 1994; Rothe, 1991; Stern, 1975; Thomas, 

1979). Most truckers I spoke to tended to view it as more common in the United States 

than Canada, although there were dissenting opinions on that. There are also so-called 

‘pickle parks’ known to cater to male truckers seeking to buy a homosexual liaison 

(Stern, 1975). Most commonly, however, truck stop prostitution involves a lone woman 

knocking on the door of trucks to solicit potential clients, sometimes with a friend, co-

worker, or pimp watching nearby. Truck stop sex workers are dehumanised and 

associated with filth through labels such as ‘lot lizard,’ ‘commercial beaver,’ or ‘soiled 

dove of the turnpike’ – with ‘hooker’ and ‘lot lizard’ being most common labels used for 

sex workers by the truckers in my study. 

For women truckers and those associated with the industry – including truck stop 

waitresses and passengers such as myself – the physical and social proximity to sex 

workers that comes with moving through trucking spaces has implications for 

negotiations of feminine embodiment. When I first started going on long haul trips with 

my mother, I quickly learned that avoiding being mistaken for a sex worker involved not 

only where I walked and when (staying in the light, taking the middle path between 

trucks, avoiding walking alone at night), but how. I clomped out heavy heel strikes in my 

steel-toed boots, never let my gaze stray to catch a man’s eyes while walking the yard 

alone, and moved purposefully and efficiently. I adopted similar embodied strategies 

during fieldwork, working to “…look like a driver who you really didn’t want to fuck with, 

and [who] wasn’t interested in talking to you. And, um…Yeah, not a prostitute, right?” 

(Audio Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). My conscious goal was to avoid attracting the level of 

physical and sexual harassment and violence to which sex workers are especially 

vulnerable.  

Being read as a woman trucker, or at least a truckers’ partner, was crucial to 

these performances. As a woman trucker or trucker’s spouse, it was likely or possible 

that I had a partner somewhere, perhaps watching from the truck. Moreover, walking in 

well-lighted and highly visible pathways made it likely my presence as a woman trucker 

would be observed, and that I would be sexually objectified in discussions on the VHF 

radio. Oddly enough, there is a perverse safety in this: I was often cloaked in an invisible 

web of (often sexually explicit or degrading) conversation as I moved through the truck 
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stop.6 However degrading, there is protection in those conversations. As a (perceived) 

white woman trucker or truckers’ spouse, I have some reasonable expectation that 

truckers who noticed me being publically assaulted would be compelled by their 

masculine ethics to assist me. As Kyle stated “Ninety-nine percent of the time, if a lady 

was just parked in a truck stop in Canada, she’d probably be fine. Because there’s other 

drivers around. And, well, I don’t know. If I saw a problem, I would certainly help.” Kyle’s 

protective assertion towards women truckers contrasts sharply with Todd’s (interview 

and ride-along participant) claims regarding sex workers. During a ride-along, Todd 

demonstrated how he claimed to have previously broken the noses of two sex workers: 

It was very precise. He explained exactly where he keeps his weighted flashlight 
normally. How he brings it down beside him at night. ‘No, not this direction. That 
direction.’ He reverses it, so the handle faces the dashboard. […] He would say 
to them after the first refusal, ‘So you really don’t understand what I’m saying.’ 
And then he would take his flashlight and aim for the bridge of the sex worker’s 
nose, hoping to break it. ‘Oh, no, I can be good company.’ (Fieldnotes, Fall 2016) 

It is clear that, unlike women truckers, truck stop sex workers can have no such 

expectation of protection – however limited or uncertain those protections may be.  

Because truck stop sex workers’ femininities are profoundly stigmatised 

(including as ‘dirty’), it is a real ‘low point’ for Carly to be insulted by an ‘obvious’ sex 

worker.7 It is clear that the encounter deeply challenged her sense of her own gendered 

subjectivity, to realize she “must look like a guy.” The masculinised organisation of 

labour in the trucking industry presumes a male body and makes the performance of 

femininity especially challenging. Despite this, many women truckers I encountered 

worked hard to accomplish feminine identities. One night while driving through the 

Interior of the province, I came across a VHF conversation between two truckers – a 

woman and a man – who were discussing trucking as being a male dominated 

profession: 

 
6 I am aware of this because it has been reported to me by truckers I have travelled with, and who 

were in the truck with the VHF radio on while I moved through a truck stop. 
7 Carly’s story implies mutual negotiations of stigma through Othering by both the trucker and the 

sex worker. By disparaging Carly’s femininity, the sex worker also suggests her own 
embodiment of femininity is superior. 
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Woman Trucker: Yeah, well when I started doing this – and I’m going back 20 
years ago. I swore up and down – and I kept telling everybody – If I ever look like 
her, or him, or whatever – shoot me! 
Man Trucker: Yeah. 
Woman Trucker: There’s absolutely no reason why any female has to dress like 
a guy just because it’s a…a guy’s job, I guess. (Audio Files, Summer 2011) 

Similarly, many women truckers I spoke with discussed negotiating their identities in 

relation to stereotyped ideas about truckers generally, and masculinised stereotypes 

about women truckers in particular. In Carly’s interview, those dynamics were manifest 

in her grooming routines, her strategies around cleanliness, and even how she wears 

her hair (which were struggles which other women truckers also spoke of).  

Not only is normative feminine embodiment difficult to perform for women 

truckers – it can and often is taken as an indicator that a trucker is incompetent. As 

previous researchers have pointed out, women in male dominated occupations are often 

subject to a ‘double bind’ of being accountable for both feminine presentation and 

masculine performance (Denissen, 2010, p. 1051; Gherardi & Poggio, 2001). I found 

that characteristics generally associated with normative femininity, such as having long 

hair or being physically small, can be read as physical indicators of truckers’ incapacities 

for skilled driving. For example, throughout our interactions Emma (interview participant) 

emphasized that she had faced barriers in the industry because of her youth and slight 

stature. Similarly, Heather (interview participant) recounted an experience she had while 

working at a truck shop when a woman trucker needed to back her rig into a tight space:  

Heather: And it was really hard to get in there. So, she come in there, and she’s 
about 5 foot 1 and weighs about 80 pounds, and she just backed this truck into 
this yard, when I’ve seen guys out there on the street for, like, two hours trying to 
do this. Anyway I didn’t…Anyway, she pulls her into the yard, and she just said 
that, she said ‘I’m going to jump in the bunk and go to sleep. When you get it 
done, phone,’ you know, ‘give me a holler.’ […] And, but the owner had made a 
comment about how, you know, her backing into the yard. Because right away, 
you see, it’s the, it’s the thing- 
Amie: Assumption? 
Heather: …assumption that she can’t do it because she’s a woman. […] So, but it 
was right away. You know? You see this – and she had long blond hair, you  
know? And, and the guys saw her, and he ‘Aw!’ He – ‘She ain’t ever gonna get in 
here!’ So it’s, it’s, it’s a stigma. It’s, it’s that you don’t have the skill to do it. And it 
doesn’t take strength or anything to drive a truck. It just takes a driving ability. […] 
…You know, you don’t see, a 20 year old guy just starting to learn to drive his 
truck and everybody say ‘Well,’ you know, ‘He can’t drive a truck.’ [Emphasis 
added] 
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Women’s bodies factor significantly into assessments of their potential capacities for 

trucking labour. As Heather points out, (implicitly white) male truckers are presumed to 

have an inherent embodied knowledge of how to operate vehicles. In contrast, physical 

features conforming to feminine bodily norms – such as having long blond hair and a 

slight build – are read as further evidence of a woman’s incapacities for the work.  

Perceptions of a ‘natural’ embodied divide between femininity and trucking labour 

created tensions in women truckers’ work lives. On one hand, women who present as 

‘too masculine’ were denigrated and often pejoratively associated with lesbianism (for 

further discussion, see Chapter 6). And although being ‘too feminine’ risked being 

dismissed as incompetent, women were also held to civilising ideals of the ‘lady trucker’ 

who adheres to all of the norms of embodied femininity – despite that the organisation of 

trucking labour provides few opportunities for the grooming work such performances 

require. Colonial ideals of femininity have been deeply informed by white supremacist, 

elitist conceptualisations of ladyship and the ethical and embodied practices involved in 

approximating what it means to ‘act like a lady’ (see Buddle, 2011). As a colonial norm 

and disciplining ideal, the lady trucker archetype is an obvious rhetorical companion and 

ideological helpmate to the masculine ‘knight of the road’ (see Chapter 6).  

Assumptions about women’s heightened cleanliness and as a potential ‘civilising 

influences’ and helpmates to male drivers factor into positive perceptions about the 

potential role of women in the industry, especially in terms of heterosexual spousal 

teams. Trucking analysts such as Rothe (1991) reinscribe understandings of women as 

moralising agents who shape and control male behaviour (see Forth, 2008, p. 7; 

Mohanram, 1999; Perry, 2001):  

Through husband and wife teams, alternate views of professional drivers are 
slowly gaining an audience. The female is becoming recognised as professional 
on the basis of being competent, level-headed and by retaining enough sense of 
femininity to make the husband ‘feel proud.’ Similarly, the male driver of a spouse 
team is aware of the woman’s expectations. He becomes more professional, 
skilful and safe besides being clean, shaven and looking presentable. (p. 106) 
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Citing his fieldwork experiences and relying heavily on gender norms and stereotypes,8 

Rothe concludes that husband-wife teams are helping to make the possibility of women 

truckers more viable. While I remain critical of Rothe’s approach and unreflexive sexism, 

I also found the assumption that women spousal team drivers would promote 

cleanliness, civility, and safety in their partners to be widespread.  

The associations made between femininity, cleanliness and (white) civility factor 

significantly into reified ideals of the lady trucker. Dylan’s (interview participant) narrative 

about encountering a lady trucker in the United States exemplifies these associations. 

He recalled that, while at a truck stop, the door of a truck opposite him opened, and 

…out came this, this, this lady. I mean, I say lady. I mean, she had, like, a long, 
full length, like, one of those jean dresses on. With a really nice blouse. Really 
well groomed – much like you are this morning. […] Somehow she did find time 
during the day to be a lady. To be a, the woman that she wanted, that she 
needed to be. And so, I, I, I just found that really refreshing, ‘cause most, uh 
[Laughs] well, men and women – it gets pretty rough out there.  
 

Dylan strongly emphasizes the truckers’ status as a lady, and points to her clean, 

feminine manner of dress and being “well groomed” as evidence thereof. He contrasts 

this with how it “gets really rough out there” for “men and women.” For Dylan, the 

challenges involved in being clean and feminine on the road thereby make the 

approximation of the lady trucker ideal all the more remarkable. 

It is also notable that Dylan brings me into the narrative, aligning me, my 

grooming and embodiment with acting like a lady. The ostensible compliment needs to 

be contextualised in that I had driven to the interview directly from my home. I had not 

been on the road, making it far easier for me to approximate feminine ideals of grooming 

and self-care. Like many women, I found negotiating issues of excretion and feminine 

grooming standards while on the road was a challenge, especially as my ride-alongs 

were only with men. After spending the night in the yard of a food shipping plant, I noted 

that I “…haven’t shit since yesterday, maybe Pepto. Braid still in I’m not fucking with it” 
 
8 Rothe’s (1991) analytic moves are somewhat unsurprising when coming from an author who 

openly expresses his enjoyment of the voyeuristic opportunities for female objectification 
afforded by the view from the cab of a long haul truck (p. 92) and has no compunction about 
referring to sex workers as ‘commercial beavers’ (p. 73). 
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(Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). The mention of Pepto refers to the fact that I often took Pepto-

Bismal pre-emptively while I was on the road to avoid any unwanted bout of diarrhoea 

brought on by too much coffee and truck stop food. I had slept in the bunk that night with 

my hair still bound in a French braid, and while it was coming loose I chose to leave it 

alone rather than attempt to re-braid it in the truck. Despite my previous experience of 

going on long trips in trucks, it never took me long to start getting dishevelled, as neatly 

captured by an interaction with Nick (interview and ride-along participant) on the third 

day of a ride-along. I had chosen to sleep in the front passenger seat rather than the two 

of us sleeping side-by-side in the single bunk (as we had the night before). When he 

emerged from the sleeper, Nick exclaimed: 

 Nick: Look at this! Hair pulled back and a trucker’s cap! 
 Amie: That’s what happens by day three. 
 Nick: So by day five you’ll have cowboy boots and be smoking cigars? 
 Amie: And by day seven I’ll have the hat to match. (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011) 

Negotiating excretion (including menstruation) also commonly led to discomfort on the 

road (Fieldnotes and Audio Fieldnotes, Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter 2011). 

Nonetheless, for this project I was never out on the road for a truly long run, and coupled 

with my youth other aspects of my physicality (including size, whiteness, and hair length) 

I often felt I benefitted from an approximation of the lady trucker ideal – as hinted at by 

Dylan. 

The crucial barrier women and men truckers face in accomplishing cleanliness is 

access to washing facilities, which also means a lack of access to toilets. Trying to 

manage excretion and contain the filth associated with those bodily processes is a major 

aspect of truckers’ embodied work lives. From trucker bombs9 to adult diapers, the 

strategies that truckers can employ to manage excretion have implications not only for 

their capacity to do their jobs but also for their understandings and negotiations of 

gendered and racialised subjectivities. In the following section, I analyse a specific, 

pervasive narrative to provide a more richly detailed account of how gendered colonial 

interpretive frameworks factor into politics of inequality and excretion in the industry.  

 
9 ‘Trucker bomb’ is a colloquial term referring to a container (such as a pop or juice bottle) filled 

with urine and discarded on the side of the road, sometimes from a moving vehicle.  
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“Four Guys and a Hole in the Floor”: Gendered Racialisation 
and the Politics of Excretion 

The story analysed here surfaced often in the course of my research; it is a 

narrative that white truckers consistently turned to as both a descriptive allegory of and a 

political intervention into racial hierarchies in the industry. The basic plotline is simple 

and consistent: three or four South Asian drivers live and work out of a single rig, a rig 

that has been altered to allow them to urinate and defecate through the floor onto “the 

open road.” Often the situation is discovered because of a rig-involved collision, for 

which the South Asian drivers are presumably (or explicitly) held to blame. Steve 

(interview participant) and Jeff’s (interview participant) narratives provide two of many 

examples: 

Steve: And that’s East Indians. That’s what they do. ’Cause they won’t stop, see? 
They piss in these bottles and throw them out the window. And then they drill 
holes in the floor of the truck. And they piss and shit through that hole. That’s 
what the East Indians do.  
 
Jeff: I, just think that, uh ... You know, two guys tops to a truck. You know, when 
they’re startin’ to cut holes in the floorboards! I’ve heard horrendous stories of 
trucks that go into shops to get worked on, an’ there’s, you know, caked-on TP 
on drive shafts an’ stuff. An’ ... you know, just, just ... Those are extreme stories. 
You know, an’ I’m sure that’s not the case with all New Canadians. But, uh, you 
know, it, it, it just tells you a little bit about, you know, how they’re…How, how 
the, the industry’s bein’ manipulated. Or, or maximised to their potential. And you 
just, it’s not in our culture to do that. Right? It’s not in our culture to have three 
families in one house. Right? So. You know. So, I don’t know if you can legislate 
it.  

Inasmuch as the “four guys and a hole in the floor” narrative redirects stigmas of filth and 

excretion onto South Asian drivers, it also allows white truckers to assert their own 

cleanliness, civility, and decency. By stating that “it’s not in our culture to do that,” Jeff 

invokes profoundly racialised, colonial conceptualisations concerning cultural hierarchies 

of labour, civility, and automobility.  

Politics of excretion are forged out of specific histories of gendered capitalist 

colonial power relations. Western European colonial and settler societies have 

historically associated embodiment and excretion with feminine, lower-class, and non- 

white subjectivity. Moore (2009) argues that western colonial anxieties about the 



 

186 

excretory practices of former colonial subjects and cultures “stem from a continuous and 

pervasive notion of the inherent relationship between progress or the civilising process, 

and excretory control” (p. 106). Considered in this light, the ‘four guys and a hole in the 

floor’ narratives can be read as an example of truckers making claims to white civility 

and, thereby, privilege through the denigration and negation of South Asian bodies. To 

the extent that deregulation and the neoliberalisation of the industry have degraded 

many truckers’ capacities to engage in practices of personal hygiene and normative 

excretory management, such narratives can be understood as a neo-colonial response 

to neoliberal working conditions. 

As truckers race to meet strict deadlines that inevitably result from just-in-time 

manufacturing processes and consumer expectations for low prices and overnight 

delivery, finding the inordinate amount of time it takes to locate and use functioning and 

accessible toilets becomes increasingly difficult. Alan (interview participant), a long time 

trucker and owner operator, argued:  

They’re disheveled because they got no place to wash! Okay? They’re pissin’ an’ 
crappin’ on the ground and in pop bottles because they got no washrooms! [...] 
You, you think they’re disgusting people? No! They’re treated like animals! […] 
Go out on the highway, and look in the ditch as you’re drivin’ by, and see the 
endless array of pop bottles, water bottles, anti-freeze bottles, milk jugs, full o’ 
piss, tossed out the window. Because this is what you got people doin’. You think 
they’re pigs! But let me ask you another question. If you are a truck driver and 
you are sitting in the driveway of your customer [...] You parked there overnight 
so you’d be first in line. [...] You wake up in the mornin’, what’s the first thing you 
do? I go to the bathroom. So. You go piss in your customer’s parkin’ lot? What, 
pray tell, do you do if you have to have a dump? [...] As much as we think this is 
disgusting to see a bottle with urine in it, yeah, well, ‘If these guys, they could 
dispose of it properly.’ Yeah, they could. Except that it might be a little bit 
demeaning walking across a parking lot into a, a rest area, or into a—I got an 
idea, how about this? You own a restaurant, and I’m going to stop there for lunch. 
And I come walkin’ in with a bottle full o’ piss!  

As Alan’s narrative makes clear, lack of access to toilets – while especially challenging 

for women – is a problem facing all truckers. Employers, shippers, receivers, and the 

CVSE are not obligated to provide drivers with washroom access (see also Gregson, 

2017). The neoliberal retrenchment of the government from provision and maintenance 

of public bathrooms along highways (accomplished principally through the privatisation 

of road maintenance) has weakened governmental responsibilities in this regard. As a 

result, truckers are held individually responsible for managing their excretory needs. 
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To point out the effects of these neoliberal changes to the industry is not to 

imagine that there was once a ‘golden age’ where truckers had easy access to toilets 

and washing facilities. On the contrary, the eldest truckers I spoke with made it clear that 

negotiating these issues was always a part of truckers’ lives. For example, Jared 

(interview participant) recounted getting a bed in a large, shared sleeping room at a truck 

stop in British Columbia in the 1960s: 

When you opened that door in the middle of the night to go in there to 
sleep…The air hit you. Like, it was like a wall of stink! [Laughter] Dirty socks, 
ewww! Flatulence. Bad breath. Old clothes. Oh! Usually by the time you got that 
desperate to sleep, it didn’t matter. Once you got in there and laid down, I mean, 
you were part of the scene, eh? 

But while elder truckers emphasised that issues of cleanliness, filth, and excretion were 

always a part of their work lives, they also pointed out other social and industry changes. 

As Shove (2003) has documented, expectations that a person should shower every day 

are relatively new. Social norms concerning the importance of showered or bathed 

bodies have intensified significantly over the last century. Shove (2003) explains that in 

terms of positioning the self in society, such practices of cleanliness amount to claims of 

membership within civilised society, as well connoting higher status through image and 

appearance (p. 407). 

 Changes in the physical infastructures of automobility also have implications for 

truckers’ daily lives. Highways did not always bypass small towns, and smaller, more 

frequent rest stops used to be the norm. Crucially, costs of have also risen dramatically. 

Gill (interview participant) explained that, when he was trucking,  

We’d go right through little towns, you know. You didn’t bypass them. An’ we’d 
stop about eight o’clock in the mornin’, an’ somebody was checking out. An’ we’d 
go an’ ask the desk if we could go an’ take a bath. It was bathtubs then. […] 
You’d get stinkin’ pretty bad. [Mutual laughter] So that’s when, the way we…An’ 
that’s the way we used to sh-, clean up, was…Except [in Montana]. They had a 
shower. […] Wasn’t a very good one, but… 
Amie: Now every truck stop, almost, has one. 
Participant: Oh, yes. Yeah. Yeah. They all got ‘em. Like, this one down here’s got 
showers, an’, an’…Laundromats. But, we used to get, we used to get bacon and 
eggs for 65 cents. Now, it’s two dollars down there for a cup o’ coffee! 
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At the time of our interviews, Gill and Jared were both retired, and since that time both 

have passed away. However, other participants also emphasized that increasing costs 

and changing spatial dynamics significantly impacted their hygiene practices.  

Jesse (interview participant) was a relatively young trucker with family ties to the 

industry. He observed:  

And, and the living conditions. You know? Like… It, it sucks. Because they now 
charge you to shower. You know? It's water! You know? Like, you know what? 
Give a guy a shower! Why charge? And ten dollars? Charge him two bucks for 
towels. If you give him a towel, you've got to do laundry. You're still making 
money off that. […] You know? It's an added, to your business. And, you know, 
people ‘Oh, truck drivers are disgusting!’ Well, you know what? When you can, if 
you're working for a cheap company, you can barely afford to eat. You're not 
going to shower, because you want to eat instead of showering. 

With few exceptions, participants in this study widely reported stagnating or declining 

wages in the face of significantly increasing costs. Although truckers are increasingly 

required to pay for services that were once free, a significant portion of truckers’ labour 

continues to be unpaid. Free or significantly underpaid loading, tarping, and unloading 

services are often demanded by shippers; no truckers I spoke to are fully remunerated 

for time spent fixing, cleaning, or maintaining their vehicles; and many lease operators10 

and owner operators have to absorb the cost of rising fuel prices. As Jesse points out, 

these shifts have real implications for truckers’ standard of living, and for some mean 

having to make tough decisions about whether they can get clean, or whether they can 

eat. The common practice of performance-based pay (whereby truckers are paid by the 

kilometre or as a percentage of the load rate; see previous discussion, p. 61-62) further 

means truckers have to push harder to make ends meet, making stopping – even 

stopping to pee – a luxury many feel they cannot afford to take (see also Chapter 6). 

Meanwhile, truckers such as Jesse feel the weight of social stigmas that truckers are, in 

his words, disgusting.  

Among truckers I encountered, a common strategy for negotiating these stigmas 

was to explain away the apparent proliferation of trucker bombs and other “uncivilised” 

 
10 Although many shipping companies charge a fuel surcharge, lease operators for smaller 

companies who paid for their fuel reported that surcharge was often not passed on to them. 
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excretory practices among drivers through the gendered politics of racial, cultural, and 

class difference. The ‘four guys and a hole in the floor’ narratives are exemplary of these 

dynamics. The potential implications of such stories are especially significant given 

widespread beliefs among truckers and CVSE Officers that conflate personal and 

vehicular cleanliness with driver competence and equipment maintenance (see previous 

discussion). Perhaps unsurprisingly, white truckers and those associated with the 

industry that I engaged with for this project commonly argued that South Asian truckers 

predominantly drive badly maintained equipment. The tendency to conflate truckers’ 

bodily practices with the care they show their equipment means that stories about South 

Asian drivers engaging in filthy excretory practices can be – and are – told as 

corroborating co-narratives to stories that associate them with poor vehicle maintenance.  

Inasmuch as racialising narratives in the industry provide interpretive frameworks 

that shape “what can be known, thought, and said” by drivers, they profoundly influence 

truckers’ interpretive experiences, workplace encounters, and labour practices (Razack, 

1998, p. 10). They can therefore create favourable conditions of possibility for the 

exploitation and oppression of South Asian truckers. Presumed associations made 

between South Asian truckers and poor vehicle maintenance can be confirmed any time 

a South Asian trucker is seen driving a truck that can be in any way perceived as being 

dirty or run-down. As a result, white truckers may refuse to purchase used equipment 

from South Asian truckers, even when the equipment is well priced and in apparently 

excellent condition. For example, one evening a key informant was texting with a fellow 

driver who was considering purchasing a new truck. Based on the price and pictures, my 

informant initially encouraged him in the purchase. However, when his colleague sent a 

text indicating the seller was South Asian (by using the iphone icon for a Sikh man), he 

immediately advised against the sale (Fieldnotes, Fall 2016).  

There is also reason for concern that CVSE Officers, some of whom are former 

truckers, may differentially target South Asian truckers at inspection stations. CVSE 

officers have the authority to stop and inspect trucks and driver logs. Given the tight 

timelines many drivers operate under, even an inspection that goes well can result in a 

costly delay. During my observations at an inspection station, one officer made broad 

and repeated associations between South Asian truckers and low vehicle maintenance. 
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At our first meeting, he told me “All of my court cases for [this month] are named Singh. 

You can interpret that a number of ways. You know I pick on white guys as well” 

(Fieldnotes, Winter 2011). He later stated that South Asian truckers are too hard 

working, so “you gotta keep them in check” (Fieldnotes, Winter 2011). Other officers 

acknowledged some of their colleagues targeted South Asian truckers for enforcement 

(Fieldnotes, Winter 2011). During one such observation, I recorded feeling “sick at the 

level of racism” espoused by some officers (Fieldnotes, Winter 2011). Despite the one 

officer’s assurances that he “pick[s] on white guys,” the evidence suggests that racist 

stereotypes about South Asian truckers and poor equipment maintenance are likely to 

factor into their interactions with CVSE and police officers. Additional research is needed 

to explore these dynamics further. 

Narrative, feminist and anti-racist scholars have pointed out that Othering 

narratives are as important for what they obscure as what they make visible (Feldman & 

Almquist, 2012; Lawrence, 2002; Oikawa, 2002; van Dijk, 1993). Associations between 

South Asian truckers and poorly maintained equipment may, for example, mean that 

less scrutiny is paid to the equipment maintenance practices of white truckers. Racist 

conceptualisations of South Asian truckers also work to establish the parameters of 

interpretive possibility for workplace dynamics. If South Asian truckers are 

disproportionately driving unsafe or poorly maintained equipment – which is something 

this research cannot and does not establish – racist narratives facilitate ‘explaining away’ 

such trends as the inevitable result of the flawed subjectivities of South Asian truckers. 

As a result, critical questions about the possibility that South Asian truckers are being 

discriminated against and disproportionately exploited remain unasked. Put another way, 

racist narratives associating South Asian truckers with poorly maintained equipment can 

obscure discrimination in the industry. For example, Tara (interview participant) 

discussed how she had harboured prejudices against South Asian truckers when she 

was on the road. However, when she came into the office and began to get to know 

many of the South Asian workers at her own company, her perspective shifted: 

A white driver ‘ll go buy tires for his truck. An’ say, “Well, this is the price I got, go 
over there an’ get tires there as well.” An’ he’ll have the price jacked up a thousand 
dollars. […] For no other reason. So, you know, the racial profiling that they face at 
the border, and…[sighs]. You know? And, just the overall discrimination that they 
face, I think is very unfair.   
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In addition to facing barriers to selling their used equipment, Tara’s story suggests South 

Asian truckers may at times face discriminatory pricing when they attempt to make 

purchases. This raises further questions about the rates that South Asian truckers may 

encounter from mechanics and other equipment service providers. Again, it is beyond 

the scope of this study to investigate or answer these questions, but they are 

nonetheless important issues for future research.  

The conceptual amalgamation of truck drivers’ bodies with their rigs and 

capacities for skilled trucking is problematic in the ‘four guys and a hole in the floor’ story 

not only for it’s depiction of the degraded hygiene practices of the drivers, but also for 

how many drivers are present. The multiplicity of drivers in the story is an important 

racialising dimension of the narrative. The white truckers I spoke with tended to 

emphasize how many South Asian drivers were in these rigs. In his telling, Stewart 

(interview and ride-along participant) talked about seeing “four people crawl out of a 

truck, i-, wherever…An’, they’ve got a hole cut in ‘e floor to…do their business through, 

an’ ‘at truck doesn’t stop, ya know?” Stewart was explicit in his references to “immigrant” 

and “East Indian” truckers, and his choice of the verb ‘crawl’ portrays the drivers in the 

story as especially dehumanised and animalistic. Jeff (interview participant) talked about 

“New Canadians” driving with “three or four guys per truck.” He further contended that 

“you never used to see piss jugs on the side o’ the highway. Ever! And I’ve talked to 

many old school Class 1 drivers. An’, an’ if you can’t pull over to take a leak, then you’re 

in the wrong business.” Consistently referencing “East Indian” drivers, Heather (interview 

participant) argued that “Where there’s eight of them travelling in the same truck, and 

they cut a hole in the floorboards and use it for a bathroom, and…I-, it hasn’t, that’s a lot 

of what has changed people’s concept of, of the trucking industry, as well.”  

This emphasis on a multiplicity of South Asian drivers crammed into the tight 

confines of a rig and living in deplorable, filthy conditions resonates with recent iterations 

of Canadian national mythologies. As Razack (2002a) has argued, these mythologies 

depict crowds of non-white migrants and refugees as threatening the “calm, ordered 

spaces” of white settler society (p. 4). In context, the presence of multiple drivers also 

reinscribes associations between South Asian drivers and corrupt, unethical business 

practices. Under current regulations that govern the length of time a trucker can legally 
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drive, a truck with three drivers is able to travel almost continuously, hauling many more 

loads and generating much more revenue. By supposedly “choosing” to work in this way, 

South Asian drivers are depicted as being willing or even eager to abandon basic 

standards of decency, privacy, and hygiene in order to “make a buck.” Such practices 

are read as unfair to white truckers who could, presumably, never make such a “choice.”  

Kristen (interview participant) was explicit about these connections:  

Kristen: They can monopolize the whole industry, take it over, an’ then cry ‘We 
don’t get enough money!’ Well, now they’ve got you! Like this! [Gestures] An’ I, 
yeah! There’s a lot o’, um – unrest, or unhappiness in that regard, because – why 
should they benefit when they’ve just come over to this country? A lot of ’em. An’ 
yet we’ve lived here all our lives an’ worked our backsides off, an’ you can’t get 
ahead! … I know I’ve been in [a smaller BC city] when they’d one that’s come in, 
that was in an accident. An’ the company that they took it to repair it said, ‘There 
is no way! I won’t touch that truck!’11 They dig a hole in the floorboards of the 
sleeper, and they use it as their toilet! On the ... So it just goes down, and out 
onto your highway! The bunk had—instead of one sleeper with a bed in it, it 
had—like this [gestures]. You know, like a train berth?  
Amie: Okay.  
Kristen: So they could just slide in. So you could put three or four guys in there. 
So they’re all runnin’!  

Reid-Musson (2014) has argued that automobility is an important site for the regulation 

of citizenship and national belonging. In asserting a (presumably shared) ownership of 

the highway to myself (“onto your highway!”), Allison recruited and implicated me in the 

racist expulsion of South Asian drivers from legitimate ownership or use of Canada’s 

shared resources. As a white person, the highway is mine; it manifestly does not belong 

to the South Asian drivers in her story.  

Through this story and others like it, the exploitation and inequality resulting from 

the current organisation of labour in the trucking industry is primarily responsibilised onto 

South Asian drivers. The embodied consequences of exploitation and inequality inherent 

 
11 It was not uncommon for truckers recounting these stories to point out the plight of the 

mechanic(s) who were asked to work on the soiled and polluted trucks. In depicting mechanics 
as sympathetic victims of the potentially polluting filth of the racialised Other, white truckers 
expressed solidarity with other members of the (primarily white) settler working class over and 
against South Asian truckers. These rhetorical moves reduce issues of poor hygiene and 
exploitative working conditions to matters of racial and cultural difference rather than an arena 
for political and labour activism and solidarity. 
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to the current organisation of labour in the trucking industry are thereby easily dismissed 

as a racial or cultural problem. In this way, the complex ways that shippers, receivers, 

governments, and consumers as a whole rely on and benefit from dangerous, 

demanding, unequal, and exploitative working conditions in the industry are elided and 

erased. At the same time, the complex network of beneficiaries of truckers’ exploitation 

are absolved of social responsibility for the more abysmal aspects of their working 

conditions.  

Conclusion 

Many truck drivers I encountered in the course of my research sought to subvert 

the widespread stigmatisation of trucking masculinities as ‘dirty’ by invoking an old 

school ethics of cleanliness. The ethical imperatives and practical value of these 

practices of personal and vehicular cleanliness are intensified due to the pervasive 

associations drawn between truckers’ bodies and the rigs they drive. However, 

capacities to engage in such practices are mitigated or enhanced in accordance with 

industry hierarchies, and the organisation of trucking labour and mobilities makes access 

to toilets and washing facilities a challenge for all long haul drivers. These challenges 

can be especially acute for women truckers, who encounter norms of the lady trucker 

that are at odds with industry presumptions of a male body. Moreover, and as Moore 

(2009) argues, “...the construction of codified attitudes towards toilet practices [is] 

embedded in the politics of cultural difference” (p. 105). These dynamics are evident in 

stories such as those that link South Asian truckers with “uncivilised” practices of 

excretion and labour. Such racial imaginings and negotiations of subjectivity can be 

linked to broader systems of oppression, from the organisation of Canadian automobility, 

to exploitative neoliberal and neo-colonial labour market and government reforms. In this 

way, the politics of excretion in the long haul trucking industry are inextricably connected 

to broader processes of responsibilisation and blame. 

In addition to the lack of adequate provision and maintenance of bathrooms for 

truckers, in a neoliberal environment drivers also struggle to find the time to stop and 

attend to their excretory needs. Many truckers are under intense pressure to keep their 

rigs and cargo moving. In addition to eroding truckers’ capacities to engage in normative 
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practices of excretion, these pressures also increasingly dissuade drivers from stopping 

to assist each other and motorists in need of assistance. These practices have long 

been an ethical and masculine touchstone in many British Columbia truckers’ 

constructions of selfhood. In the following chapter, I consider the gendered and 

racialised dimensions to truckers shifting practices of assistance provision.  

 

Figure 5.3 Fieldwork Photo: British Columbia Truck-Accessible Highway Rest 
Stop Outhouse (Summer 2011) 
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Chapter 6. We Used to be the Kings of the Road: 
Ethical Trucking Masculinities and Assistance 
Provision 

Introduction 

As Shalla (2007) points out, neoliberalism has resulted in a broad-based 

intensification of labour that has subsequently diminished workers’ control over their 

working times. Deregulation and the individualisation of responsibility for the scheduling 

of truckers on- and off-duty time has reduced truckers’ capacities for autonomous 

decision making in the highly dynamic and embodied context of their work (see McLean, 

2016a). Truck drivers’ loss of autonomy over their work schedules since deregulation is 

the product both of the industrial organisation of trucking labour and neoliberal 

governance at the state level (as well as interactions between the two) (Balay, 2017; 

McLean, 2016a; Viscelli, 2016). At the industrial level, there are significant economic 

incentives for keeping trucks moving. Industry profit is predicated on the ability to move 

product; the more a trucker drives, the greater potential profit. The broad-based 

movement to just-in-time shipping practices further means the functioning and profits of 

non-trucking industries can be contingent on transport times.  

However, longer driving hours increase the potential for driver fatigue. A 

considerable body of research has demonstrated that driver fatigue can significantly 

increase the risk of driver error and collision (Adams-Guppy & Guppy, 2003; Dawson et 

al., 2011; Heaton, 2005; Thiffault, 2011; Van Cauter & Turek, 1990). HoS regulations are 

a primary regulatory tool for addressing these issues. Elsewhere, I have argued that 

contemporary iterations of HoS regulations consolidate the neoliberalisation of the 

trucking industry inasmuch as they individualise responsibility for adherence in ways that 

are problematically decontextualised from industry power dynamics and truckers’ lived 

experiences of labour mobility (McLean, 2016a). The intensity of their work schedules 

combined with the inflexibility of contemporary regulations constrain drivers’ abilities to 
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adapt to unforeseen circumstances, or – as the previous chapter suggests – bodily 

needs.  

As already mentioned, under current Canadian law, commercial vehicle 

operators are not allowed to drive after 14 hours of being on-duty, 13 of which can be 

spent driving. Most truckers engage in a considerable amount of non-driving labour, 

which is legally classified as on-duty time (this includes servicing a vehicle; travelling as 

a passenger; waiting to be loaded or unloaded; being inspected; waiting at a road 

stoppage, and so on). Drivers are required to take a minimum ten hours daily off-duty 

time, eight of which must be consecutive. The remaining two off-duty hours can be split 

throughout the day in minimum increments of 30 minutes (Minister of Justice, 2015). 

Realistically, though, most drivers will have to take a minimum of ten minutes of any 

stoppage updating their logbook, checking in with their dispatcher, or performing other 

forms of non-driving labour (Audio Fieldnotes, Summer, Fall 2011; Fieldnotes, Fall 

2011). They also commonly face significant pressure to record time at road stoppages or 

addressing unforeseen events as off-duty ‘break’ time (see McLean, 2016). Since most 

truckers are pushed to operate at the absolute maximum of HoS legal limits for driving 

time, even on a well-planned route a trucker’s ostensible two hours daily off-duty time is 

quickly spent.  

As a result of these and other factors, many drivers find they are less and less 

able to stop and assist each other and stranded motorists, a practice that has been a 

longstanding ethical norm among truckers. In this way, masculine norms of (neo)colonial 

automobility increasingly come up against the neoliberal organisation of trucking labour 

in ways that may challenge truckers’ ethical conceptualisations of self and of each other. 

In this chapter, I argue that truckers’ stopping to help narratives and the subjective 

imaginings they invoke are profoundly implicated in contemporary politics of skills, 

stigma, and blame in the industry. Engaging in such work practices has been and is a 

defining feature of old school masculinity, and among participants in this research, the 

erosion of those practices was seen to exemplify a decline in the masculine subjectivities 

of the workers now entering into and engaging in trucking labour. Stories about truckers 

failing to stop and help each other, as well as the vulnerability of truck drivers on the 

roadside, play into drivers’ sense of embattled masculinity and processes of racialisation 
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in the industry. Such narratives further tend to objectify and sexualise women as 

‘damsels in distress’, and women truckers often negotiate their work lives in relation to 

this powerful trope. Contextualising the shifting normative practices, ethical imperatives, 

and social meanings that truckers in my study associated with stopping to help is also 

crucial to understanding truckers’ experiences of collisions and road carnage, an issue I 

address in detail in the following chapter. 

Stopping to Help and Ethical Masculinity  

In the course of this research, one story stood out from the rest for the 

pervasiveness and consistency with which it was told. It is a nostalgic story about old 

trucking days and ways that was already so familiar to me at the outset of the research 

that I was initially largely dismissive of it. The narrative was often among the first things 

that my participants wanted to tell me, and I tended to be eager to get it out of the way 

so that we could get on to ‘the good stuff.’ It was only as my fieldwork progressed that I 

began to appreciate the importance of the story and the work it does defining ethical 

trucking practices and imagining gendered and racialised subjectivities. The specific 

details of the story may vary, but the plot is straightforward: Truckers used to always 

stop to help each other and other road users; very few truckers do that anymore, and 

this shows that the whole trucking industry has gone badly wrong.  

It is difficult to overstate how commonplace this story was among the truckers I 

engaged with. Shawn (interview participant) was a long-time trucker who was still driving 

long haul at the time of our interview. When I asked him about changes he had 

witnessed in the industry, he recounted:  

I mean, you never used to go, an’ if somebody was sittin’ on the side o’ the road, 
you never went by ‘em. […] You stopped. Now, they see you, how close they can 
get to you, to blow you off o’ the road. And that’s other trucks. […] Yeah. Nobody 
‘ll stop anymore. It doesn’t matter whether you’re broke down, or whatever. 
You’re all on your own out there.  

Similarly, during the first day of a three-day ride-along, Tom (interview and ride-along 

participant) and I were discussing the various communicative rituals that truckers 

engage in (such as flashing your lights at a passing rig to indicate their trailer has 
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cleared your front end, and it is safe for them to merge back into your lane). Once 

considered basic, required courtesies, Tom was concerned that such rituals are 

increasingly rare. He went on to explain how he had recently seen a trucker broken 

down in a region with no cell phone service. Using the radio, he asked the driver if there 

was anyone he could call for him once he was back in range, such as a tow truck. Tom 

recalled that the driver was especially grateful because “he had been sitting there for 

over an hour getting passed by numerous trucks and vehicles and this was the first offer 

of help of any kind that he had received” (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011).  

In diverse contexts, truckers consistently talked about stopping to help each 

other and stranded motorists as a defining and disappearing ethical practice among 

truck drivers (see the quote from Kyle, Chapter 5, p. 164). Bill (interview participant) was 

a former long haul trucker who still drove occasionally and had industry-related 

employment. His father had also been a trucker. Like Shawn and Tom, Bill emphasized 

the importance of stopping to assist other drivers, and talked about how rare the practice 

is becoming. In discussing the different types of drivers on the road, Bill observed,  

I guess, back in my dad’s day, you know, car’s broke down on the road, a truck 
would always stop and help. […] Right? Uh… We don’t have that anymore. 
Trucks are in too much of a rush, too much whatever, and they… They blow past 
you, right? Um… So… But, nowadays it just seems like it’s, it’s a…’I can’t find 
anything else to do, so I’m gonna go drive truck.’ […] Umm…You know, ‘I, I, I, I 
have no work ethic, I have no whatever.’ It is, I’m not saying this is a bottom of 
the barrel…but….you know…it’s…it’s tough to find some motivation from people 
and stuff like that.  

Stewart (interview and ride-along participant), meanwhile, expressly linked the notion of 

stopping to help with being an ‘old school’ driver: 

Stewart: I’m just saying, I’m old school. […] 
Amie: How would you differentiate between truckers who are old school, and 
maybe those who aren’t? 
Stewart: Hmm. Work ethic, basically. Pride in what we do. Umm…Thirty years 
ago, if you saw somebody on the side o’ the highway – an’ it didn’t hafta be 
another truck, just somebody broke down – you stopped an’ helped. Today, they 
try to run over them.  

Many truckers were at great pains to explain to me that, in the past, a trucker driving 

past someone who was broken down or in need of help would have been unthinkable. 
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Even when other truckers were already on scene, it was incumbent on a driver to check 

whether there were tools, parts, or aid that they might provide.  

Truckers in my study spoke of stopping to help as a fundamental moral practice 

and they portrayed the rapid diminishment of that practice as epitomising all that had 

gone wrong in the industry. What I failed to appreciate from the outset is that the story 

serves as an allegory not only about fundamental shifts in the organisation of trucking 

labour, but also about the ethical practices and masculine subjectivities of labourers in 

the industry. It is also related to the declining and increasingly stigmatised status of 

trucking masculinities in broader society. The moral import that British Columbia-based 

long haul truckers place on helping stranded motorists can be linked, in part, to the 

endurance of colonial frontier trucking masculinities and mythologies. Ethical obligations 

to stop and help developed early and have maintained lasting cultural significance 

among truckers. In his history of trucking in British Columbia, Craig (1977) writes: 

…the truckers went out of their way to help each other – even when they were 
hauling for the competition. Quite often spare tires were loaned, if they happened 
to be the same size, when a driver was unlucky and blew two tires at once. We 
always stopped alongside when a car had broken down and helped them with 
repairs or gave a tow into town. I’ve lost track of the cars I hauled twenty miles or 
more at no charge – but many times the shoe was on the other foot, and I was 
thankful for a ride to the nearest phone so I could call for repair parts. The same 
attitude does not seem to hold today… (p. 64) 

Forty years after Craig wrote this passage, white male truckers still point to the practice 

of stopping to assist as declining and as allegorical to broader deteriorations in the 

industry and in truckers as ethical masculine subjects. Through its long association with 

colonisation and pioneering truckers, the practice of stopping to help is also racialised as 

part of the presumed heritage of white working class truckers. 

The inherent fallibility of vehicles, combined with the challenging geographical 

and weather conditions of the province and relatively late and limited construction of 

road infrastructure all meant that an ethical norm of communal assistance was needed 

to facilitate and advance early colonial automobility (see Craig, 1977; Evans, 1996; 

Francis, 2012). Providing assistance was further about ensuring assistance would be 

there when you needed it. Historically, there were also marketing rationales behind at 
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least some truckers’ practices of stopping to help. Gill (interview participant), who drove 

long haul from 1948 or 1949 until his retirement in 1990, pointed out that from at least 

the 1930s some Canadian companies made it a rule that their drivers had to stop and 

assist motorists in trouble. They used this as a form of advertising and as a way to foster 

goodwill and customer loyalty (Fieldnotes, Summer 2011). Nonetheless, many truckers 

interpret the broad decline of such practices as analogous to declining communal values 

and practices of colonial automobility. In Shawn’s words, nowadays, whether you are a 

trucker or another motorist, “you’re all on your own out there.” 

There are important spatial assumptions to these stories, assumptions that work 

to establish the frontier masculinities of old school narrators. A sub-theme of the story, 

which emphasises increasing levels of traffic and a frenetic pace of life, signals the 

disappearance of the frontier with the entrenchment of modern colonial civilisation. This 

sense of increasingly crowded and colonised landscapes is magnified by technological 

developments such as widespread cellular phone coverage, which further reduce the 

likelihood that stranded motorists are in imminent danger or need. In these versions of 

the story, the last remnants of the frontier – and the last places where frontier masculine 

trucking ethics pervade – are often in the North. Jesse (interview participant), a relatively 

young driver who had already held an array of trucking jobs, recounted “I've hauled to 

the north, and it's a different world up there. People do stop. […] If you're stopped on the 

side of the road, somebody will…stop to help you.” Similarly, Hunter (interview and ride-

along participant) explained: 

I loved running North, because you seemed to get a better class of drivers. And 
again, it was the older guys. They’re there ‘cause the want ‘o be. They’re not 
there ‘cause o’ money. […] Maybe the young guys don’t have any brains. But 
they’re not allowing us to make decisions. You run north, you don’t have that.  

Mackey (1999) contends that the north plays a key role in assertions of Canadian settler 

identities, and that representations of the north and the frontier became increasingly 

important to national settler identities as Canada transformed into an industrialised 

nation. She explains that “the very phenomena which were being destroyed were now 

invoked to represent Canadian nationhood” (p. 52-53). In mythologising fading frontier 

landscapes and the ‘good old days’ of pioneer truckers who always stopped to help 

others, white male truckers accept and advance a local version of Canadian national 
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mythologies that venerates patriarchal frontier masculinity (see also Hogg, 2012; 

Lawrence, 2002; Razack, 2002a).  

As previously mentioned, scholars have argued that the relative independence 

and autonomy afforded by truck driving labour has been a major draw for working class 

men (Agar, 1986; Rothe, 1991; Thomas, 1979), because it provided opportunities for 

them to enact gender identities more consistent with their masculine ideals (Ouellet, 

1994). In pointing out that “they’re not allowing us to make decisions,” Hunter alludes to 

a decline in truckers’ autonomy that has accompanied the neoliberalisation of the 

industry (see Balay, 2017; McLean, 2016b; Shalla, 2007; Viscelli, 2016). These 

processes have also contributed to the erosion of communal trucking practices. Several 

truckers explicitly pointed to deregulation and increasingly tight timelines in changing the 

organisation of the industry and negatively impacting drivers’ capacities or willingness to 

help others. Travis (interview participant) had begun driving long haul prior to 

deregulation and was still on the road at the time of our interview. He recalled how, in 

the past, if you were broken down, then “five or six guys would stop” behind you to help. 

In contrast, he said that today truckers would complain about having to slow down to get 

past you. Even in an emergency situation, you could no longer expect help from your 

fellow truckers “Unless, you know, a couple of the old school boys are still drivin’ that 

know you, they’d stop, or whatever. But today’s society, it’s just voom, voom, voom, 

voom.” When I asked him what he saw as the source of those changes, he said, “I think 

that started after deregulation. Once every Tom, Dick and Harry opened up and said 

‘Hey, hey buddy. Why don’t you buy a truck and come work for me?’” 

Glen (interview participant) was a former long haul owner operator who still went 

on the road occasionally and was involved in driver training. His father and uncles were 

long time truckers as well. Glen explicitly linked the diminishment of truckers’ practices of 

stopping to help to deregulation and the increasing reliance on guest worker programs: 

 
Trucking used to be known as a, and treated from the public as a very 
profession-, as a professional trade to be in. […] Truck drivers wore uniforms. Uh, 
they were the knights of the road. You could always rely on truckers driving 
defensively and being there for motorists in, in a time of need. But now with the 
driver shortage, and the demographics of 20 to 25 percent of all drivers in North 
America age 55 years and older, and the economy growing, people wanting more 
and more stuff… Well, it's going backwards. We are getting fewer drivers, and we 
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need more trucks. And drivers. So how are those seats going to be filled? Well, 
now we've got the, the PNP program. Provincial Nominee Program, which is 
bringing people fast tracked from, into Canada. Into BC, specifically. And, and yet 
there's no guidelines set on the average wage for truck drivers. They all say it's 
22 dollars an hour, but really, a highway driver works 70 hours a week. And so, if 
you do the math, that's nine bucks an hour! So, it's not really fair for somebody 
who comes from out of the country to think that they're going to get a job for 22 
dollars an hour, and they find out that – oh yeah – it's not really based on that.  

Deregulation, the ongoing removal of trade restrictions, problematic adjustments to HoS 

regulations, and the movement to just-in-time shipping practices have increased 

competition in the trucking industry (Belzer, 2000; Li, 2003, p. 78; Nix, 2003; McLean, 

2016b; Quinlan et al., 2006; Viscelli, 2016) and intensified truckers’ labour to the point 

that abiding by old school imperatives to stop and help each other and stranded 

motorists has become an increasingly untenable practice. As Glen explains, 

deregulatory processes are linked to the purported truck driver shortage, relatively low 

wages, and the problematic reliance on guest worker programs to fill trucking jobs.  

 Despite these shifts in the organisation of trucking labour, the practice of 

stopping to help each other and stranded motorists remains a moral imperative for many 

truckers. In this regard, stopping to help can be understood as an enactment of 

masculine instrumentality as well as saviour imperatives that are central to constructions 

of white colonial masculinity (see Razack, 2004). For many truck drivers, the erosion of 

this practice signals not simply a shift in how truckers go about doing their job, but a 

diminishment in the ethical and masculine subjectivities of truck drivers. Bill (interview 

participant) links not stopping to increasing traffic and technological change, as well as 

to diminished pride and shifting ethical subjectivities among truckers: 

Bill: I don’t know if there’s the pride. […] I don’t know if it’s in the younger 
generation, whether there’s the pride in, in, in the job of the, of the trucking 
industry. Um…You know. You’re not going to…You’re not going to have that, that 
truck stop for you to help you fix your tire, or to, you know, um…The roads are 
busy now. Right? 
Amie: Yeah. 
Bill: I think back in the day, there was less traffic. […] So, if you saw a car down 
the canyon that was in the middle of nowhere – there was no cell phones. […] 
There was no pay phones. They’re broke down. And the, the drivers knew that. 
Right?  
Amie: Um-hmm. 
Bill: And they know they might be the only truck coming for the next four hours. 
So I think, you know, uh, human nature. You know, knows this, and 
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subconsciously knows it. Um, and nowadays, “I don’t need to stop. The next 
guy’ll stop.” Right? Someone will stop. 
Amie: Yeah. 
Bill: Right? Or the people will, before they expire, will wave somebody down, and, 
uh, and, and, and someone’ll come rescue them. “Oh, they must have a cell 
phone.” Or, or whatever. A GPS, for Christ’s sakes. Or ONSTAR. Right? So 
there’s the need to lend a helping hand is not there. […]  Um, so I think in that, it 
disappears in the, in the human nature to, to lend that hand.  

In keeping with Foucault’s (1997) position that embodied practices and spatial relations 

produce ethical subjects, Bill argues the changing labour practices of drivers that attend 

the changing physical and social context of their work alter their subjectivities (“I think 

that, it disappears in the, in the human nature to, to lend that hand”).  

Bill’s observations also imply that the integration of new technologies into the 

trucking industry and car culture more generally have implications for gendered identity 

enactments. As Scharff’s (1991) discussion of the gendered connotations of cranking the 

car prior to the introduction of the electric starter makes clear, the tensions between 

automotive practices of masculinity and the introduction of new technologies are 

longstanding ones (p. 58-63). These tensions have also been an abiding issue in the 

trucking industry. In the late 1970s, Thomas (1979) argued 

Although many of the tales concerning these rugged individuals emphasize the 
masculine character of the driver, this study concludes that the stereotype rapidly 
is fading because of technological advances. Today’s driver no longer, of 
necessity, comes from the lower end of the economy or the rougher elements of 
society. Automatic transmissions, citizens’ band radios, mobile mechanics, and 
tire repair service available anywhere make it possible for the driver to be 
mechanically illiterate and physically weak – or female. (n.p.) 

In more contemporary contexts, Levy (2015; 2016) contends that masculine cultural 

norms among long haul truckers foster resistance to technological monitoring, which are 

particularly emasculating and problematic in the context of truckers’ work cultures. 

Similarly, many people I encountered felt that technological advances contributed to the 

feminisation of the industry. For example, one CVSE worker told me that the old 

“…noble knight of the highway is gone. Truckers have no pride in their work anymore. It 

used to be a point of pride that they could fix their truck. It was part of the job. Now, 

automatic transmissions and heated seats are an epidemic” (Fieldnotes, Spring 2011). 
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The increasing computerisation of all vehicles also has obvious impacts on the level of 

mechanical assistance truckers’ can offer each other and fellow motorists.  

In addition to eroding the opportunities for truckers to enact heroic masculinity, 

diminishing practices of stopping to help also mean that truckers themselves are 

increasingly left stranded on the side of the road. As Bill suggested, technological shifts, 

including the widespread use of cell phones, usually mean truckers will not be stranded 

for too long. Nonetheless, there is a vulnerability to being left on the side of the road 

without any certainty of assistance. This relates to an evident sub-theme to the stopping 

to help narrative, whereby not only are truckers not stopping to help each other, but fast 

and unsafe driving by other (non old school) truck drivers increases the risks associated 

with being so stranded. Bill explains that truckers now “blow past you.” Shawn says 

other truckers will now attempt to “blow you off o’ the road.” Stewart claims passing truck 

drivers “try to run over” stranded truckers. And Travis argues that even it were an 

emergency such as a heart attack, truckers will just speed by (“it’s just voom, voom, 

voom, voom”) unless “a couple of the old school boys are still drivin’.” These narratives 

are also implicitly, but profoundly, racialised. As I discussed in Chapter Four, white male 

truckers increasingly responsibilise immigrant and especially South Asian truckers for 

unskilled and unsafe driving practices. Although many white truckers I spoke to 

discussed their own choices to no longer always stop and help (see the following 

section), “those” Other truckers who both never stop and dangerously speed past 

stranded rigs and drivers are predominantly imagined to be South Asian. 

Many truckers I encountered explicitly linked the decline of old school norms and 

practices in the industry with the increasing proportion of immigrant and South Asian 

truckers. For example, Fred (interview participant) argued 

…there’s a lot of immigration issues. They - they - I’m grouping them, but…That 
group of people, with the inexperience, has sort of broken up a tight-knit, knit 
group of drivers that were sort of watching each other’s back, helping each other 
out on the roads. And it has a lot to do with money, dollars, that they work a lot 
cheaper, and…They’ve kind of alienated themselves away from the group of 
drivers in the old days who helped each other out. Who watched out for each 
other. Would help each other when they broke down on the road. Warned each 
other of dangerous things ahead on the road.  
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Immediately after saying this, Fred clarified that he saw these issues with “a lot of East 

Indian” drivers.12 Such racialising portrayals are always already gendering ones as well; 

just as they venerated the masculinities of old school white truckers, stories about 

stopping – and not stopping – to help were often immasculating in their portrayals of 

South Asian truck drivers. Heather (interview participant) explained:  

…people don’t think of East Indian truck drivers as being macho. So then, that 
kind of, I think…flows into, into everything. I think. Yeah. It used to be that - yeah. 
Like, truck drivers at one time were almost the heroes of the road. And they’re 
not now, because all those things that I said before. The common courtesies of 
the road, you know, stopping and helping somebody change a flat tire. That’s 
gone. Unless you are an older truck driver.  

In this excerpt, Heather not only argues that South Asian men are not considered 

masculine. She also implies that their presence and work practices are polluting in the 

sense that they diminish the masculine connotations of trucking work as a whole. 

Heather refers to the practice of stopping to help as a mechanism for establishing the 

implicit, racist argument that white old school trucking masculinities are superior to the 

denigrated and denigrating masculinities of South Asian men. Like Kristen in the 

previous chapter (p. 190), Heather depicts current workplace dynamics and truckers’ 

occupational cultures in ways that align with and reproduce the white supremacist 

tendencies of old school masculine norms. 

 Moreover, racialising narratives in the industry may also provide interpretive 

frames for determining who is – and who is not – considered worthy of truckers’ aid 

provision. Steve (interview participant) was a long-time driver for an established trucking 

company. At various times throughout our interview, he expressed deep anger and 

disgust towards South Asian truckers. He told two remarkably similar stories about 

South Asian truckers asking to buy spare tires from him, one of which went as follows:  

Steve: But I, I’ve seen them. And they got the truck, an’ it’s just rude. Because 
they work for nothin’, and they buy the trucks and they don’t look after their 
trucks. Bald tires – I’ve had East Indians come up to me in [a small city], two or 
three in the morning, wanting to know if I could sell them my spare tire. And I said 

 
12 Fred also mentioned that there were “lots of European” immigrant workers in the trucking 

industry as well. Although his racism was at times coded and at times explicit, in the context of 
the interview it was very clear that here he was primarily referencing South Asian truckers.  
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“I don’t have a spare tire. [My company] doesn’t have spares.” ‘Cause they have 
to, you know? “We don’t have spare tires.” But this one East Indian, he wanted to 
buy a spare. I said “I wouldn’t sell it to you, anyway! Don’t you see? When you 
work for nothin’, it catches up to you!” You know?  
Amie: And what did he say, when you- 
Steve: Just looked at me. You know, I don’t want to, I don’t want to sound like a r-
…racist. But they got the truckin’ industry just screwed. ‘Cause they work for 
nothin’ and they drive like idiots. You know? An’, in the wintertime, they don’t 
know how to drive. Some of them. 

To reinforce his negative depiction of South Asian truckers, Steve quickly moves from a 

portrayal of their bad business practices (“they work for nothin’”), to assertions about 

their equipment quality and maintenance (“they don’t look after their trucks”), to a 

pejorative depiction of their driving skills (“they drive like idiots”). His rhetorical moves 

demonstrate how some white truckers may draw on a range of racialising myths as co-

productive narrative mechanisms for invoking racist depictions of South Asian truckers. 

In this and the other story he told about being approached by a driver seeking to buy a 

tire, Steve is very clear that, although he had no tire to sell at the time, even if he did he 

would not sell it to a South Asian trucker. The adamant refusal to provide needed 

assistance or parts stands in stark contrast to old school truckers’ professed ethical 

commitment to helping each other and other road users. These narrative dynamics 

serve to highlight the degree to which many white truckers exclude South Asian truckers 

from their imagined communities and collegial networks. 

White truckers’ narratives about the diminishing practice of stopping to help 

consistently invoke the vulnerability of the old school trucker: once a heroic man 

selflessly stopping to assist others, he is now left behind on the side of the road, victim to 

a changing world and the unethical work practices of immigrant and South Asian 

interlopers. These interpretive frames powerfully and problematically situate white 

working class men as the ‘true’ victims of social inequality and social change. Such 

problematic self conceptualisations of whiteness need to be interrogated because they 

can have material consequences for bodies and for social inequality. In the following 

section, I explore that sense of vulnerability and victimisation among the white truckers 

in this study more closely.  
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From Knights of the Road to Smited Samaritans 

When truckers told me stories about diminishing practices of stopping to help, 

they made it clear that these shifts challenged the idealised ‘knights of the road’ old-

school masculine identities of many drivers. This widely-used moniker for truckers has 

obvious allusions to white colonial saviour masculinity, invoking powerful associations 

between old school truckers and chivalrous military masculinities.13 Lucas (2007) has 

argued that protective ethics have especial salience to both colonial and working class 

masculinities. There are also military influences on trucking masculinities, evidenced 

symbolically by the soldiering status of a knight, and historically by the influx of veterans 

into the industry after World War II in particular (Craig, 1977; Francis, 2012; Mills, 2007a; 

Viscelli, 2016). Often told as a corroborating co-narrative to that of ‘stopping to help,’ the 

story of Alex Fraser was used by many truckers I encountered to establish just how far 

truckers’ masculine social statuses had fallen, and the embodied implications of that fall. 

Fraser allegorically embodied truckers’ imagined fall from being pioneering, paternal 

saviour figures to righteous victims of forces beyond their control. His story was widely 

reported on by local and provincial news outlets, and has spread further through 

trucker’s forums and other online media.  

Alex Fraser was a 67 year old long haul trucker in 2010 when, according to 

newspaper reports, he saw a car on the side of the road with its hood up just north of 

Blue River, British Columbia (CTV, 2010; Litt, 2010; Landry, 2010). He slowed down and 

two men waved him over in an apparent plea for help. As he approached the vehicle, 

one of the men reportedly yelled “You truckers are all alike!” A third person hit Fraser 

from behind, and the three assailants beat him viciously and left him for dead on the side 

of the highway. When he eventually woke up, he was bleeding profusely and could not 

see out of one eye. He managed to drive the remaining thirty-four kilometres to Blue 

River and get help (Litt, 2010). As a result of the attack he needed reconstructive 

surgery and his career in trucking was ended: 
 
13 Although the term ‘knights of the road’ has broad and longstanding use as a term referring to 

truckers, it has also been taken up in marketing and insurential discourses as a part of targeted 
attempts to exploit fears about driving-related violence against women (see Best & Furedi, 
2001). The term has also been historically associated with homeless people in North America 
(see Bruns, 1980; Spence, 1971, 1976).  
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For Fraser, the damage done by his attackers goes beyond broken bones to 
something much harder to heal. After 45 years in the industry, he says his 
trucking days are over. ‘I think I’ve had enough,’ he said. The irony of it all: a year 
ago, Fraser’s truck broke down on the Coquihalla Highway in 35C weather and 
not one driver stopped to help him. He was bitter about that for a long time, he 
says. But after being attacked as a Good Samaritan, he doesn’t blame anyone 
for driving past a stranded motorist from now on. (Litt, 2010) 

The Canadian Trucking Alliance, BC Trucking Association, and now-defunct North 

American Trucker’s Guild all posted monetary rewards in the thousands for information 

on Fraser’s attackers. At the time of this dissertation writing – seven years after the initial 

incident – no arrests have been made. After he was released from hospital, Fraser told 

reporters “They took the truck driver out of me” (CTV, 2010).  

The story of Alex Fraser resonated strongly for participants in my research. The 

timing of the event – just a few months before I began fieldwork – contributed to 

increased awareness of and attention to the case among the truckers I engaged with. It 

is nonetheless worth asking why the story resonated so strongly with drivers at that 

particular moment in time. Truckers’ attention to the story has also endured; years later, 

truckers still refer to Fraser’s story in relation to the stopping to help narrative 

(Fieldnotes, Winter 2016). Other truckers in the province have been attacked before and 

since (CBC News, 2015; Handschuh, 2017). For example, over the course of my project 

one of my participants was brutally attacked in his rig and forced to leave trucking due to 

his severe and permanent injuries (Fieldnotes, Winter 2015, Spring 2016). However, 

none of those incidents has come close to the notoriety or cultural resonance as has the 

beating of Alex Fraser. It seemed very clear that his story resonated profoundly with 

truckers’ understandings of themselves and their work lives.  

Over the course of my research, it was uncommon for a discussion of the 

decreasing frequency of truckers’ stopping to help to occur without reference to Fraser. 

Many truckers discussed his story in relation to their own practices of stopping or not 

stopping to help. Some drivers, like Nick (interview and ride-along participant), said 

Fraser’s story did not significantly impact their own work practices. After asking whether I 

had heard of the incident (which I confirmed), Nick went on to say:  

After that happened, you know, you heard lots of stories on the radio where, 
uh…Guys just totally refused to stop on the road anymore. […] I don’t, I, I don’t 
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mind doin’ that. […] Uh…I don’t think I’m that afraid of anything. […] I would be 
cautious on the highway at, where that guy got hit. […] But anywhere else, it 
wouldn’t bother me.  

Although Nick was aware that many truckers altered their behaviour as a result of what 

happened to Fraser, he reaffirms that – apart from some caution around the site of the 

attack – he is still willing to stop for others. His explanation about not thinking he is afraid 

is in keeping with masculine precepts about being fearless or, at the least, not allowing 

fear to stop you from doing the right thing (Brownlow, 2005; Connell, 2002; Nagel, 2005).  

Brownlow (2005) has pointed out the significance of spatiality, and specifically 

public spaces – including streets – to masculine performances and negotiations of risk 

and violence. He argues that men negotiate their vulnerability to and fear of crime in 

relation to masculine norms of fearlessness, often in ways that emphasize bravery and 

control (which, ironically, can make them even more vulnerable to violence). In contrast 

to the young African American men in Brownlow’s (2005) study, however, the mostly 

white male truck drivers I spoke to had diverse responses to the fear of violence 

represented, in particular, in the story of Alex Fraser. Some truckers spoke openly about 

how the Fraser incident had altered either their perceptions of their own safety, or their 

actual workplace practices. Much like the young men in Brownlow’s research, however, 

my participants nonetheless discussed their negotiations of risk and safety in relation to 

masculine precepts and in ways that reflected spatial power dynamics.  

In discussing the story, Josh (interview participant) reaffirmed his commitment to 

stopping even as he reported that he would still “think twice” about doing so. He 

explained, “if you’re 100 miles out in the middle o’ nowhere, […] yeah, I’m gonna stop. 

But, if I’m in a city or somethin’, an’ I see somebody parked on the side o’ the road, I’d 

think twice.” Spatial dynamics clearly play a role in Josh’s negotiation of risk, safety, and 

masculine ethics. His decision making appears to primarily rest on concerns about the 

amount of help available to the motorist according to the relative remoteness of where 

they are stopped. Although Fraser was attacked in a relatively remote area, Josh is still 

willing to stop in such a spot. It is in a city, where there is presumably more help 

available, that he would “think twice.” In contrast, still other truckers reported that 

Fraser’s beating significantly deterred them from stopping to help any other motorists. 

Steve (interview participant) was an older trucker nearing retirement. He spoke about 
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how, when he first started, you would always stop for someone trying to wave you down 

in the middle of the night. He said that now, he would drive around them, explaining 

“…that guy, that’s why he stopped to help them three people out. I don’t know how 

many. There was three, I think. And they beat the living shit out of him! And he had to 

quit trucking…” Whether individual truckers believed the Fraser incident would alter their 

personal work practices or not, his story resonated strongly with drivers’ 

conceptualisations of themselves and their work lives. 

Long before Fraser stopped to help someone on the side of the road, truckers 

were concerned about the ethical and practical implications of no longer stopping to help 

each other or other road users. Fraser’s story crystallised these concerns for truckers 

not only because of the issues it raised for individual driver safety, but because, for 

many, it captured the ethical and embodied implications of the ongoing and persistent 

denigration and stigmatisation of all truckers. In a continuation of our conversation about 

a lack of labour pride and diminishing practices of stopping to help among truckers 

(quoted earlier, p. 200-201), Bill (interview participant) explained: 

Bill: I think in that, it disappears in the, in the human nature to, to lend that hand. 
Not to mention you might be sued. You might be robbed. You might be whatever. 
And that’s not just truckers, that’s just…you know, that gentleman up, up 
Clearwater. Right? He….And he stopped to help them.  
Amie: Yeah. Yeah. 
Bill: And then got the living crap kicked out of him, right? Um…I think that’s far 
and few between. But, but, uh… you know. And you’re never going to stop to 
help a trucker, because, well, they’re all murderers. And all rapists. Right? Right? 
I mean, it’s a…a, um…Yeah. So, I think anything, just, just naturally the, the 
population explosion and the amount of vehicles on the road that, uh…there’s 
always someone that’s going to eventually help, right? 
Amie: Um-hmm.  
Bill: So, um, which I think takes away from the pride of, of, you – it doesn’t give 
you anything more to do other than to drive truck. Right? You got to drive truck, 
and, uh…and, you’re not going to have that…there’s nothing else there for it, 
right? I mean, it’s a paycheque-to-paycheque job. And…and, uh…you know, 
there’s…there’s guys that, uh, you know, say that, you know, “I’m a professional 
driver. I’m-“ you know, “I pride myself in, in, [keeping] my truck clean, in my 
paperwork neat and tidy, um…” […] You get the odd person that just does things 
right. You know? And I’ve got a couple of them. And I’m pretty proud of that. Um, 
you know, their paperwork is done. Neat and tidy. They look after the truck, even 
though it’s an older truck. They look after it. They, you know, tinker with it and 
stuff.  [Trucker’s name], my, my top guy. Um…will stop and would help anyone. 
Um…You know. Uh…But I, I think, I think the pride, it’s not there. It’s not the 
macho…I don’t know.  
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Bill’s narrative is telling in the links it draws between truckers’ masculine conceptions of 

selfhood, practices of cleanliness and professionalism, stopping to help as a moral 

practice, and the increasing stigmatisation of truckers’ masculinities. He points out that 

perceptions of truckers as murderers and rapists mean that they are very rarely afforded 

roadside assistance when they need it. The increasing stigmatisation of trucking 

masculinities and labour was a prevailing concern among the truck drivers I met. Bill 

situates these dynamics within complex influences, such as technological change, safety 

concerns and increased traffic (and, implicitly, a lack of reciprocity in aid provision) – all 

of which increasingly deter truckers from providing that help to other road users.  

Bill also points out that the erosion of stopping to help as an ethical masculine 

trucking practice has implications beyond the organisation of labour and work practices. 

He implies that it is through practices such as stopping to help that truckers come to 

know themselves as worthwhile, contributing masculine subjects. Like Heather, he 

references a diminishment in the masculine or “macho” pride of labour that accompanied 

old school trucking practices such as stopping to help. The erosion of that moral practice 

degrades their conceptualisations of self even as demeaning stereotypes about male 

truckers are increasingly pervasive. As a result of these shifts, truckers who take 

masculine pride in their work – a characteristic made knowable through work practices 

such as caring for their vehicle, completing paperwork, as well as stopping to help – are 

increasingly few and far between. In this way, stories about truckers’ diminishing 

practices of stopping to help can be understood to corroborate the narratives of decline 

in trucking skills, standards, and subjectivities that I initially discussed in Chapter 4. 

Diminishing practices of stopping to help and old school masculine ethics also 

have implications for how women truckers navigate their work lives and 

conceptualisations of self. In the following section, I explore truckers’ perceptions, 

rejections, and negotiations of women as ‘damsels in distress’ in need of masculine aid.  
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Damsels in Distress? Women Truckers’ Negotiations of 
Gender and Workplace Assistance 

Researchers have argued that women in male dominated occupations are often 

held to conflicting gender expectations that constrain their work lives, and that such 

women actively engage in diverse strategies to negotiate dichotomous and conflicting 

gender expectations (see Collison, 2003; Denissen, 2010; Essers & Benschop, 2007; 

Gherardi & Poggio, 2001; Yodanis, 2000). As discussed, the practice of male truckers’ 

stopping to assist each other and other road users allows them to enact both communal 

ethics and patriarchal, chivalrous masculinities. As I elaborate on in the following 

chapter, women truckers also recounted instances of stopping to assist motorists; 

however, they broadly placed less emphasis on these practices and their related 

narratives were qualitatively different from those of male drivers. Instead, women and 

men truckers’ discussions of women and workplace assistance provision tended to 

emphasize the interpersonal gender and power dynamics at play in male truckers’ 

(un)willingness to help female truckers. Many male truckers I spoke to who aligned 

themselves with old school masculinity were at pains to assert their willingness to assist 

women truckers – implying, of course, that women are especially likely to be in need of 

such help. Some of those truckers portrayed assisting women truck drivers in terms of 

women’s irrationality, incompetence, their vulnerability to sexual violence, and/or to 

argue their jobs were easier because they received help from men. Still others depicted 

the willingness to assist women truckers as a straightforward and obvious extension of 

truckers’ ethical obligations to each other. Women truckers, meanwhile, spoke about 

having to negotiate their work lives in relation to the trope of the ‘damsel in distress,’ and 

attendant presumptions about their embodied incapacities for trucking labour. These 

complex dynamics suggest that women truckers navigate industry hierarchies of 

inequality in their everyday work lives through situated and emergent negotiations of 

ethics, identity, and skills in relation to old school masculinity.  

Many of the women and men truckers I talked to expressed the belief that, for the 

most part, male truckers were happy and willing to assist women truckers. While some 

truckers felt that willingness was increasingly eroded under truckers’ current conditions 

of labour and alongside the erosion of old school masculinity, others still believed 
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assistance was more available to women than men truckers. In a small group interview 

with Blake (interview participant) and Matt (interview participant), Matt contended that 

women truckers’ work lives are probably easier than men’s. Blake initially expressed the 

view that, if women “can do the job, they can do it. If they can’t, don’t do it. Same as a 

man. If you can do it, do it. And if you can’t, don’t.” At that point, Matt asserted that he 

thought trucking life would “be a little less challenging” for women. When I asked him to 

clarify, he explained,  

It probably, where I’d be on the side of a road changing a tire, or tarping a load, 
they would – somebody would stop to assist them to change a tire, tarp a load. 
Where, I seen, actually, that happen with my wife who was with me on one trip. 
There were other drive-, when I was getting’ paperwork, other drivers came out 
and tarped the load for her. Which I think was awesome. [Laughter]  

The idea that women’s work lives are made easier for the chivalrous attention of old 

school truckers is widespread in the industry. Women truckers I spoke with likewise 

agreed that men were often more willing to assist them because of their gender; 

however, they also tended to contextualise these dynamics within the unequal scrutiny, 

presumed incompetence and sexualisation that they experienced on the job.  

Some women truckers sought to actively contest stereotypes concerning their 

incapacities or presumed exploitation of men’s chivalry. Claire (interview participant) was 

a former trucker who had primarily driven as a member of a spousal team. In a group 

interview with Claire, Todd (interview and ride-along participant), and Jake (interview 

and ride-along participant), she recounted confronting a man about stereotypes 

concerning women truckers on the VHF radio: 

Claire: …most males are male chauvinist. I know I had one time on the radio, say 
to me, ‘Well, oh yeah, sure, you female drivers break down an’ you have to 
change a tire. You stand on the side o’ the road and wait for the guys to help 
you.’ Well, I got on the radio and gave him a blast! And the other guy, an’ [my 
husband] was in the bunk sleeping, but the other two guys that I was running with 
just blasted that guy- 
Jake: Yeah. 
Claire…like you wouldn’t believe. Which is probably a good thing, ‘cause I 
couldn’t see him. 
Jake: Yeah. 
Claire: Or he couldn’t see me, right?  

Claire directly challenges the idea that women truckers rely on men to do their job for 

them. Although her husband was sleeping, she describes being supported in doing so by 
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her two male colleagues. Her resistance, however, is also informed by the implied 

potential threat of gendered violence, as indicated in her relief that “he couldn’t see me.” 

Emma (interview participant) drove solo for a number of years before a job-

related injury took her off the road. Emma recalled actively cultivating her driving skills 

out of a desire to avoid being considered a damsel in distress: 

Amie: When you were driving, do you think that being a truck driver was an 
important part of how you defined yourself? 
Emma: No. I think being good at it! 
Amie: Ah! 
Emma: Was what, part of how I defined myself. […] I was able to do everything 
that the guys could. I didn’t rely on somebody to come help me. I could chain up 
no problem. Better than a lot of the guys. I could back up. Better than most of the 
guys. I, I got myself into a position, eh, within the first week or two, of driving, an’ 
I couldn’t get out. Without somebody helping me. Uh, because I couldn’t back the 
truck up, because it was two trailers. […] Right? So, it’s not the same as backing 
up one trailer! It’s the opposite! [Laughter] And it goes very bad very quick! 
[Laughter] And I got into quite a…well, actually, two different times, once at a 
[factory] an’ once at the [other factory], I got wedged on the scales. […] An’ I held 
up all the trucks. For, like, twenty minutes, ‘cause I couldn’t get off the scales. I 
was on there so tight, that I just, I couldn’t get off. […] And so, I didn’t know what I 
was doing.  But, uh, so it was really important to me to be good at what I was 
doing, so that I didn’t have to rely on somebody else to help me. I didn’t want to 
be the damsel in distress. […] I didn’t think that was fair to the guys, an’ I didn’t 
think it was fair to me. Or other women! Coming into the industry. […] And, so, I, I 
spent hours at the parking lot learning how to back up. Hours. Pull ahead 500 
feet, back up 500 feet. Pull ahead 500 feet, back up 500 feet. [Laughter] It was 
brutal! It was worth it. It was worth it.  

Emma’s narrative hints that there can be tension between women who take different 

approaches to chivalrous masculinity and the trope of the damsel in distress. Emma and 

others strove for a high level of independence and felt the need to prove themselves 

capable in opposition to constructions of women as needing of masculine saviours.  

In contrast to research emphasising that women who work in male-dominated 

professions strive to become ‘one of the boys’ (i.e. to emulate traits associated with 

masculinity) (Bagilhole, 2002; Levin, 2001; Ranson 2005; Wong, 2005), some women 

truckers performed their femininities in ways intended to invoke chivalrous masculinity. 

Such performances acted as a practical mechanism to empower some women to do 

their jobs. This is an important reminder that capabilities for labour and mobility are tied 

not only to the production of white masculinity, but to situated productions of femininities 
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and, to use Sheller’s (2008) words, their “materialisation in particular kinds of embodied 

agency” (p. 259). While some women felt demeaned by the damsel in distress 

stereotype and found expressions of chivalrous masculinity patronising, others were 

comfortable occasionally benefitting from those gender dynamics. At the time of our 

interview, Tara (interview participant) had driven for decades before a relatively recent 

collision resulted in her switching to office work at a trucking company. In that time she 

had been both a solo driver and occasionally a member of non-spousal driving teams. 

She recounted sometimes attempting to invoke chivalrous masculinity in ways that 

worked in her favour: 

Tara: …twenty years ago, I remember there was one time that, uh, I had to tarp a 
load. An’ I’d never tarped a load, I’d never even watched anybody tarp a load. I 
think I read about it once, an’ that was it. An’ I got sent to this place to go tarp. 
And, um, and these tarps weigh, like 200 pounds. You know, [pretends to heft 
something and groans] killin’ yourself tryin’ ‘o roll this thing up on the deck, 
an’…So…when I phoned the customer to get the directions, an’ I told him straight 
out, I said, ‘Listen, I’ve never tarped. Do you have somebody there who can give 
me the ten quick an’ easy steps on how to tarp a load?’ An’ they, ‘Absolutely! Let 
the guy know when you get here! We’ll help you out.’ An’ they were fantastic! 
Three guys jumped down an’ I was loaded, tarped, out the door an’ strapped 
down an’ tarped within a half hour from the time I arrived. It was awesome. 
And…W-…I ended up going back in there again, um…Ah, a couple weeks later. 
An’ there was another woman driver. An’ the other driver was, ‘I’m never asking 
for help!’ […] ‘I won’t do it! ‘Cause if they, if I have to ask for help, they’re gonna 
think that I’m weak.’ So, so anyways, she’s loading outside. The wind’s catching 
her tarps. I’m loaded, tarped, strapped, on my way. An’ I’m, ‘Well, go back in.’ An’ 
she wouldn’t. Would, would not ask for help. That was how things were twenty 
years ago. If you asked a guy for help, they would be there to help. 
Amie: Umm-hmm. 
Tara: Nowadays? Forget it! They would see how close they can get, how close 
they can come to runnin’ you over, than to get out and help you. So…The 
chivalry that used to be there, that’s gone. And now, it’s…I’m doin’ my job, you’re 
doin’ your job, and I’m not gonna help you out. There’s no…I don’t know if it’s, 
whether its professionalism is gone, or what we talked about earlier, about how 
they’re not as…yeah, professionalism is gone. I guess. And I wouldn’t say 
necessarily that it’s as macho as it was, ‘cause I think it, maybe I played that to 
my advantage a little. ‘Hey little lady, I’ll help you out!’ You know? [Laughter] And 
now they’re like ‘I don’t care.’ [Laughter] So! So, yeah, I, I don’t think its as macho 
as what it used to be. 

Tara felt comfortable asking for help and eliciting chivalrous masculinity from other 

truckers; an approach at odds with how some other women truckers navigated their work 

lives. In this story, she specifically requests help for tarping, which I have previously 

noted is especially difficult, physically demanding, and masculinised labour (see Chapter 
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4, p. 143-145). However, differential capacities for women truckers to illicit chivalrous 

masculinity may be reflections of racialised, classed, and embodied gender 

performances, in addition to reflecting contextually specific interpersonal dynamics. 

Tara locates the availability of some assistance for women, particularly in the 

more physically demanding aspects of the job, in the masculine chivalry that used to 

govern the conduct of male truckers. Considering the trajectory of her career, the decline 

of professionalism and macho associations in long haul trucking that she references 

coincides with processes of deregulation and the neoliberalisation of the industry. It also 

accords with narratives about truckers no longer stopping to help each other, including 

the sub-theme concerning vulnerability and risk whereby other truckers will see “how 

close they can come to to runnin’ you over.” Implicit to her discussion is the idea that the 

decline of old school masculinity in the industry has altered the gendered landscape 

through which women truckers must negotiate their work lives. This includes declining 

opportunities for some women to invoke masculine chivalry as a mechanism for 

accessing job assistance, particularly when they are new to the job.  

Although these opportunities have likely always been more available to white 

women who accord with specific venerated aspects of working class femininity, the 

impact of these shifts for women’s work lives is not insignificant. Many of the women I 

spoke with got into trucking, at least in part, because the performance-based pay would 

allow them to earn the equivalent or close to the equivalent of their male counterparts.14 

Because of the historical gender dynamics of the industry, women are less likely than 

men to have access to trucking mentors from their familial or social networks. Moreover, 

many women truckers encounter an array of gender based harassment and abuse at 

work, which can include the denial of collegial support, exclusion from communicative 

rituals, vandalisation, robbery, and physical and sexual harassment and assault (see 

also Anderson at al., 2005; Rothe, 1991). For some women, then, chivalrous masculinity 

can provide a valuable – however problematic – resource in negotiating their work lives. 

Without attempting to rehabilitate old school masculinity or the unequal social relations it 

 
14 As my mother once said, “Where would I ever make this kinda money? What other field could I 

go into where I could get equal pay for equal work? I don’t think that happens a lot in, ah, in, ah 
waitressing. Or pumpin’ gas” (Wretham & McLean, 2009). 
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engenders and reinscribes, it also seems clear that a decline in notions of masculine 

chivalry may reduce or alter opportunities for some women truckers’ to access collegial 

support, particularly upon entry into the industry. 

This is not to suggest, however, that women truckers had binary 

resistance/acceptance responses to these constructions of gender. Depending on 

context and interpersonal dynamics, the same trucker might be resistant to the 

assumptions of her incompetence or to attempted practices of chivalrous masculinity in 

one context, and be willing to invoke or receive it in another. This is in keeping with 

Denissen’s (2010) argument that women working in male dominated occupations 

“manipulate gender rules by engaging in reflexive gender displays that emphasize the 

most advantageous identity for each situation” (p. 1051). Denissen emphasizes women’s 

strategic agency in negotiating their work lives within male dominated occupations; such 

strategic, emergent, and agentic negotiations were clearly evident among the women 

truckers I engaged with in the course of this project. However, because these constructs 

so powerfully influence their work lives, most women truckers I encountered had 

adopted broad views on what they considered ethically appropriate responses to these 

dynamics. Emma clearly felt that being independently capable at her job was a matter of 

fairness to her male counterparts, to herself, and to future women truckers. Tara, 

meanwhile, implies that refusing to ask for help from men presents unnecessary 

practical barriers to women’s everyday and embodied participation in the industry.  

There was also considerable ambiguity evident in male truckers’ discussions of 

stopping to help women truckers. At times, these narratives were framed in terms of an 

ethics of communal integrity, whereby all truckers are obligated to assist one another. 

For example, Travis (interview participant) told the following story: 

… if I see somebody in trouble, like, last year, there, there was a lady. She was 
trying to slide her tandems on her drop deck. And she was having trouble with it. 
You know, there was four guys standing on the friggin’ guard rail watching her. 
And not one guy would come over to help. Well, you can’t leave somebody 
stranded like that. She’s goin’ across the line, and I know the first scales are 
[place name], she’s gonna get a ticket, or whatever, eh? […]  So…and, I was just 
going to come over and ask her, and she comes and asked me. She said, ‘Would 
you give me a hand?’ I said, ‘I’d be more than happy to help you out.’ […] I said, 
‘I see your sliders won’t work, there.’ So, you know, it was just that extra two 
hands holding the bar out so she could slide, made quite a difference.  
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Travis’s narrative relies on the trope of a woman trucker being in trouble and in need of 

assistance. But she is not denigrated, and the job she is struggling with is one that male 

truckers regularly assist each other to accomplish. The objective of the narrative, then, is 

less the depiction of women as in need of saving or the performance of Travis’s 

masculine chivalry (although the story does do those things). Rather, Travis is 

denigrating the four drivers who fail to assist their female colleague, and in doing so he 

asserts the importance of old school ethics concerning communal obligations and 

chivalrous assistance of all truckers, including women.  

Paap (2006) argues that white working class men in the construction industry 

draw on stereotyped ideas about women and people of colour as a strategic tool kit for 

maintaining white male dominance in the industry. At times, similar dynamics were 

clearly at work in the narratives of my participants. In this regard, Travis’s narrative 

contrasts sharply with Dylan’s (interview participant) when it comes to invocations of the 

damsel in distress trope. In a small group interview with Tony (interview participant), we 

were discussing the challenges facing women truckers. Although the discussion begins 

with an acknowledgement of potentially patronising aspects of apparently chivalrous 

acts, things shift from there: 

Tony: Well, it’s a male dominant, dominated industry. And, uh, I mean, you’re 
going to get a segment who, uh, have chauvinistic tendencies. And probably 
more so, uh- 
Dylan: And then the other side of that would be the white knight thing, you know? 
Oh, here comes Amie in her truck. [Loud deep voice, imitating a bombastic male 
trucker] ‘Oh! I’m Dylan! I’ll just make sure that you make sure you get in behind-‘ 
You know. This kind of thing. You see a lot of that out there, too. Um, which is a 
good thing. 
Tony: Uh, it – well, but it’s almost patronising.  
Dylan: Yeah. It is patronising. You get some of that. 
Tony: It, you know, it’s a, uh, very subtle statement saying that you’re not 
capable.  
Dylan: Yeah. 
Tony: ‘Let, let me…let me help you.’ Right?  
Dylan: And, and what’s interesting, Amie, is I’ve had experiences where it’s 
completely the opposite. Where…where…I’ll just tell you about one incident that 
happened. It was in [Alberta]. And they have length laws in Montana and Alberta. 
And the length laws vary, especially with a truck and pup.  
Amie: Um-hmm. 
Dylan: Okay? So you’ve got a reach between the lead trailer and the pup? 
Amie: Yep. 
Dylan: And that has to be shortened or lengthened- 
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Amie: Um-hmm. 
Dylan: …depending on, coming into Alberta or going into Montana. So I, I pulled 
in one day. And, and this gal was out there. And of course, you gotta drop the 
pin, and line the holes up, right? And so, um…[laughs] I got out of my truck, I was 
walking to the broker. And I could see that, you know, she’d get into her truck, 
and back up, and…You know, the new ones now are spring-loaded, so that as 
soon as it finds the hole, it just drops right in. But in those days, you had to 
actually line it up. So it means, like 25 trips, back and forth. So I, I was just 
crossing the street. And I said, ‘Excuse me? Would you like me to give you a-‘ 
[Cuts himself off, imitating the female driver] ‘I don’t need a hand!’ [Laughs] I 
said, ‘Well,’ I said ‘…it, it will make you, it a lot easier. I mean, I can, I can just tell 
you exactly how to back up, and…’ ‘Oh, no. No. I’ve done this before.’ And you 
see, that is something I would do for a male, as well as a female. So I thought 
that was a really interesting interaction. 
Tony: Well, there are, there are women out there that have this, I don’t know, this 
chip on their shoulder. 
Dylan: Yeah. There is. There’s that aspect. 
Tony: It, and it, and it, and you, I mean, you see that, I mean you, like, it’s scary!  

In keeping with Paap’s (2006) findings, Dylan’s strategic narrative concerning the 

woman trucker acts as a rhetorical tool to reinforce male dominance and protect old 

school masculinity from criticism. Early on, Tony suggests some aspects of truckers’ 

“white knight” masculinity may be demeaning towards women truckers. Very quickly, 

Dylan portrays what he describes as “completely the opposite” situation, in which he 

politely offers help to a woman who unreasonably refuses his offer of assistance. These 

rhetorical moves shield ‘white knight’ masculinity from critique by denigrating the woman 

who rashly refuses the aid she clearly needs. Dylan’s narrative also elides any 

recognition that women truckers are subject to unwanted attention, including patronising 

assumptions that they are unable to do their job. The story works to derail Tony’s initial 

critical assessment of ‘white knight’ masculinity as patronising and problematic, so that 

by the end of the conversation he, too, is complaining about women truckers with a “chip 

on their shoulder.” 

 In addition to being portrayed as in need of extra assistance, women truckers 

commonly experienced sexualisation and sexual harassment while on the job. The trope 

of the ‘damsel in distress’ is complexly imbricated in the sexualisation of women truckers 

and their experiences of workplace inequality.  
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‘I Wouldn’t Hire You’: Sexualisation, Sexual Harassment and 
Helping Women 

Intensified sexual harassment of women in male-dominated professions has 

been well documented (Denissen, 2010; DiTomaso, 1989; Eveline & Booth, 2002; Paap, 

2006; Welsh, 1999). In the course of my fieldwork, I encountered many women truckers 

who relayed experiences of sexualisation and sexual harassment (see also Anderson et 

al., 2005). I further found that pervasive and problematic notions concerning both the 

sexual vulnerability and the dangerous sexuality of women factor significantly into 

oppressive dynamics in the industry. Among other things, such depictions act to shield 

old school masculinity and male truckers from blame for the oppression of women, as 

well as avoiding potentially stigmatising associations with sexual harassment. My 

research suggests that any benefits that might accrue to women from perceptions of 

them as safer drivers are significantly undermined by the assumed risks associated with 

the presence of female bodies in the male-dominated trucking industry. Ideas about the 

dangerous sexuality of women, including the fear that women may invent false claims of 

sexual abuse, emerged in male truckers’ depictions of women in the workplace as well 

as their narratives about stopping to assist female road users. In the context of the high 

numbers of missing and murdered Indigenous women in British Columbia and Canada 

(Highway of Tears Symposium Report, 2006; NWAC, 2010, p. 27; Oppal, 2012), I argue 

that truckers’ narratives concerning the dangerous sexuality of women hitchhikers must 

be considered in relation to neo-colonial automobility and power dynamics, and in 

particular the differential vulnerabilities and mobilities of Indigenous women therein. 

Most of the women truckers I spoke with indicated they had experienced 

unwanted sexual attention and/or sexual harassment while on the job. This included 

harassment on the radio and physical encounters at job sites. For women truckers who 

were not members of spousal driving teams, these encounters seemed more likely to be 

especially intense or prevalent. My conversation with Tara (interview participant) is 

especially evocative of these issues: 

Amie: Did you ever face any issues with harassment on the job? 
Tara: [Offhand and definitive] Oh, yeah. All the time. All the time. Guys would 
think that the only reason why I was driving a truck was because I want to, 
wanted to find me a man!  [mutual laughter] So!   
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Amie: ‘s okay – that’s why they think I’m doing this research! 
Tara: Yeah, well, absolutely! [Laughter] Lookin’ for a date! Why wouldn’t you? 
[More laughter] […] 
Amie: Did you ever have concerns a-, about personal safety? 
Tara: [Offhand and definitive] Oh, absolutely. Yeah. 
Amie: Yeah.  
Tara: Yeah. Absolutely. I had some kinda crazy stuff, where I ended up havin’ to 
bail out of a truck in Toronto ‘cause…a co-driver. An’ then he stalked me, an’, 
yeah, it got a little freaky! [Laughter] More than just a little scary! [Laughter] 
Amie: Can you tell me about that? 
Tara: Uh, he was my trainer. I was, I’d only been in the industry, I’d started in 
October an’ I think we started running together in…November. And…And it just 
sort of…We ended up getting along, an’ it was good driver, good trainer, just 
everything that I needed. Except he somehow got the signals crossed, an’ 
thought that I was looking for a d-; an’ I’m a lesbian. An’ I’m an out lesbian. An’ I 
am here, I’m queer, an’ I’m driving a truck, dammit! An’, but at that time, I was 21, 
and, you know, I was…maybe thinking guys tend to look at that as, ‘Well, I’ll fix 
that for you!’ 
Amie: Umm-hmm. 
Tara: An’ it just got worse, an’ worse, an’ worse. An’ finally we ended up in 
Toronto, an’ he was getting…We were on a scheduled run between Winnipeg 
and Toronto, an’ he was…getting more and more familiar than what he needed to 
be. An’ I just distanced myself from it, an’ you know, kind o’, made sure I was 
very clear in my boundaries. An’ it got to the point where I was very 
uncomfortable with him. And we were laid over for the night, an’ he wanted to go 
get a hotel room. An’ I’m like, ‘Absolutely not! Not happening! I’ll drop you off.’ An’ 
I found something to do. An’ I had ra-, went out with a friend o’ mine for the 
evening. An’ I came back, and got back to the yard at about midnight, I guess. 
An’ he came up flipping mad. An’ he was callin’ me a whore, an’ a slut, an’ 
spendin’ all my time off duty screwin’ everybody that come – And it was just 
totally beyond the ca-, like totally not happening! 
Amie: Yeah. 
Tara: But, I mean, it was like an angry, jealous husband an’, ranting an’ raving 
lunatic. An’ I grabbed my bag an’ said ‘That’s it.’ I said, ‘The truck is yours, you 
can do what you need to do.’ And I got out o’ the truck an’ ended up having to 
phone [my employer], ‘course I was with [that company]. An’ phoned ‘em up an’ 
said, ‘I will not get back in the truck with this guy.’ An’ then, an’ this carried on for 
months. I would pull into a truck stop someplace, well, ‘[Man’s name] was in here, 
an he really misses you. An’ he left this for you.’ [Mutual incredulous, nervous 
laughter] Yeah! It was scary! An’ I would get out o’ my, I would get up in the 
morning, an’ I’d, uh, had to walk across the street to go pick up some coffee 
cream, an’ there he is. An’ there’s footprints all the way around my house. […] 
Where he’d been looking in the windows the night before. An’ this went on. An’ 
finally I phoned up my Terminal Manager, I said, I know this has nothing to do 
with you, its not your responsibility, I said, but I want to make you aware that if 
this carries on, I said, I will be getting a restraining order. And it will make it 
difficult for this guy to continue driving as a cross-border driver. An’ then he just 
sort of went away. I ended up moving, and…Yeah, but it was, I had, was 
definitely…And then I had another guy, and, uh, he got drunk in the bar one 
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night, an’ I was sleeping in the truck. An’ he came in [starts laughing], an’ he’s 
like, spooning me in the sleeper! [Mutual laughter] I’m like, you’re kidding me? So 
I laid, I gave ‘im a good one. Pretended I was asleep, [makes snoring noises, 
gestures in a striking motion] And rolled over, went back to sleep. An’ then the 
next morning, he’s like, ‘So, are you not attracted to me?’ […] ‘Aren’t you 
attracted to me?’ ‘Nope. Nope. Can’t say I am.’ [Laughter] An’ ‘en he, ‘Well, why 
aren’t you attracted to me?’ An’ I’m like, oh, geez, this guy’s killin’ me here! I said, 
‘Well, you’re not my type.’ And, uh, he says ‘Well, what do you, what’s your 
type?’ An’ he just, he didn’t get it. And finally I had to get out o’ the truck with him, 
too. I’d forgotten about him, actually. [Laughter] So, yeah, I faced a whole pile of 
challenges.  Absolutely.  

Although elsewhere in the interview she was adamant that her sexual identity was not a 

primary source of discrimination and harassment in her trucking career, as a self-

identified “Diesel Dyke” Tara’s narrative reveals the interstitial relationships between 

sexist and heteronormative oppression in the industry (see also Balay, 2017).   

My conversation with Tara reminded me of my experiences going on rides with 

my mother and often being presumed to be her same-sex partner. In such instances, our 

presumed homosexuality was often taken to ‘explain away’ our participation in the 

trucking industry. At the same time, we were often subjected to derogatory comments 

and unwanted sexual attention. When male truckers knew we were mother and 

daughter, our participation seemed more confusing but was celebrated (no derogatory 

comments), and we were subjected to unwanted sexual attention. These experiences 

are in keeping with Paap’s (2006) argument that presumed lesbians do not “disturb the 

gender order” of male-dominated work (p. 87), and other research that has found that all 

women working in male-dominated trades are often assumed to be lesbians (Denissen & 

Saguy, 2014; Moccio, 2009). The assumption that both Tara and I experienced that we 

must be working with truckers out of a desire to “find…a man” is also common to women 

in male-dominated professions. Scholars of gender and labour have found that such 

women are often placed in articulated categories of feminised sexual availability or 

lesbianism (McDowell, 1997; Wright, 2008), and that lesbianism is used as a disciplining 

mechanism of social control (Cockburn, 1991; Faulkner, 2014; Henwood, 1998, p. 45; 

Martin & Jurik, 2007, p. 44; Paap, 2006). As Wright (2008) points out, however, although 

attention to lesbianism as a category is well-developed in labour scholarship, “as a real-

life woman she is mostly absent from studies of women in the workplace” (p. 28). 
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Somewhat ironically, sexual harassment faced by women in male dominated jobs 

can reinforce damsel in distress tropes and further disempower them in the workplace. 

Hyper-embodied conceptualisations of working class men (Fleras & Dixon, 2011; Paap, 

2006) and male truckers specifically depict them as especially and inevitably licentious. 

Researchers have pointed out that longstanding ideas about the innate and 

uncontrollable sexual drives of men negate men’s responsibility for sexual harassment 

and assault by presuming such tendencies are embodied and automatic compulsions 

(Anderson & Doherty, 2008; Ehrlich, 2001). They also help to secure male privilege in 

the workplace by discouraging women’s participation and disciplining those that do. For 

example, these dynamics can discourage the hiring of women because of the presumed 

inevitability of sexual harassment in a male-dominated workplace. Bill (interview 

participant) owned a small trucking firm. He explained that he had hired a woman in the 

past, and it was “easier” because “her boyfriend worked here, so we could team them 

up. So, so I didn’t have to run into, uh, I never had any, uh, um, none of the issues, uh, 

sexual harassment issues.” He went on to explain “‘Cause, you know, […] if I threw you 

out there, right? I’d be in trouble. I’d be…you know. Uh…It’d be the typical guys. They’d 

all be following you around, right? And, it’d be…I would, I wouldn’t hire you.”  

Although insurential discourses position women as safer drivers, any perceived 

benefit to hiring women may be undermined by the perceived risks posed by the 

presence of female bodies in a hyper-sexualised male domain. Such impacts may be 

especially high for solo female truckers. Immediately prior to this, Bill had similarly 

asserted he would not hire a South Asian driver:  

They own their own companies. So…They hire within. And, uh…I, for one, would, 
uh…um…This is going to sound really bad. Um…But I, if I had, if I hire someone 
of that ethnic background, I would, uh, be cutting my own throat. And, 
uh…um…my drivers wouldn’t be…you know, would I lose drivers? I don’t know. 
Right? But, you know, there’s no question that, um… […] Just that, that the racial 
tension would be, would be terrible.  

By making comparative equivalences between refusing to hire South Asian and women 

truckers, Bill implies interstitial self-justifying relationships between various forms of 

oppression. He effectively argues that oppressions faced by South Asian and women 

truckers in the workplace justify their ongoing oppression through the refusal of work. In 
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current hyper-competitive environments, small hauling companies may be especially 

averse to any such perceived risks. 

Notions of the dangerous sexuality of women – especially around the likelihood 

that women would invent false claims of sexual abuse – were also present in male 

truckers’ narratives about stopping to assist road users. In the United States, Mills 

(2007a) comments 

The letter columns of trucking magazines regularly feature examples of aid being 
rendered, frequently at high cost (time). Unfortunately, there may be a decline of 
this kind of behaviour because it has become more risky for the driver. Hijackings 
have become more common and a lady in distress is often a ploy to stop the 
unsuspecting trucker. (p. 134) 

In keeping with the overall quality of Mills’ (2007a, 2007b) scholarship on truckers, this 

claim goes completely unsubstantiated.15 It does suggest, however, that masculine 

ideals concerning aid provision and imaginings of the potential threats posed by damsels 

in distress resonate within broader North American trucking cultures and communities. 

Certainly such ideas arose among some of my participants, particularly in relation to 

women hitchhikers. Also in the United States, Packer (2008) discusses how 

characterisations of hitchhiking in which “women’s sexuality was either under threat or 

threatening” were important mechanisms in disciplining hitchhiking mobilities (p. 18). The 

gendered logic of danger versus safety also pervades discussions of hitchhiking in 

Canada and British Columbia specifically, and – in line with Packer’s (2008) arguments – 

tends to limit attention to the political dimensions of hitchhiking and aid provision.  

Hunter (interview and ride-along participant) recounted a story about regularly 

picking up one Indigenous female hitchhiker, initially when his wife was with him. 

However, one evening he picked her up and she was intoxicated. She pressured him to 

drive her somewhere off of his route, and then for money, by refusing to get out of the 

truck. Hunter said he felt he had to comply because he thought she was implicitly 

threatening to make false claims of sexual abuse. In telling the story, Hunter expressed 

his sense of being disempowered and trapped in the situation. Without negating the vast 
 
15 In addition to making extensive but unsubstantiated methodological claims, Mills’ (2007a, 

2007b) work is highly derivative and poorly supported.  
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power differentials between white men and Indigenous women in Canadian society, 

Hunter’s sense of vulnerability should be contextualised within increasingly pervasive, 

class-based stigmas concerning ‘dirty truckers.’ By emphasizing his own vulnerability 

and victimisation, Hunter used the story as a cautionary tale concerning the dangers of 

providing rides and assistance to women. 

A long legacy of colonialism is at work in this story. Hunter insisted “the story isn’t 

about natives. It’s about pickin’ women up.” However, his repeated references to the 

woman’s Indigenous heritage and the resonance of her intoxication and requests for 

money with racist stereotypes against Indigenous peoples (stereotypes Hunter drew on 

explicitly elsewhere in the interview) contrasts with his assertion. On the other hand, and 

although Hunter did repeatedly draw on these stereotypes, there is a risk here of over-

simplifying his racialising depictions of Indigenous peoples. He also told stories of 

individual Indigenous people who challenged those stereotypes, including one in which 

his racist assumptions about an Indigenous logging truck driver were proven wrong by 

the worker’s skill, competence, and hard work.16  

In spite of the complexities and ambiguities evident in Hunter’s narrative 

regarding the hitchhiker, the story reinforces sexist and racist depictions of Indigenous 

women, and can be understood to functionally increase the vulnerability of such women 

on the roads. Activists and scholars have pointed out that Indigenous women outside of 

major metropolitan areas of the province – such as where this story took place – face 

especially high barriers to mobility (NWAC, 2010, p. 27). Both the Highway of Tears 

Initiative and Missing Women Inquiry have identified access to transportation as a crucial 

area for intervention (Highway of Tears Symposium Report, 2006; Oppal, 2012), and 

early research into hitchhiking practices in the region suggests poverty is a key factor 

(Stueck, 2015). Morton (2016) has shown how the mobilities of Indigenous women in 

 
16 These narrative dynamics also highlight the importance of further research to examine the 

experiences of Indigenous truckers in the province. Indigenous truckers are underrepresented 
labourers (CTA, 2012, p. 4; THRC, 2017). Although references to them were sporadic and 
inconsistent during my fieldwork, there were indications that they are targets of prejudice and 
discrimination. For example, in an apparent attempt to demonstrate cultural competency to me, 
one CVSE officer explained that “natives” who come into the station and do not look an officer 
in the eye may be wrongly interpreted as looking guilty “but in his culture that’s giving 
respect…Natives staring at you don’t respect you at all” (Fieldnotes, Spring 2011). 
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Canada are deeply gendered and racialised, including and perhaps especially as related 

to hitchhiking and the Highway of Tears in British Columbia. She argues that stigmatised 

framings of hitchhiking practices support “the construction of missing and murdered 

Indigenous women as willing, available and blame-worthy victims” (p. 299). When 

Indigenous women are depicted as potential threats to ostensibly well-intentioned white 

male helpers, it may decrease the accessibility of safe rides while simultaneously 

reinforcing widespread racist and sexist assumptions that they are to blame for their 

victimisation (see Morton, 2016; Oppal, 2012). 

Similarly, Jesse’s (interview participant) discussion of the problematics of 

stopping to assist helps to demonstrate the interstitial dynamics (see Cho, Crenshaw & 

McCall, 2013; Hill Collins, 1990; McCall, 2005) between masculine trucking ethics, 

stigmas against truck drivers, processes of racialisation, gender inequality and the 

sexualisation of women. In a general discussion of the overall image of the trucking 

industry, Jesse began to argue that “certain groups” of immigrant drivers were negatively 

impacting public perceptions of all truckers because they refused to abide by normative 

trucking practices. In the overall context of the interview, it was clear that Jesse was 

primarily referring to South Asian truckers: 

Jesse: There's, in, in any race, or any ethnicity, there, there's people in the - not 
just that – any, any job, there's going to be people that tarnished the image. 
But… With trucking, the, is, it's an image in whole. It's not just… It, it's, it…doesn't 
just affect one group or one company. When somebody sees a truck crash, they 
don't know who is in it…Drivers do. […] But the, the average person, the, the 
general public, I guess, they never, they don't. And all it is, is, is another truck 
driver. It's, there's, there's another, uh, you know, just another truck upside down. 
There's another truck in a crash. And it just tarnishes the industry. For, a prime 
example is, uh, I don't know if you've heard about it? That, that fellow that got 
beat up at Blue River? 
Amie: When he stopped to try and help somebody? 
Jesse: When he stopped to try and help somebody. The…My, my personal 
opinion is, those people were probably cut off and they had some issue with 
some truck driver. […] And they just chose to take it out on the next random guy. 
And that, that's where the image – because, you don't know who was driving the 
truck that aggravated them. To whether it was a new driver, an old driver… A 
professional. Or just a truck driver. Somebody that, that you don't know. But this, 
this truck driver who was…62? 
Amie: He was right on the verge of retirement. Yeah. He was, yeah. 
Jesse: He was a driver! Or, he was a professional. […] That guy lived for 
trucking. You're not, you're not 60 years old and all of a sudden deciding that you 
just want to drive. That's something that has been in that guy’s life probably all 
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his life. And to end it that way… That's, that's why people don't stop anymore. 
[…] Down here, you are afraid if you stop. It's the same with picking up 
hitchhikers. All, all it takes is somebody, especially if a guy picks up a girl, all she 
needs is your truck name and your truck number, and you're done. It's her word 
against yours. You might've just been being a nice guy, and picked her up and 
take her from one town to another, but she decides to… She wants to make a 
fortune out of it, and says that you touched her – you're done.  

It has been well documented that false claims of sexual assault by women are low, 

especially compared to public perceptions of false claims (Anderson & Doherty, 2008). A 

recent investigation by the Globe and Mail found that these issues arise even in police 

investigations of sexual assault in Canada, where one in five such allegations is 

dismissed as unfounded (a rate that is “dramatically higher than that of other types of 

crime”) (Doolittle, 2017, n.p.). Among other things, the report found that stereotypes 

concerning victims were an important factor in whether police dismiss an allegation of 

sexual assault as unfounded (Doolittle, 2017; see also Light & Ruesbaat, cited in 

Hattern, 2017). Moreover, it is well established that in so-called “he said/she said” claims 

of sexual assault, ‘his’ voice is accorded far more weight and worth than ‘hers.’ Indeed, 

in such cases ‘he’ often does not need to say anything to be acquitted of alleged abuses 

(Mikita, 2016).  

Regardless of the actual likelihood of any woman making “a fortune” off of false 

sexual assault claims against a trucker, it is clear that pervasive stories about male 

truckers’ vulnerability to such claims impact labour practices of stopping to assist. By 

presuming the innocence of the male trucker as a “just being a nice guy” looking to 

assist a damsel in distress, such stories act as a buffer against social stigmas about 

truckers as sexually licentious and predatory. They also pre-emptively undermine all 

women’s claims of sexual violence by male truckers. This is especially troubling in light 

of the incidences of violence, sexual assaults, kidnappings, and murder of women by 

male truck drivers (CBC, 2013; FBI, 2009; Kirton, 2009; Lau, 2015; Razack, 2016; 

Strand, 2012).  

In 2009, an FBI report implicated long haul truckers in the murders and 

disappearances of hundreds of women in the United States. Strand (2012) points out 

that at least twenty-five American truckers have been convicted of serial murder (p. 169). 

She goes on to make a sensationalistic argument that the current conditions of drivers’ 
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labour may encourage murderous pathology (Strand, 2012, p. 168-207). Probably the 

most infamous recent case in Canada was the 2011 death of Indigenous woman Cindy 

Gladue, who bled to death from a vaginal wound inflicted by Ontario long haul trucker 

Bradley Barton. During the trial, Gladue’s preserved vagina was brought into the court as 

an exhibit during trial, marking the first time in Canadian legal history that human 

remains have been displayed as evidence (Merlan, 2015; Razack, 2016). Gladue’s 

dehumanizing treatment at the trial, and the eventual acquittal of Barton has sparked 

outrage and protest (Merlan, 2015; Razack, 2016). In 2017, the Alberta Court of Appeal 

ordered a new trial in the case (Huffpost, 2017). Razack (2016) argues that Gladue’s 

death is a continuation of colonial terror and needs to be understood “as a part of a 

history of the sexual brutalization and attempted annihilation of Indigenous women” (p. 

290). She argues that the disproportionate sexualised violence inflicted on Indigenous 

women “tells the colonial story of whose bodies have value” (p. 291).  

In British Columbia, advocates have also suggested that a serial killer (or serial 

killers) working as a long haul trucker may be responsible for the murders and 

disappearances of women and girls along the Highway of Tears (Kirton, 2009). These 

fears are sometimes articulated in reference to the conviction of British Columbia long 

haul trucker Jesse Blue West and his son Dustin Moir in the 2005 murder of teenager 

Chelsey Acorn (Hopes, 2017; Kirton, 2009). The topic of truckers’ possible involvement 

in such murders and disappearances commonly came up in the course of interviews and 

ethnographic encounters. Within those conversations, it was not unusual for a driver to 

acknowledge the possibility of a trucker being involved in violence against women, or to 

mention specific instances of such cases. However, the drivers I spoke to also tended to 

link ideas about truckers as violent murderers to social stigmas about them. Tara 

remarked “I don’t doubt that it happens. You see it on crime shows all the, CSI, where 

it’s the dirty trucker that’s carrying a reefer full o’ dead women around” (see also the 

quote from Bill, p. 208). Several truckers implied that such things were more likely to 

happen in the United States than Canada. Others, such as Fred, emphasized that while 

a trucker could be involved in the murders and disappearances of women along the 

Highway of Tears, it also “might be anybody” who is on the road. Jesse, meanwhile, 

engaged in a victim-blaming narrative concerning “young girls, that are out walking on 
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sides of roads at two and three o’clock in the morning. They’re wearing next to nothing. 

Something will happen to you.”  

Similarly, in his earlier depiction of women hitchhikers (p. 223-224), Jesse 

invokes women as potential antagonists to the ‘good guy’ trucker in ways that assist in 

the negotiation of masculine trucking identities in relation to social stigmas. Earlier in the 

interview excerpt, he likewise calls upon the figure of the immigrant, and implicitly South 

Asian, trucker to negate stigmas about bad or dangerous driving on the part of all 

truckers. Jesse implies that such drivers are indirectly to blame for the beating of Alex 

Fraser by claiming that it must have been bad driving by a presumably immigrant driver 

that first enraged his attackers. As I have detailed throughout this dissertation, the idea 

that a lack of ethical work practices on the part of South Asian drivers is the primary 

cause of public stigmas against truckers and that such drivers pose a direct threat to the 

old school ways of doing things was pervasive among white truckers I engaged with. 

However, these dynamics also need to be contextualised within truckers’ heightened 

exposure to road collisions and carnage.   

Conclusion: Gender, Racialisation, and Ethical Trucking 
Practices 

Among the British Columbia-based truckers I engaged with for this study, the 

practice of stopping to help each other and other road users has cultural resonance as a 

defining practice in the ethical formation of the masculine self. However, deregulation 

and the neoliberalisation of the industry have significantly degraded truckers’ capacities 

to engage in these practices. Meanwhile, narratives about diminishing practices of 

stopping to help establish the contours of those white working class truckers’ imagined 

communities. This is accomplished, in part, through emasculating portrayals of 

immigrant and South Asian men. I found that many white male truckers identified 

strongly with Alex Fraser, and drew on his story to establish the vulnerability and unjust 

treatment of old school white truckers. At the same time, women truckers are often 

positioned as damsels in distress in need of aid. Many women truckers I encountered 

articulated a broad ethical stance on how women truckers should respond to chivalrous 

masculinity and assumptions about their need for help. Women truckers also reported 
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sexualisation, sexual harassment, and assault on the job. Ideas about women’s 

vulnerability to sexual assault, and men’s vulnerability to false claims of sexual assault, 

are further implicated in practices of stopping to help and hierarchies of inequality in the 

industry.  

Truckers’ ethical practices of stopping to assist other motorists also have 

implications for their exposure to collisions and road carnage. Truckers are at high risk of 

experiencing or witnessing road collisions, and constructions of ethical masculinity in the 

industry often compel them to donate their labour at crash sites. It is crucial to situate 

gendered and racialised politics of blame concerning trucking stigmas, declining trucking 

skills, and dangerous driving by truckers in relation to their commonplace exposure to 

often traumatic experiences of road collisions and carnage. As I discuss in the following 

chapter, the widespread social silence and disregard of this issue is, in part, a function of 

the degraded status of truck drivers, as well as being linked more broadly to the 

silencing and denial of road carnage. 
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Chapter 7. Collisions and Carnage1 

Introduction 

Exposure to road carnage is a significant risk of long haul trucking labour. 

Because of the sheer number of hours they drive and the distances they travel, truckers 

are more likely to encounter or experience road collisions than are most other road users 

(Kramer, 2001; Mayhew, Simpson, & Beirness, 2004; Transport Canada, 2011). 

Truckers are exposed to collisions and carnage in various ways, but probably most 

commonly through truck-involved road collisions and being among the first on scene at 

crash sites. Although substantively different and contextually specific, these types of 

events have potentially profound implications for truckers’ work lives and gendered 

conceptualisations of self. Because notions of control and innate driving prowess are 

foundational to normative trucking masculinities (Ouellett, 1994; Rothe, 1991), a male 

truckers’ involvement in a collision as a driver can challenge their understandings of 

themselves as men (and this is especially true of multi-vehicle collisions). Moreover, the 

strictures of ethical masculinity compel most truckers to stop and assist, as best they 

can, at collision sites. Male truckers’ assistance at collisions involving fatalities or critical 

injuries is also at times requested by police, paramedics, and others – raising questions 

about why working class men are presumed appropriate conscripts for carnage labour. 

Masculine norms in the industry may further deter many truckers from accessing mental 

health or family and community assistance to address potentially traumatic experiences. 

 
1 Just under 5 percent of this chapter as a whole (comprising almost 9 percent of the original 

work) was first published in the article “Battling blind spots: Hours of service regulations and 
contentious mobilities in the BC-based long haul trucking industry” (McLean, 2016a). 
Reproduced material is dispersed throughout the chapter and primarily addresses statistical 
information on truck-involved collisions, politics of blame concerning such collisions, and 
collision and carnage labour by truckers.  
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Truckers’ heightened risk of exposure to road collisions and carnage is, in part, a 

reflection of the neoliberal organisation of trucking labour. It is also the product of the 

neoliberal model of automobility dominant in Canada. As Redshaw (2008) points out, 

despite the systemic risks of automobility, road safety initiatives have overwhelmingly 

focused on the promotion of individual safe driving and accountability for road carnage is 

highly individualised (p. 7; see also Featherstone, 2005, p. 3-5). MacGregor (2002) 

further argues,  

Transportation policy in this country focuses on individual behaviour as the chief 
cause of accidents and a major factor in environmental pollution. Consequently, 
government is mostly blind to the larger picture of societal neglect, industrial 
malfeasance, and political irresponsibility that lies behind unacceptable death 
and injury rates, and dangerous air quality in major cities. Overwhelming 
attention to individual behaviour and disregard for other factors in traffic safety 
are consonant with the dominant ideology of neoliberalism, which guarantees 
sway of the free market, regardless of public need. (p. 127) 

MacGregor goes on to contend that neoliberal influences on traffic planning in Canada 

may be especially extreme, and he specifically implicates privatisation and deregulation 

as major barriers to improved traffic safety strategies. This neoliberal individualisation of 

traffic risk interacts with truckers’ ethical commitments to safe driving practices and 

masculine investment in notions of control in complex ways (see Ouellett, 1995; Rothe, 

1991). Although research shows that only 50 percent of deaths and 30 percent of 

injuries would be avoided if all road users obeyed all traffic laws (MacGregor, 2002, p. 

137), the truckers I encountered commonly believed most or all collisions could be 

avoided by skilled and safe driving on the part of individuals (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011; see 

also Ouellet, 1994). Moreover, truckers’ relatively common, visceral, and potentially 

traumatic experiences with road collisions and carnage may ‘raise the stakes’ in the 

gendered and racialised politics of blame for truck-involved collisions. The increased 

precarity of truck drivers’ labour, heightened industry competition, and spatial 

organisation of Canadian automobility may further compel drivers who have had 

potentially traumatic collision and carnage experiences to immediately ‘keep on trucking’ 

and even make up time lost at crash sites.  

In this chapter, I provide descriptive overviews of truckers’ experiences of truck-

involved collisions and their donated labour at motor vehicle crash sites. I also give 
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preliminary consideration to potential approaches to mitigating the risks of road carnage 

exposure for truckers. In the course of this analysis, I incorporate visceral accounts of 

often horrific and traumatic incidents of collisions and road carnage, including collisions 

involving children. Despite potential critiques of my inclusion of these carnage narratives 

as sensationalistic, I believe there is an ethical and analytic imperative to recount the 

embodied consequences of automobile collisions and their implications for truckers’ 

lives. In doing so, I am intentionally resisting a broad social tendency to minimise, 

silence, or ignore road carnage (Böhm, Campbell, Land & Paterson, 2006, p. 10; 

Beckmann, 2004; Packer, 2008; Short & Pinet-Peralta, 2010). At the same time, I 

recognise that many people (myself included) have their own traumatic collision 

experiences. I encourage readers to take these issues into account in considering when 

and whether to continue reading. 

 “That’s Not a Truck, It’s a Person”: Truck-Involved 
Collisions 

Injuries and deaths from collisions involving heavy trucks in Canada declined 

significantly over the past two decades, as have per-vehicle injury and death rates for all 

vehicles (Mayhew et al., 2004, p. ii). These declines occurred even as more freight is 

being moved by truck. However, Mayhew et al. (2004) argue that the consistency of 

these trends across all vehicle types suggests that the causal factors are not specific to 

trucking (see also MacGregor, 2002). At the same time, while the fatality rate per 100 

million vehicle kilometres traveled is considerably lower for heavy trucks than for all 

vehicles, their size, weight and average travel speeds increases the likelihood of serious 

injuries or fatalities when collisions do occur (Mayhew et al., 2004). Multi-vehicle truck-

involved collisions also pose greater risk to other road users than they do to truck 

drivers. Between 2001-2005, about 20 percent of motor vehicle collision fatalities in 

Canada involved heavy trucks and 85 percent of fatalities in heavy truck-involved 

collisions were occupants of light vehicles or other road users (Transport Canada, 2011, 

p. 29-30). The cargo that trucks carry, which can include hazardous materials, can pose 

additional risks in case of collisions.  
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 Despite declining death and injury rates, social scientists researching the trucking 

industry tend to emphasize the road safety dangers posed by truck transport, with many 

arguing that safety has declined in neoliberal and deregulatory contexts (Belzer, 2000; 

Conygnham, 2005; MacGregor, 2002, p. 160; Quinlan et al., 2006; Viscelli, 2016). In 

doing so, researchers often look at occupational health and safety information for truck 

drivers. In Australia and the United States, truck driving is among the most dangerous 

occupations in terms of likelihood of job-related death or serious injury (Conygnham, 

2005, p. 277; Quinlan et al., 2006, p 20). According to the Association of Workers’ 

Compensation Boards of Canada, the Canadian transportation and storage sector as a 

whole had the third highest total rate of fatalities in the workplace between 2008-2010 

(behind construction and manufacturing) (Pinsent, 2012). Canadians for Responsible 

and Safe Highways (CRASH) claims that, 

Every year, on average, 70 truckers are killed and 3,000 injured in big truck 
crashes, making it one of the most dangerous occupations in Canada. These 
numbers don’t include the dozens of others who are killed or injured while 
loading, unloading, or repairing their vehicles. (n.p.) 

Such numbers also do not account for truckers’ high rates of job-related illness and 

disease, many forms of which – such as diabetes and hypertension – are correlated with 

higher risks of being involved in a collision (Crizzel et al. 2017; Thiese et al., 2017). 

Several studies out of the United States further suggest that there is a significant 

relationship between high truck driver turnover rates and increased risks of truck-

involved collisions (Conygnham, 2005, p. 278). 

 In various ways, researchers have argued that deregulation and the 

neoliberalisation of the industry heighten the public safety risks associated with road 

transport, and long haul trucking in particular. In the United States, Belzer (2000) has 

argued that heightened competition and the complex ways that carriers shift risks onto 

drivers escalate risks to public safety. He further contends that labour conditions in the 

industry increase the likelihood of driver fatigue and over-work, even as truck drivers 

with poor driving records are more likely to still find work (p. 160-161). More recently, 

Viscelli (2016) extends Belzer’s arguments to contend that vastly increasing numbers of 

inexperienced, precarious workers in the long haul trucking industry heighten safety 

concerns and the risk of truck-involved collisions. Quinlan et al. (2006) further argue that 
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neoliberal ideologies underpin contemporary individualised approaches to trucking and 

road safety, which “correspondingly corrodes notions of collective welfare and risk 

management” (p. 22).  

In popular, policy, and academic discussions, the trucking industry and truckers’ 

work behaviours are often discussed in terms of the perceived or potential dangers 

posed by trucks to other road users (see CRASH, 2004; Thiffault, 2011; Transport 

Canada, 2011, p. 29-31). Key themes in these discussions include truck driver fatigue 

(Adams-Guppy & Guppy, 2003; CMRTHS, 2008; Heaton, 2005; Thiffault, 2011), 

dangerous driving (Rothe, 2002), and substance abuse (Davey et al., 2006; Quinlan et 

al., 2006). In popular discourse, stereotypes concerning the exhausted, inattentive and 

inebriated male trucker are relatively commonplace and are at least as reflective of 

social stigmas concerning poor and working class men as they are about the lived 

experiences of truckers themselves. For example, concerns about driver fatigue are a 

central theme in broader conversations concerning truck-involved collisions. This is true 

even though fatigue and falling asleep at the wheel are infrequently reported as factors 

in heavy-truck involved crashes, and less so for multiple (as opposed to single-) vehicle 

crashes. Notably, fatigue is more likely to be reported as a factor for the operator of the 

passenger vehicle than for the trucker (Mayhew et al., 2004, p. iii). In heavy truck-

involved collisions overall, truck drivers are generally less likely than drivers of 

passenger vehicles to be found to have been driving improperly, and this is especially 

true of truck-involved collisions that result in fatalities (Mayhew et al., 2004, p. iii). 

Nuances such as these help demonstrate the importance and the complexities of 

discussing the safety concerns raised by deregulation and the contemporary 

organisation of trucking labour without invoking stereotypes depicting all truck drivers as 

exhausted, unskilled, dangerous drivers.  

 One way of doing that is to consider the work that current explanatory models 

and response mechanisms for truck involved collisions do in relation to the trucking 

industry, road safety, and the politics of blame. Considered in this light, individualised 

and targeted regulatory and safety initiatives that conform with neoliberal 

governmentality (including, for example, individualising driver responsibility for HoS 

compliance and aggressive initiatives to increase the electronic surveillance of drivers) 
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can be seen to do the same work that Beckmann (2004) ascribes to crash response, 

reconstruction, and analysis. Beckmann details how the physical remnants of a crash – 

including injured and dead bodies – are removed, and routinised flows of vehicles are 

restored. Crashes are treated as aberrations; they are scrutinised by experts and 

investigators who interpret, categorise, and homogenise collision events. These 

processes, Beckmann (2004) argues, are integral to the functioning of automobility: 

…automobility ‘works’, because its accidents are denied. […] …the risks of 
driving are denied and the illusion of safety is reconstructed by an accident 
investigation that aims at preventing the recurrence of the crash. Accident-
workers cleanse the road, repair the car, heal the victims and lock up 
irresponsible drivers – suggesting that afterwards driving has become safe. (p. 
94-95, emphasis original) 

According to Beckmann, the goal of the accident reconstruction industry is to produce 

better forms of mobility governance, thereby enabling ever greater mobility while chasing 

the elusive – and ultimately impossible – aim of eliminating vehicular casualties.  

 Similarly, contemporary enforcement and regulatory responses to truck involved 

collisions aim at improving industry governance while enabling the ever-greater 

movement of goods and reliance on truck transport. In doing so, they deny the systemic 

and inherent risks to truck transport, and downplay collective and corporate 

responsibility for truck-involved collisions. For example, and as Quinlan et al. (2006) 

point out, the individualisation of regulatory and enforcement models also means that 

when truck involved collisions do occur, the driver will most likely be investigated to 

determine whether their driving was criminally negligent or illegal. These procedural 

dynamics tend to undermine attention to occupational health and safety, industrial 

ethics, or corporate criminality (Quinlan et al., 2006, p. 47). Identifying and engaging with 

systemic risks or collective responsibility for truck-involved collisions could further 

include, for example, concerted critical attention to contemporary capitalist mechanisms 

of distribution; or acknowledging how carriers, shippers, governments, and consumers 

benefit – and are thereby implicated in – exploitative and potentially dangerous industry 

dynamics. Ideally, such engagements might inspire consideration and development of 

more socially just alternatives to contemporary approaches to truck transport.  
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 As things are, truck-involved collisions are denied or reactively individualised. In 

general, it is only in the face of significant, public disasters that there is some movement 

towards systemic change; for example, it was only after a twelve vehicle pileup involving 

three transport trucks and four fatalities that Ontario announced an entry-level training 

program for commercial vehicle drivers (CBC, 2016). Generally, however, safety 

initiatives for the trucking industry comprise a neoliberal politics of blame that focuses on 

individual driving habits or, at most, the undesirable practices of tier two ‘bad apple’ 

companies (see Chow, 2006, p. 186). It is presumed such risks can be managed 

through efficiency, targeted regulations, and complex systems management techniques 

primarily available to large, established carriers (see Levy, 2015, 2016; Rafuse, 2011; 

Thiffault, 2011). These explanatory models and response mechanisms invisibilise the 

road carnage risks inherent to truck transport as well as obscuring the ways they may be 

exacerbated by neoliberalism and deregulation (see Belzer, 2000; Conygnham, 2005; 

MacGregor, 2002, p. 160; Quinlan et al., 2006; Viscelli, 2016). Those individualising 

tendencies further play into negative depictions of truck drivers by ‘explaining away’ 

truck-involved collisions as resulting from the aberrant behaviour of a dangerous driver 

who put lives at risk in the reckless pursuit of personal profit. It is therefore unsurprising 

that subjective negotiations of the politics of blame for truck-involved collisions were a 

significant theme in my ethnographic encounters.  

 
Figure 7.1 Fieldwork Photo: Smoldering Trailer (Summer 2011) 
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Negotiations of Subjectivity and Blame for Truck-Involved Collisions  

When and if truckers are involved in collisions – and fatal collisions especially – 

their conceptualisations of self can be profoundly destabilised. Ouellett (1994) argues 

that the presumed ‘natural’ and embodied associations between masculinity, control, 

and driving prowess powerfully influence how male truckers understand themselves and 

go about their work lives. He explains that “Men enter trucking thinking they are good 

drivers, and to admit anything less risks a blow to their masculinity” (p. 116). Male truckers 

that Ouellet worked with were so deeply invested in the idea of control that they routinely 

refused to acknowledge the role of even known equipment problems in collisions, and 

put significant effort into covering up traffic mishaps (whether or not they were caused by 

driver error). Similarly, Rothe (1991) found that truckers in his study commonly claimed 

that their superior driving skills, quick reflexes and experience would compensate for 

routinely breaking safety regulations. 

Of the truckers I interviewed, about half discussed being in collisions while in 

trucks. Of those, many were single-vehicle crashes, animal strikes, or relatively minor 

incidents. In discussions of truck-involved collisions, truckers’ commitment to notions of 

control and their negotiations of identity and blame were highly evident. Alan (interview 

participant) explained he had been in two collisions in his career. He said that the first 

crash was “through no fault, no fault o’ my own” when a load shifted during transport.”2 

He said the second incident was “my own fault,” explaining that when it began snowing “I 

didn’t slow down enough, even though I had slowed down.” He recounted, “Those are 

the two accidents I’ve had in thirty years. And over that course o’ time, nobody has been 

hurt. Okay? That’s just me.” When I asked Josh (interview participant) whether he had 

been in any collisions, he also emphasised his time on the road:  

Amie: Have you ever been in any accidents? 
Josh: Uh, my fault? No. 
Amie: No, just accidents, period. 
Josh: Yeah. Yeah, I been in two. Uh, in both o’ them, I wasn’t even driving. I was 
in the sleeper. […] Umm…As for accidents that I’ve caused, never. 

 
2 Despite securement measures, sometimes a load will shift while in transport. This can alter the 

weight distribution over the axles and in the trailer, potentially causing a loss of control 
(especially if it occurs during a turn or steep hill, when load shifts are more probable).  
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Amie: Umm-hmm. 
Josh: I’ve never caused one in thirty-five years. 

 
Eric (interview participant), meanwhile, spoke about breaking his foot in a collision. He 

went on to say “That’s just a motor vehicle accident. Right? I mean, it involved the truck, 

I was in, I was in the truck drivin’, but…It was just slippery roads, an’ couldn’t stop, an’ 

ended up crashin’ the truck. […] I broke my foot. It wasn’t a big deal.” Josh, Eric, and 

Alan’s interview excerpts are evocative of certain dynamics in a broader politics of blame 

concerning truck-involved collisions and truckers’ conceptualisations of self. Josh is at 

pains to point out that he has “never caused [a collision] in thirty-five years”. Eric 

downplays the significance of the crash he was in. Alan aggressively points out that his 

collisions were single-vehicle and no one was injured. Like Josh, he emphasizes the 

length of time he has been on the road to establish himself as a good driver. 

Both Eric and Alan also recount being in crashes in bad road conditions. 

Although the road conditions on any given day are beyond the control of a driver, it is 

important to recognize how the current organisation of labour in the industry may 

encourage truckers to drive in unsafe conditions. From the intense grades through 

mountain passes to severe storms or black ice, truckers have to negotiate a wide range 

of often highly changeable road conditions, all while carrying often immensely heavy 

loads that can be shifting, liquid, alive, and/or hazardous. Despite these dangers, only 

five truckers I spoke to said they had provisions for paid safety stoppages from their 

companies – meaning they would be paid an hourly rate if they decided to stop for 

unsafe road conditions. For many other truckers, stopping for bad weather means being 

stranded in their trucks in bad or dangerous weather, as well as a significant loss of pay. 

Those losses can be much higher when the delay means losing their next load.  

Subtly or explicitly, negotiations of blame were a component in all my discussions 

of truck-involved collisions with drivers. Steve (interview participant) recounted a crash 

that occurred when he was hauling chemicals on a rural road in bad winter driving 

conditions. Coming down a hill with a corner at the bottom, the truck slid into the ditch 

and rolled one and a half times with him in it. He was badly injured and his truck was 

written off. Despite the road conditions and his impeccable driving record, Steve felt the 

police jumped to the conclusion he was lying about what happened and had been driving 

inappropriately. Steve recounted being questioned aggressively by a police officer who 



 

240 

he described as “a real bitch” (emphasis original) while he was at the site in the 

ambulance. She inquired about his speed, and he answered that he was doing about 

thirty or thirty-five miles an hour. He went on to recount, “…‘I don’t believe you,’ she said, 

‘But I’ll mark it down.’ But this [indicates the computer] records our speed. […] I was 

doing twenty-eight miles an hour around the corner.” While police questioning drivers in 

collisions about their speed is clearly routine, it is worth considering what it was about 

Steve that encouraged the officer to automatically discount his answer in this story.3 

Steve argued it was assumed he was lying about his speed because of biased 

assumptions about his subjectivity – in other words, because he was a trucker.  

Although current labour market dynamics mean there are almost always jobs 

available for truck drivers, a trucker’s driving record can be an important resource in 

securing work with better pay and working conditions. For a contract driver such as 

Steve, being found at-fault in a crash could also impact his insurance rates, which can 

be a substantial additional cost. With this in mind, it is not unreasonable to think that 

some truck drivers might attempt to avoid culpability or liability for a collision (see also 

Ouellet, 1994). However, Steve’s narrative was far from unique among the truckers I 

encountered. Rather, it is a variation of a common plot in which truck drivers are 

automatically, and often unjustly, assumed to be at fault in all truck-involved collisions. 

Among the truckers I met, there was a widespread belief that, regardless of the 

individual circumstances of a crash, in the minds of police, employers and the general 

public, they are immediately assumed to be at fault in any collision. Heather (interview 

participant) explained “we all know that if you hear about a truck accident on the road, 

you – its automatic. You think the truck is in the wrong.” Emma (interview participant) 

recounted an incident where a friend was in a fatal accident. She said “They immediately 

blamed the driver” (emphasis original). Like Steve, the on-board tracking system showed 

that her friend had lowered his speed and was well below the speed limit. Although initial 

statements indicating her friend was at fault were retracted, Emma observed, “you don’t 

remember that” (emphasis original). Stewart (interview and ride-along participant) 

 
3 The gender of the police officer may be a factor here. Although it is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, truckers seemed especially resistant to women authority figures, most notably 
CVSE officers. Women CVSE officers raised the issue of negotiating sexism in the workplace, 
including cross-culturally. On issues of gender and authority among police, see Silvestri (2003).  
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argued “drivers are always the ones that are to blame. It’s never been any different. If 

there was an accident involving a truck, nine times out of ten, the driver got charged, 

whether he was at fault or not.” In this way, truckers I engaged with depicted such 

assumptions and politics of blame as moving well beyond any straightforward or 

reasonable consideration of potential crash scenarios or possible motivations underlying 

the claims of truck drivers who were involved. 

During interviews, fieldwork observations, and VHF radio conversations, truckers 

consistently argued that they are always presumed to be at fault for collisions 

(Fieldnotes, Spring 2011; Fall 2011; Audio Files, Fall 2011). Tara (interview participant) 

sat on the accident review committee at her company, which is responsible for 

determining whether a collision was preventable or not. She expressed discomfort with 

some of the dynamics that occurred there, explaining “They’re pretty good. But they still 

will go back, an’ you can kind of hear it in the undertones, that, ‘Well, the driver’s lying. 

The driver didn’t… That’s not what happened’” (emphasis original). Targeted and 

individualised regulations that emphasize the responsibility of truckers over companies 

or mechanics are a factor in these dynamics. For example, during a ride-along, Hunter 

(interview and ride-along participant) raised issues with the pre-trip inspections truckers 

are legally required to perform. He argued current regulations make truckers 

accountable for doing inspections on parts of the vehicle they are incapable of 

assessing. He gave the example of specialised trailers where the braking system is 

inaccessible, but drivers – and not mechanics or employers – are nonetheless held 

legally responsible for the condition of the brakes (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011).  

Hunter also recounted a story in which a colleague’s wheel came off while driving 

and rolled in front of an oncoming car. The tire came off because of a flaw in the bearing 

(which is inside the tire shaft) and not the tire nuts, which truckers are responsible for. 

Nonetheless, the driver was charged with having failed to properly inspect and maintain 

his truck. The trucker wanted to fight the ticket, and a company mechanic who was 

prepared to testify said “A driver would have to have x-ray vision to be able to know 

whether there was a problem with the bearing.” However, the company encouraged him 

not to fight the ticket and offered to pay his fine, which he reluctantly accepted because 

he did not want to lose work by going to court (Hunter explained that his lost wages 
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would have amounted to double the cost of the fine). However, paying the fine legally 

amounted to an admission of guilt, and the driver of the car later initiated a civil suit 

against the driver and company for pain and suffering. Hunter reported that a legal battle 

over the issue was ongoing (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). 

I also encountered such politics of blame and stigmatisation of truckers firsthand 

during fieldwork. During one ride-along, we arrived at a warehouse early in the morning 

to unload. While unloading was being arranged, a warehouse supervisor I had noticed 

scowling at us earlier came over. Probably assuming I was a driver, he offered me a 

newspaper, saying it was “something else for you guys to do besides watch [the 

unloading crew]” (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). Nick (interview and ride-along participant), the 

trucker I was riding with, was surprised by this kindness. He reported having endured a 

significant amount of unnecessary delays, harassment, and even physical assaults by 

shippers. However, when I opened the newspaper, the front page had a sensationalistic 

story about the parole hearing for a “Killer [Truck] Driver” (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011).   

The implications of the presumption of blame for the subjectivities of truckers can 

be profound. In a deeply emotional ride-along conversation, Tom (interview and ride-

along participant) recounted being in a collision that resulted in two occupants of another 

vehicle being killed. The incident was ruled a suicide by the coroner.4 Because our 

conversation blurred the lines between personal disclosure and research conversation, I 

am omitting details of that collision here. However, I will say that even decades later 

Tom was clearly distraught over what had happened. Despite being repeatedly told 

otherwise, he was never able to fully shake the belief that he was at fault for what 

happened. That sense of guilt and shame contributed to his remaining largely silent 

about the incident to his family and loved ones (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). 

 Jesse (interview participant) was involved in a fatal collision with a pedestrian – 

a suspected suicide – for which an RCMP investigation fully exonerated him. But before 

he even made it home from the crash scene, news and radio reports began inaccurately 

 
4As is the case with trains, some people deliberately choose to end their lives by jumping, riding, 

or driving into semi trucks. It is difficult for researchers to assess the actual rates of suicide by 
truck, but by truckers’ accounts it is not especially uncommon (see Magner, 2015; Tardif, 2017). 
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claiming that a trucker had driven erratically and swerved out of his lane. When he got 

home, Jesse went online and immediately came across a discussion of the crash in 

which participants – including his friends – vehemently condemned the driver and all 

truckers generally. Connecting with other truckers who had been in fatal collisions was 

immensely helpful for Jesse. At the same time, he made it clear that the devastation 

those collisions caused for the drivers was acute: 

A good friend of mine, there, was an accident a few years ago before Christmas. 
Quite a few years ago. A couple of years ago. Um… Where there were five 
people killed. They come across the centerline and, and hit his truck. And, um, 
he's never been the same. He's never driven since. He's been in and out of the 
psych ward in the hospital. You know? It affected him differently. And my other 
buddy that had this, the motorcyclist hit him, it took him years to be get back 
behind the wheel. It just, everything affects people differently. I didn't witness the 
guy come out in front of me, and I think that's made the difference. 

In Jesse’s case, it was only by leaving his job that he could gain some measure of 

closure on the incident. He explained: “I still shudder every day when I drive through that 

accident site. But, I actually never really had closure with it until I quit my job. Because 

my boss wouldn't replace the bumper that was damaged on the truck. And so I had to 

look at it every day.” For Jesse, having to continue to drive the same truck he was in at 

the time of the fatal collision – with the evidence of the death viscerally apparent on the 

damaged bumper – prevented him from reconciling the traumatic incident.  

To some extent, associations between drivers and their rigs can be understood 

to dehumanise truckers in ways that increase the risk of suicide-by-truck. Arguing that 

the car “is the literal ‘iron cage’ of modernity,” Urry (2004) observes that “There is no 

reciprocity of the eye and no look is returned from the ‘ghost in the machine.’ 

Communities of people become anonymized flows of faceless ghostly machines” (p. 28, 

30). The invisibilisation of truckers within their rigs also plays a role in the politics of 

blame around truck-involved collisions. Tara (interview participant) drew explicit links 

between driver/rig conflation and the impetus to blame truckers for collisions: 

…people tend to forget that there’s a person behind the wheel. That’s not a truck, 
it’s a person. And I think that we need to bring some humanity to our, our image. I 
think that people just think that we’re poppin’ pills. We got a, you know, fistful o’ 
pills in one hand, an’, you know, doin’ whatever it takes. Drivin’ all night long, 
an’…An’, you really see it when you follow up, you read some o’ the articles or 
the comments that are posted after accidents that have involved a big truck. An’, 
an’ the ridiculous comments that people…And the media! And, you know, there 
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was an instance here […]…a truck ran a stoplight. And ran over a car full o’ nuns. 
So, I mean, for sure the guy’s already goin’ to hell. I mean, you can’t wipe out a 
car full o’ nuns and not have something bad happen to you. But, it was interesting 
how the journalists took it from, you know, a very tragic event, and then went to 
paint a whole industry. And they, they compared drivers to sweatshop workers 
that are paid minimum wage, and demanded that we run these. And this was the 
journalist! […] An’ the outcry! An’ the truckers that wrote back to her. An’ it’s just 
like, you wanna talk about trucking, you get in the truck with me, an’ I’ll show you 
what it’s all about. […] I think that people really need to understand that it’s, it’s 
not just a truck. We’re not just…pill-popping monsters goin’ up an’ down the road 
with complete disregard for safety of others and ourselves. Like, I think they 
really need to understand the challenges that we face. 

Trucks are visible, tangible forces on the roads, whereas truckers are relatively invisible 

within their vehicles. Tara suggests that, as a result, truckers are widely imagined as “pill 

popping monsters” – as objects of fear and dehumanised purveyors of negligent road 

carnage. Like virtually all the truckers I spoke with, she calls for a broader recognition of 

the challenges facing all truckers, including issues of load securement, road conditions, 

dangerous driving by other road users, and the organisation of trucking labour. 

Tara further objects to portrayals of the industry as “sweatshop workers” and 

simplistic assumptions that all truck-involved collisions result from exploitative industry 

dynamics. Notably, Tara works for a large, secure carrier that – among many other 

benefits – provides truckers with provisions for safety stoppages. Like virtually everyone 

else I spoke to, however, Tara recognised and openly discussed problems with 

unethical, illegal, and exploitative business practices, especially in more precarious 

sectors of the industry and as faced by South Asian truckers. Taken together, Tara’s 

observations discourage any reductive analysis of truck-involved collisions as resulting 

solely from low wages and poor working conditions. Her observations instead encourage 

nuanced attention to the context of truckers’ work lives and experiences, as well as 

broader social processes. This impetus for contextual understanding was echoed by 

other drivers I spoke with. While truckers consistently told stories of truck drivers being 

unfairly blamed for unavoidable collisions and ensuing carnage, they by no means 

asserted that truckers were always blameless. Most drivers argued – often stridently – 

that truckers do bear a heightened level of road responsibility. Many truckers said they 

would prefer to die than to be in or be responsible for a fatal collision. However, they 

also expressed frustration at the lack of truck safety knowledge or education about the 

operation of heavy trucks on the part of other road users.  
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Truckers further tended to draw explicit links between the tendency to blame 

truckers for industry associated carnage and broader capitalist social processes. In 

particular, truck drivers were apt to point out that consumers demand overnight delivery 

and cheap prices at the stores, but they do not want truckers to work long hours or drive 

through the night (or to be on the road at all). Many noted that if the true cost of truck 

transport were reflected in consumer goods, prices would be significantly higher.  

Truckers were also frustrated by the apparent hypocrisy or cognitive dissonance evident 

in condemnations of transport drivers. For example, Hunter (interview and ride-along 

participant) recounted a story in which his neighbour regularly complained about 

dangerous driving by truckers. Hunter pointed out that his neighbour’s own company 

consistently hired the cheapest possible freight carriers, thereby contributing to the very 

problem he was complaining about. Hunter said that despite his efforts, his neighbour 

remained unable or unwilling to see how his participation in the undervaluing of truckers’ 

labour contributed to the problem of industry and road safety. 

In addition to truckers’ increased risk of being involved in a collision, they have a 

higher likelihood of exposure to road carnage through witnessing or being among the 

first on scene at crashes. Almost all drivers in my study who had been on the road for 

very long had experiences of being first-on-scene at car wrecks. For many truckers, 

these traumatic experiences heightened their sense of injustice over the apparent 

tendency to automatically blame truckers for truck-involved collisions.5 In the following 

section, I describe truckers’ lived experiences of being first on scene and engaging in 

collision and carnage labour. I consider the implications of these experiences for 

truckers’ negotiations of identity and understandings of selfhood. 

Collision and Carnage Labour By Truckers 

Probably the most unrecognised aspect of truckers’ labour is the unpaid work 

they do at crash scenes. Indeed, because of the structure of their performance-based 

pay and contemporary dynamics of masculinity, truckers often effectively pay to work at 

 
5 Blake (interview participant) and Matt (interview participant) suggested truckers’ stopping to 

assist at crashes likely results in passing motorists assuming the truck was in the collision.  
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collision sites – both financially and in terms of the trauma this labour can cost them. 

Many of the truckers I encountered recounted delivering lifesaving and/or end-of-life care 

to fellow road users. Some of the work that truckers reported doing at crash scenes 

includes contacting emergency services; comforting injured and dying people; covering 

mutilated and dismembered bodies with truckers’ own clothing or blankets; locating body 

parts; reaching into severed limbs to pinch off arteries; and transporting injured people to 

hospital. My research also suggests that male truckers are perhaps especially likely to 

be asked for assistance by police and first responders. In this way, truckers are 

mobilised into the erasure of the carnages of automobility. Truckers are regularly 

compelled to donate their labour towards the cleansing crashes from roads; so, too, are 

they often brought into official legal and expert processes of crash scene investigation 

and response (see Beckmann, 2004). Within these processes, the contemporary 

organisation of trucking labour combines with class-based stigmas about truckers to 

make their carnage labour an especially gruesome and thankless task. 

Gender, Ethics, and Collision and Carnage Labour 

Masculine ethics in the trucking industry still compel many truckers to stop and 

assist other motorists. These ethical imperatives can be especially acute in cases of car 

wrecks, where truckers generally feel obligated to assist. Ben (interview participant) said 

he had seen between eight and ten serious collisions in his time on the road, and had 

repeatedly helped out at crash sites. He told me that “at no point did I ever, other than 

my own peace of mind, be told thank you for doing that.” Recounting an incident when 

he transported people injured in a crash through a bad snowstorm that prevented police 

from attending, he explained, “They were hurt, and the highway’s essentially closed, and 

yet I made it, I took them to [Town] so that they could get medical help. Uh…But…yeah. 

I felt I needed to do that” (emphasis original). Ben’s recollections are evocative of how 

truckers can feel compelled to engage in thankless, difficult, and potentially traumatic 

labour at crash scenes. For many of the truckers I spoke with, practices of assisting at 

car wrecks are considered crucial to the ethical formation of the self. At the same time, a 

lack of recognition for that labour in terms of social, labour, or trauma supports 

significantly increases the burden such work places on them.  
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Time spent at crash scenes is an important (albeit partial) measure of the 

personal and professional burden truckers assume when they engage in collision and 

carnage labour. Ben took specific note of the amount of time – three hours – he spent at 

one particular collision scene. Because of the performance-based pay structure that is in 

place in most of the industry whereby truckers are paid by the distance they drive, loss 

of driving time can mean a significant loss of pay. Knock-on effects that impact future 

loads can seriously magnify these losses. Moreover, truckers may incur personal or 

professional sanction from their employer, dispatcher, shippers, and/or receivers for 

loads not delivered or picked up on schedule (Belman et al., 2004; Rothe, 1991).  

Despite this, truckers reported engaging in a range of labour at crash sites, work 

that varied widely depending on individual circumstances. Glen (interview participant) 

discussed his experience of phoning for help after encountering a crash: 

Glen: I come across – all of a sudden – ‘What the heck?’ A trailer off on the side, 
and people wandering on the highway. So I stopped. And I go ‘What happened?’ 
And I see this truck in the ditch – upright. And, and it's, it's a place where there's 
no lights on the highway. So just my headlights on. The truck lights are still on. 
And the driver is walking around in a daze. And his truck – it was cabover – and 
the windshield was popped out, everything in the truck was out of the truck. And 
he goes, he goes [Sounding dazed, confused] ‘They were just sitting there.’ I go 
‘Who?’ He goes ‘There was a bunch of kids on a car, in the lane, drinking. Sitting 
on the hood. Just sitting there.’ Like, the truck came over the crest of the hill, 
doing highway speed, and there was this car stopped. Right there. I go ‘What 
car?’ [Sounding confused] Like, ‘Where?’ And then, he points to the ditch. And I 
can hear voices. They were still trapped in the car, with the truck squishing on top 
of them. And it, so it had just happened. […] And I remember how sick I felt. I just 
thought… And these people are… Screaming and yelling and moaning for help. 
And… Holy crap! There's a car underneath there! Like, there's a truck squish on 
top of a car! In the… And they are still alive! Trapped! [Pauses] so… That kind of 
stuff. And, uh, but… 
Amie: Can I, can I ask what happened? 
Glen: You know, I, I, I… I had to leave. 
Amie: Yeah. [Sympathetic] 
Glen: I had to leave, because I wasn't doing any good there. And I had to leave 
to get to a phone. 
Amie: Yeah. 
Glen: And there was no cell phones. 
Amie: Yeah. 
Glen: It was a dark stretch of highway, and… I didn't go back. 
Amie: Yeah. [Still sympathetic] 
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Over and above the disruptive experience of attending a crash scene, at face value 

phoning to report a crash seems minimally traumatic when compared to other forms of 

collision and carnage labour engaged in by truckers. But Glen’s stuttered and broken 

narrative captures a haunting sense of dislocation that seems to be associated with his 

having been unable to do anything, having left the crash, and having not gone back.  

Although masculine norms especially oblige male truckers, women truckers can 

also feel ethically compelled to do what they can to assist at crash scenes. Tara 

(interview participant), who had military training and was First Aid Certified, came across 

a serious collision that left debris scattered all over the highway. She explained what 

happened when she heard someone screaming and realised people needed help: 

…I ran back to my truck, an’ I got my fire extinguisher, an’ first aid kit. Gloved up, 
an’ came back. And, um…that was when there was an off-duty [police] officer.  
An’ he had come around to the back of the vehicle, an’ there was a guy…And, 
uh, the driver wasn’t wearing his seatbelt, so he was ejected from the vehicle, an’ 
he was missing everything from his bottom jaw up. Top of his head was just 
gone. And, um…So he was laying…And I asked the [police officers], I said, ‘Is he 
alive?’ An’ he went, ‘No.’ And I went, ‘Are you sure?’ And that was when I looked 
over, an’ he’s missing the top of his head. And I’m like, okay, so that’s fair 
enough. And then coming back around to the front of the vehicle, and people 
were getting people out, or, moving debris out of the way. And the guy that was 
in the backseat was now in the front seat. And the woman that was in the 
passenger seat was on top of him. And he’s trying to get out, and he’s got blood 
all pouring down him, an’…So it was, it was something that, I tell you, it stuck 
with me. It’s…Because not a person in that vehicle was wearing a seatbelt. And it 
was just…It was unbelievable. The, the devastation.  

As soon as she realised there were live victims in the collision who could possibly benefit 

from her skills, Tara was quick to stop and do what she could to assist. Her readiness to 

assist is in keeping with women’s long history of often ignored or under-recognised 

participation in disaster response (Bradshaw, 2001; Enarson, 2006; Pacholuk, 2013). 

However, as an ethical practice, rushing into disasters to rescue others has been 

historically and culturally aligned with masculinity in profound and lasting ways (Boyle, 

2011; Dummit, 2007; Mellström & Ericson, 2016; Pacholuk, 2013). This can result in 

qualitative differences in how women and men truckers make sense of and negotiate 

their experiences with collision and carnage labour. 
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While women were clearly ready to step up when they were needed, not stopping 

or not helping in some circumstances did not seem to challenge their conceptualisations 

of themselves as ethical subjects in the same way it did many of the male truckers I 

spoke with. For example, elsewhere in the interview, Tara was comfortable explaining 

that over her time driving long haul, she began to be burned out by her level of exposure 

to road carnage. This in turn affected how she chose to respond to such incidents:  

And that previous year, um, was just horrific. I saw more dead people than I saw 
in my life. I came across three fatal accidents, first on the scene, and it’s 
just…yeah. And it’s funny because I’m, was a volunteer firefighter. […] An’, you 
know, First Aid Certified, an’ I used to have a full first aid kit, like, right down to 
BP cups and re-breathers, the whole shebang! An’ I went from being a first 
responder, first on the scene, to, uh, I’ll be the first caller. I’ll call 9-1-1. ‘Cause I 
can’t handle lookin’ at it anymore.  

It is clear that there are issues of identity tied into Tara shifting away from being a first 

responder towards being a “first caller.” As was evident in Glen’s earlier narrative, it 

means something different to call for help as opposed to being directly involved in 

helping at a crash scene. However, Tara was able to asses the cumulative damage of 

her exposure to road carnage, and make decisions about how to respond accordingly – 

even when those decisions meant choosing not to be directly involved in the rescue or 

recovery of injured, dead, or dying motorists. In contrast with Glen, at no point in our 

conversation was I given the sense that she considered this an unethical decision, or 

one that challenged her gendered sense of selfhood.  

These apparent contrasts also became evident in cases of heterosexual spousal 

team drivers. For example, while Carly (interview participant) was driving, she and her 

husband came across a collision that had just occurred. By her account, about five other 

vehicles had already stopped. Carly, who had formal first aid training, assessed the 

situation and felt that stopping the rig would have been unsafe and have “added to the 

confusion of the scene.” However, her husband strenuously objected to that decision: 

Carly: Well, [my husband] was kind of really upset that I didn’t pull over. Like… 
[Imitating her partner] ‘But, they needed help.’ I said, ‘They were already getting 
help.’ […] ‘What could you do?’ [Imitating her partner] ‘Well, I could do this!’ ‘No, 
you can’t. You can’t move somebody an’, you know, you have to do c-spine.’ […] 
You have to do this. An’ we all have our first aid training. Right? 
Amie: Yeah. 
Carly: But, I said, ‘Don’t, you don’t just pull somebody from a wreck.’ […] ‘You 
have to stabilise them. You, you can’t do, you know, [Husband], what you want to 



 

250 

do, an’ what the right thing is to do, you, you know – two different things, here.’ 
[…] We have stopped an’ helped stranded drivers, but, you know, it’s a whole 
different thing.   

Carly explained that she and her husband were committed to egalitarianism in the 

industry and their relationship, and she gave accounts of him actively working to subvert 

the sexism she faced (see p. 117-118). It therefore seems out of keeping for him to 

challenge her on a decision that would normally be made by the driver, and for which 

Carly had special training. These dynamics are suggestive of how assisting at crashes is 

seen as a crucial practice to the formation of ethical masculine selves among truckers.  

In another incident with a spousal driving team, Kristen (interview participant) and 

her partner came across a bad crash while trucking. Kristen chose to remain in the truck. 

She explained “We weren’t exactly the first on scene, but we were close to it. I never got 

out o’ the truck. [Shawn] did. An’ there was body parts all over.” Kristen seemed 

completely comfortable with her decision to stay in the truck. Shawn (interview 

participant) had lost family members to a truck-involved collision, and had witnessed 

several gruesome collisions involving dismemberment over the years. From early on, he 

struggled to cope with the suffering of others at crash scenes. He recalled an incident 

when he was asked to retrieve blankets for injured motorists. He explained, “I went to 

the truck to get some blankets. An’ I never showed up again. […] And, so they come 

lookin’ for me – I passed out on the side o’ the road. […] I can’t – you know, my own 

blood or pain doesn’t bother me. But somebody else’s?” Shawn was clear that he would 

prefer to stay clear of crash scenes. It is telling, then, that in a situation where Kristen felt 

comfortable to remain in the truck, Shawn still felt compelled to get out and offer help.  

 However, truckers’ labour at collision sites is not always, or not only, a self-

imposed ethical obligation. Some truckers I spoke with also reported being asked to 

engage in collision and carnage labour by authority figures. It is to that issue I now turn.  

Male Truckers as Appropriate Collision and Carnage Labour 
Conscripts 

For many people, lending what assistance they can at a car crash may seem a 

basic ethical, civic, and/or masculine duty. In this regard, truckers may seem exceptional 
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more in their level of exposure to car crashes than they are in their practice of assisting. 

However, several male truckers also reported being asked to help at collisions by 

authority figures. This raises questions as to why male truckers – who are already more 

likely to experience repeated exposure to road collisions – may be considered especially 

appropriate conscripts to carnage labour. Generally, truckers who reported being asked 

to provide further assistance at collision sites had already stopped to help. For example, 

transporting the injured was a relatively common form of collision labour that truckers 

reported doing. Sometimes this work was done at the behest of authorities or 

paramedics (via cellular phone or VHF radio), and other times it was done on a truckers’ 

own initiative when they felt there was no other choice. Although no truckers I spoke to 

had actually been sued, some truckers raised fears about the possibility of lawsuits in an 

increasingly litigious society. Nonetheless, they still felt ethically compelled to do what 

they could to save lives when there seemed to be no chance help would arrive on time.  

Gill (interview participant) was an elderly retired driver who recounted several 

instances of helping at collision scenes at various times in his career. One night while he 

was trucking through the United States, he and his driving partner came across an 

upside-down car. The occupant of the car had a broken leg, so they loaded him in the 

truck. Recounting his actions, Gill said it was something “Which you shouldn’t do! Now, 

you won’t touch the guy, eh?” When they met up with paramedics, they were asked to 

transport the injured man the rest of the way to the hospital. Once they got to the 

hospital, Gill said “There was an old doctor there. He says, ‘Can you get him into the 

hospital?’ ‘Yeah, we can try. We dragged ‘im into the truck, we can drag him in…’ So, we 

dragged him into the hospital.” Gill was careful to note that you should not move or 

transport an injured person, and indicates that sort of thing would not happen today. 

However, my conversations with truckers (including Ben, quoted previously; p. 244-245) 

made it clear that they still transport injured motorists in emergency situations. 

Some truckers seemed relatively comfortable assisting first responders at 

collision sites. Norm (interview participant), who was trained in first aid as a volunteer 

firefighter, described stopping at a crash scene in the wintertime and helping out. It was 

a single-vehicle roll over collision. Norm stopped and called in the crash before locating 

a person who was intoxicated and claimed to have not been in the vehicle. He went on:  
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…eventually we discovered that there was somebody else, an’ we found that 
individual, who was about three hundred pounds and passed out in the ditch with 
a beer can beside him. But, umm, oh man, it was all we could, well, between the 
two of us, the two ambulance attendants, it was all we could do to get this guy 
out o’ the ditch an’ into the ambulance. Had lots of internal injuries. 

There was no indication in our interview that Norm felt traumatised by his experience at 

this collision. However, after recounting the story he reflected that “I’ve been lucky, I’ve 

been very lucky in that I haven’t come across any fatals.” Many truckers are not so lucky, 

and in such cases requests for their aid at crash scenes can be especially problematic.  

When male truckers are asked to provide additional labour at crash sites – 

particularly ones with critical and/or fatal injuries – masculine norms and ethics may 

compel them to engage in work they would not otherwise choose to do. The power 

dynamics of these requests are also important. Especially when they come from police 

or employers, such requests are made by people who may have significant power over a 

truckers’ work life. In addition to increasing the time and types of work done by truckers 

at such scenes, such requests can compel truckers to perform carnage labour. Hunter 

(interview and ride-along participant) recounted one such incident. In the middle of a 

snowstorm in a remote area of the province, he came across a woman whose vehicle 

was at the bottom of an embankment on the side of the road. He helped the woman into 

his truck to warm up, and asked if there was anyone else in the vehicle. She said her 

boyfriend was in the car, but he was dead. Hunter recalled: 

I phoned the police. And they said, they wanted to know, I said the lady’s sitting 
with me. She seems to be okay. Not requiring an ambulance. And she said her 
partner is, is, was killed. And he said, ‘Well, did you see him?’ And I said ‘No.’ 
And he said – and it’s still snowing. And he said, ‘Could you please go down and 
check the vehicle and make sure he is deceased?’ Oh! I didn't want to do that! 
[Laughs] So! I said ‘Okay.’ And I hoofed her down there. I got my coat on and I 
hoofed her down there. By then the car is – it’s on its side – it’s a little car. It’s on 
the passenger side. Uh…The driver’s window's smashed out. And, but it’s been, 
now, its been a half hour or an hour. So there's a layer of snow on there. So I 
look, and…[Laughs nervously] And I can't really see anything. I can see this bum 
sticking up. And I thought, ‘Oh, Jesus!’ So I…You know, you do stupid things. 
You yell, ‘Hey!’ [Mutual laughter] And so I said, I was thinking, how do you know 
if someone's dead? But he definitely ain't moving'. So I reached in and the 
brushed snow off. And that was his bum alright. And when I see this bum, then I 
realised his body, it’s, like, it was outside the car. Here I brushed off outside, right 
by the door, was his head, eh? You know a dead person when you see one. So I 
hoofed her back up. ‘Yeah, he's dead.’ I told the cop. And the cops come. And an 
ambulance. She got, they put her in the ambulance. But only, only, only one cop 
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come. And he said, ‘Could you come down and help me?’ ‘Okay.’ I didn't mind. I 
just went. So it was a little car, and we actually lifted the car up. And, uh…the guy 
was hanging out the window, and… We had to open the door and get the guy out 
on the ground. And he does some other checks, eh? But, uh…It's really, really 
hard to lift a dead body, because they're so limp. 

During our conversations, Hunter was clear that he had not really minded helping the 

officer to move the dead man’s body. However, he was profoundly uncomfortable with 

initially having to go down to the crash scene alone and check if the man was dead.  

Many truckers I met discussed being asked to help at collision scenes by police, 

paramedics, or even their employers. At truck-involved collisions, other truckers are 

commonly called on to deal with the rig and/or the freight. After a suicide-by-truck, Glen 

(interview participant) helped to move the semi when the driver was too distraught to get 

back in his truck. Stewart (interview and ride-along participant), meanwhile, was asked 

to retrieve the load in a collision that killed his colleague and friend: 

Stewart: An’ this was, shit, I was 20 years old, so that’s 46 years ago. An’ he was 
as gay as they come, built like a Russian tank. Yeah, an’ he was a friend. Of 
mine. You know. But I didn’t go that way, an’ that was fine with him! He couldn’t 
o’ cared less! An’ I was the one that had to scrape his body parts off the highway 
after he got head-on’d. [Takes a deep breath] 
Amie:  What happened?  
Stewart: Tr-, he’ was goin’ S-, North [in Alberta] an’ that’s before there was a 
divider line on the, the freeway. An’ a driver goin’ South fell asleep an’ head-on’d 
him in a cabover. Both cabovers. Just, pfffth!  
Amie: And you were…? 
Stewart: I was workin’ for the same company, an’ I got, I, just happened to be in 
the yard. ‘Grab that,’ [Gestures as if receiving instructions to take an unloaded 
truck], ‘get out an’ pick up what you can.’ They were talkin’ about furniture, what 
they didn’t realize is there were still body parts layin’ around.  

Almost half a century later, Stewart remains haunted by the experience of finding pieces 

of his friend’s body in the load his employer sent him to retrieve. 

The amount of time and labour truckers put in to collisions can be magnified by 

supplementary labour they are often asked to do after a collision has occurred. Truckers 

reported being asked for statements for police or insurance companies, consulting with 

coroners (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011), and/or being asked to serve as witnesses in lawsuits. 

In criminal cases, truckers might also be asked to testify. Steve (interview participant) 

acted as a witness in a drunk driving incident where he also assisted at the collision site: 
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He come around the corner, cross the centre line, an’ hit this car head-on. And 
they went like that [gestures] in the air, and then down, and I got side-. What did 
the cop say? I laid 150 feet of rubber to get stopped. And, uh…[Long pause] I got 
out of the truck and went down there. The blood was running out the doors. 
And…this girl’s mother, she was dead. And…this girl, she had a broken pelvis. 
And she walked from the car. I don’t know how she did that. Down the road. And 
I was flaggin’ people down. And they were just drivin’ me round. An’ this guy in a 
red pickup. I still see his face, like I see yours right there. I say ‘Go down that 
road there, that farmer’s road, field,’ And I said, ‘…and get, get the police here, 
eh?’ He put his pickup truck in reverse and drove, drove [Gestures indicating 
going around] away. But people don’t want to get involved in stuff like this. It was 
a fatal. The guy…was a…he was some kind of a biker. And the crown council 
from [here], he come right down to [my company], and threw the pictures down 
on the table. He says ‘We’re gonna put this guy away with your help. You have to 
come to [the city] to testify.’ Which I did. 

Steve reported that the driver received fifteen years in jail and a ten year driving 

suspension. There are many reasons that any person might be called on to provide 

testimony to the courts. However, because of the nature of their work the likelihood that 

a trucker will be called on to provide testimony regarding a traffic-related incident is 

increased. Because of the structure of many drivers’ schedules, their proportional loss of 

revenue can be far greater than for many others. For example, imagine a trucker has a 

regularly scheduled weekly route beginning on Monday and returning home on or by 

Saturday. If he is called to testify on a Wednesday, they may lose an entire week’s 

wages – on top of any losses resulting from initial participation at the collision site.6 

Tom (interview and ride-along participant) had been trucking for almost 30 years 

at the time of our initial interview. During that time, he helped at many crash scenes and 

witnessed six people die at car crashes. He placed especial importance on a particular 

instance where he was able to help. He was among the first on scene at a serious 

collision one night, where the driver of a pickup truck fell asleep, crossed the centre line, 

and struck another pickup truck. After getting stopped, Tom went over to the first truck:  

… the doors were jammed. Looked in through the window and the guy was 
laying ‘cross the seat. An’ I knew he was dead, because there was a gash about 
that long right down through across the forehead. An’ he wasn’t bleeding, an’ his 

 
6 There is an irony in truckers being called on to do these forms of labour at personal cost, when 

they are often unable to access courts in their own defense. For example, long haul truckers 
are rarely able to contest traffic tickets they feel are unjust, because the cost of time off of work 
and to travel to the jurisdiction where the ticket was issued is often far more than the ticket.  
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eyes were open. So I knew he wasn’t… He was gone. So, got across to the other 
pickup truck, uhh, the guy was alive. Don’t know how. The entire dash was 
shoved up into his throat. Right? Plastic driven into his chest. But he was alive. 
But he was really gaspin’ for breath. An’, uhh, I couldn’t get the, the metal, out o’ 
the side of his neck. Grabbed a pair o’ Leatherman’s, an’ bent the plastic down, 
broke it off. Got the metal from diggin’ in the side of his neck. Wrapped the towel 
around his neck, to hold his head up, not layin’ down into the steel. An’ went 
around the other side, an’ found the girl. An’ she was head first, down, into the 
corner. And, to, her seatbelt had just ripped her up. Bruised really badly. She was 
hangin’ on to her stomach, moaning. An’ I got her up out o’ the corner o’ the floor, 
checked her over, an’, couldn’t find any broken bones. Respiration was good, 
she ‘s moanin’ in pain. So, got the pickup truck doors open, my side. Dropped 
her seat down flat, laid her right out. The other guy came ‘round to give me a 
hand, an’ we slid her up the seat an’ got her steady. An’ then the ambulance got 
there. An’ all the time, the driver was gaspin’, an’ gaspin’, for air. And, uh, 
paramedics got there, an’ the guy said, ‘Looks like you’re in charge.’ An’ I said, 
‘The one in that pickup truck is gone. He’s on his way out. An’ this is the one I 
found down in the corner.’ So, gave her vitals. The, they got there, an’ they got 
the jaws o’ life, an’ they fired up the compressor. And then they just, shut it all 
down. Right? An’ he wasn’t gaspin’ anymore. You tend to park for awhile after 
that kind o’ shit. ‘Think I’m goin’ to bed.’ An’ my boss doesn’t ask me why. 
[...Conversation becomes briefly general to truck collisions, then returns to this 
incident]  
 
Tom: But I saved the girl. She was pregnant. Listenin’ to the nurse that was 
there, an’ she said ‘She pregnant?’ An’ I said ‘I wasn’t gonna make that call.’ 
Right? But she’s definitely hangin’ on to her belly where the belt cut into her, 
right? […] She’s not even awake and she’s moanin’ an’ hangin’ on. So. […] I 
said, ‘I think so.’ So, she gave me the card. I called about two weeks later. The 
girl was okay. Baby was okay, as far as they knew. So. It’s okay! I didn’t mind 
wasting all that time. All those years, just to find somebody that I could save. 

The level of direct first aid intervention that Tom reported providing in this and other 

incidents is at the relative top end of the scale to that recounted by other truckers. 

However, it is also not inconsistent with some other truckers’ stories.  

Tom explained that he tends to go to bed after an incident like this. He said his 

boss does not ask him why, and later in the interview indicated that his boss does not 

mind. He strongly emphasized what a great boss he has, and how lucky he is to have 

such a good employer.7 Permitting a driver some time to rest after an experience as 

intense as this may seem like the bare minimum of support that should be afforded 

truckers, but drivers have no mandated protections when they predictably encounter 
 
7 Tom’s perception of his employer changed after he was fired while on worker’s compensation. 
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such situations. Tom’s reference to going to bed also encourages attention to the 

embodied context of truckers’ work lives and what happens immediately after they 

engage in collision and carnage labour. Often, truckers are most needed at collisions 

that occur in remote areas or bad weather, which can mean long police and paramedic 

response times. Truckers may have to drive for long distances before reaching a rest 

stop, or be legally required by HoS regulations to shut down before reaching a full-facility 

truck stop with amenities such as showers or laundry. Depending on the circumstances, 

a driver may or may not have clean clothes that they can change into. They may also be 

pressured to make up time ‘lost’ at crash scenes. Certainly I spoke to truckers who felt 

they had no choice but to leave a crash scene and drive for hours to make it to their next 

stop on schedule (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011; Audio Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). 

Despite these issues, Tom’s narrative clearly illustrates how being able to 

contribute to the survival of one car crash victim is profoundly meaningful to him. He 

comments that, because of this, he “didn’t mind wasting all that time” – apparently 

referring to the cumulative time he has spent helping at various crash sites. Out of 

context, the reference to time spent assisting victims of car crashes as ‘wasted’ may 

seem callous. However, Tom had already witnessed six people die at collision scenes 

where he stopped to help. He implies that if one life could be saved, then all of his time 

and effort was well worth it. This sentiment aligns with truckers’ ethical practices of 

masculinity, but it also raises important questions about the widespread social reliance 

on truckers donated, largely unacknowledged collision and carnage labour. 

It seems clear that this reliance – including the apparently accepted practice of 

conscripting truckers for labour at crash sites – is underpinned by classed and gendered 

assumptions that such men can handle it. What does it mean if society is systematically 

relying on truckers to donate carnage labour at great personal cost? What about the 

subjective costs of such labour, in terms of anxiety, stress, and accumulated trauma? 

Despite the range of personal circumstances that accompanied their experiences, it was 

not uncommon for truckers to tell stories about the ‘one bad one’ – the one or perhaps 

two crash sites that were especially haunting and difficult to reconcile. Among these, the 

most disturbing accounts often involved children. In the following section, I examine 

issues of silence and trauma that stem from truckers’ exposure to road carnage. 
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Beyond Silence: Truckers, Mental Health, and Road Carnage 

When I entered into this project, it did not initially occur to me that truckers’ 

experiences of collisions and road carnage would be such a major focus of the project. 

In retrospect, however, it is hard for me to understand how I did not see that coming. My 

own mother has certainly had her fair share of such encounters. But in all she has seen 

and experienced, she is clear that a single image haunts her the most: the memory of 

four white sheets on the side of the highway. The image stays with her not because it 

was particularly gruesome, but because of the size of the sheets: they were tiny, 

presumably covering the bodies of four children. Similarly, among the truckers I 

encountered, coping with crashes that involved children was especially difficult. It was in 

this context that the need to address truckers’ mental health as well as personal and 

social silences around the issue of road carnage became exceedingly apparent. 

Addressing gaps in mental health services for truckers is an obvious strategy for 

mitigating the social and personal implications of truckers’ heightened risk and exposure 

to road carnage. Navarro and Hurtado (2014) argue “…understanding trauma requires 

giving specific attention to the sociocultural fabric in which the wound is inscribed and 

suffered” (p. 161). Mental health services targeted at truckers who have experienced 

road carnage would need to address a range of practical and contextual issues, from 

accessibility for a highly mobile population to gender dynamics in the industry. It is likely 

that, as in other male-dominated professions, contemporary masculine trucking norms 

may discourage many drivers from accessing mental health supports (Sharp et al., 2015; 

Woolf, 2012). Researchers have shown that differential enactments of gender contribute 

to differential health risks (Courtenay, 2000; Gibbs, 1988), and men with low educational 

levels from lower and working class backgrounds may consider seeking mental health 

care especially inconsistent with their enactments of masculinity (Courtenay, 2009). 

Despite broader social stigmas against trucking masculinities, among professional 

drivers notions of heroic, patriarchal truck drivers remain dominant. 

Combined, these factors suggest masculine norms in the industry may negatively 

impact, in particular, male truckers’ willingness to access mental health supports – if or 

when they are available. Nonetheless, many truckers I spoke with advocated for 
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improved access to mental health services. During a group interview with Claire 

(interview participant) and Jake (interview and ride-along participant), Todd (interview 

and ride-along participant) recalled a horrific, fatal collision involving a baby. While 

discussing the incident, the subject of mental health supports for those exposed to road 

carnage was raised. Todd said he had witnessed a multi-vehicle collision involving a 

pickup truck travelling at high speed the wrong way down a highway in the United 

States. He and another trucker stopped at the crash and found the young driver of the 

pickup was dead. He went to another stricken vehicle, and found a woman:  

Todd: She was deceased. Husband on the other side. He was deceased. Okay? 
There’s a baby in the backseat. Big smile on this little baby’s face. Just…right? 
Wide awake, smiling. And I said to the driver on the other side, I says, ‘We got to 
get this baby out of here!’ You never know - explosions, fire, whatever. […] I 
says, ‘I don’t have a knife.’ ‘Cause I can’t get the seatbelt undone. He says, ‘I got 
a knife. I’ll cut the seatbelt.’ And I said ‘Okay. I’ll grab the child seat and bring him 
out.’ He cut the seatbelt, then I had a hold of the carrier. Pulled the carrier out like 
this [Gestures] and from here down, the baby [Indicates the lower portion of the 
baby’s body]? Slid out of the carrier.  
Amie: [Makes a horrified, empathetic moan] 
Todd: Yeah. State troopers took us to the hospital. Just to get a…. 
Claire: Post traumatic syndrome.  
Todd: P, P-S-T…P… 
Claire: Post Traumatic Syndrome. That’s another thing though, really. Um…And I 
think this should be mandatory. Is, because you’re on the road all the time, you 
see some really, really horrific things. And now that they’re re-, starting to 
recognize Post Traumatic Syndrome as really, how severe it can be, 
Todd: Yeah. 
Claire: They should make it mandatory, if you’ve been at a crash scene, whether 
you’re helping, or you’ve been first on scene, or whatever, you need to go- 
Todd: Talk to somebody. 
Claire: To, to counselling. About that. And that’s, I don’t think that’s very widely 
recognised. There, just, well, the police have to do it. The ambulance crews. 
Rescue have to do it. 
Todd: Yep. Have to do it. Yep. 
Claire: But what about the ordinary Joe-Blow that can’t deal with it? Right? 
Todd: Yep.  
Claire: Yeah. And that’s something that needs to be put into place. If you’re at 
that crash, you need to be…Well, look what [your company] did! When you were 
at that crash down on [a Highway], ‘member? 
Todd: Umm-hmm. Yeah. 
Claire: You came back to the yard, and they made him go for, um, post-traumatic 
counselling. […] Which, is….But how many companies do that? I bet you that’s 
one of just a handful. 
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As this conversation demonstrates, many truckers recognise the need for mental health 

services for drivers who are exposed to road carnage in the course doing their jobs.  

This interview was also exceptional in that after the profoundly disturbing incident 

described above and attending another bad crash scene, Todd received mental health 

services. Of all the truckers I spoke to who had traumatic experiences with road 

collisions, only Todd and Tom (interview and ride-along participant) described any 

access to employer-initiated mental health services.8 Apart from that, Jesse (interview 

participant) had access to a grief counsellor after a fatal collision, and both he and 

Heather (interview participant) mentioned friends who sought mental health services 

after experiencing severe anguish and distress after being involved in a fatal collision. 

No other trucker I spoke with talked about receiving formal mental health supports. 

Truckers also experienced barriers to accessing informal support networks to 

address traumatic experiences of road carnage. Truckers who are willing to reach out to 

friends or family for support still encounter practical barriers to doing so. In the 

immediate aftermath of the event, truckers are often far away from their homes or 

families, potentially without phone service. Some truckers indicated they did not feel 

comfortable talking about what they had been through on the phone. Drivers are at 

home infrequently and, for many, unpredictably – making connecting with people at the 

time when the trucker was ready potentially impossible. Over and above practical 

constraints, however, many truckers maintained an often strict degree of silence about 

their carnage experiences. To be clear: the truckers I spoke with did not have any 

singular or unified response to their experiences of road carnage. Nonetheless, it was 

not uncommon for them to indicate that I was the only person or among the only people 

they had talked about their experience with. Often these silences extended first and 

foremost to close family members (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). In this regard, truckers’ 

silences about road carnage can also be understood (in part and at times) as an 

enactment of paternalistic masculinity, wherein truckers are trying to protect those they 

 
8 Todd worked for a large, well-established non-union carrier. The collision Tom sought mental 

health services for occurred many years in the past and multiple employers previous. We did 
not discuss the particulars of his then employment when he disclosed the event (Fieldnotes, 
Fall 2011).  
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love from secondary (or intergenerational) trauma. In this context, silence can be 

understood as a gift; as an arguably ill-conceived self-sacrificing effort to contain the 

damage of experiences and narrations of embodied carnage within the self. There is a 

long history of men who have dealt with trauma and violence maintaining silence about 

their experiences (Dekel & Goldblatt, 2008; Kitt, 2009). 

Paternal masculinity involves a protective element, whereby fathers are expected 

to defend children (and women) against anything that might scare, harm, or traumatise 

them (Lucas, 2007). A desire to protect family members from fear or trauma is evident in 

truckers’ negotiations of road carnage exposure and disclosures. As a child, Kyle 

(interview participant) was travelling with his father when they came across a bad crash:  

…there was a scene where they were pulling a truck out of a ditch. Actually, I 
was with him at the time. Uh…They had the cable stretched across the highway, 
and they were pulling a truck out when an ambulance wanted to go through. 
They were on their way to the hospital, an emergency. Hit the cables, killed both 
ambulance attendants. ‘Cause it cut right through. 
Amie: Did you, and you saw that as well? 
Kyle: No! I was in the tru-, my dad wouldn’t let me. 
Amie: Okay, yeah.  
Kyle: So. He was off helping them. He made me stay in the truck. And…Yeah. 
But he never, he wouldn’t tell me anything about it. He just…later on in life, he 
told me, but…That day, he’s like, “No. Everything’s fine.” And away we went. 
Amie: Yeah. ‘Continue on.’ 
Kyle: Yeah. Meanwhile, this poor guy in the back is dying. And there’s two 
ambulance attendants, the one up front and the one in back. They both died. 

In this instance, Kyle’s father did everything he could to prevent his son from being 

exposed to the road carnage that he encountered that day. This included keeping silent 

about the horrific event until well into his son’s adulthood. 

The issue of a lack of shared experience also impacted some truckers’ decisions 

to remain silent about their collision and carnage experiences. Ben (interview participant) 

explained that his long-time partner was extremely supportive, and that they are very 

close. He nonetheless felt a distance when he tried to explain his experiences. When I 

asked him if he felt like he had adequate support after attending a crash site, he replied 

“No. Not a chance. There’s not a chance. Not, uh…my wife is a, is a phenomenal lady, 

uh, but, you know, when I describe an accident or something I’d seen, she understood it, 

but she…I never, she’s never dealt with it first hand, hands on.” This issue of the need 
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for shared experience suggests that finding ways to create accessible communities of 

support for truckers who have experienced road carnage may be an important aspect of 

implementing contextually specific mental health care (see Tardif, 2017). Such 

communities of support might assist drivers in moving beyond silence (see Kyed, 2016). 

I am certain that one of the main reasons that so many truckers I spoke to told me about 

their carnage experiences was not only because they trusted me, but because they 

knew or recognised I was already damaged by road carnage (Audio Fieldnotes Fall 

2011; Fieldnotes, Fall 2011; Steve, Interview Transcript).9 

Overall, I encountered many truckers who minimised their experiences and the 

effects of those experiences on their emotional well-being. Truckers often suggested the 

best way to deal with such incidences was to forget them, get over it, or not let it bother 

you. I also found that the stories truckers told me about their carnage experiences at 

times shifted over the course of the study and as research relationships developed. In 

our initial interview, Nick (interview and ride-along participant) indicated he did not really 

remember a truck-involved collision he was first on scene for, and at which he helped 

out. Months later during a ride-along, however, he recounted the experience in detail.  

As we were driving, Nick re-iterated the accident story he first told me about in 
the interview, with significantly more detail. […] At the scene of the accident, 
there had been recent changes to the road configuration.10 It used to be just a 
stop sign, without the new barrier and curve, so now it was pretty easy to miss 
the stop sign and cruise straight onto the freeway. Just a little ways up the road, 
Nick had turned onto the freeway. Although he had lots of time, he had waited 
and let another truck pass before turning onto the highway. Three women were 
driving in a car, and they missed the stop sign and drove straight onto the 
highway, directly in front of the rig, which had no chance to stop or avoid the 
collision. The rig finally managed to come to a stop a few yards up the highway 
(the section of highway in question has a 90 kilometre per hour speed limit). Nick 
stopped his rig and ran over to the car, which was in the ditch on the side of the 
road. The woman in the passenger seat had, quite literally, been ripped out of 
her clothing by the force of the crash. […] She was, in Nick’s words, shredded. 
[…] The driver’s head was sitting in the rear window, her body held in place by 
the seatbelt.  

 
9 I have been in three car collisions as both passenger and driver, none of which resulted in 

serious injuries. I have assisted at two crash scenes involving serious injuries. I also attended 
the death of a close companion who was mutilated and dismembered in a car crash. 

10 For clarity and confidentiality, the original fieldnotes have been edited. Alterations are in italics.  
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Nick ran back to his rig and grabbed some blankets to throw over the car, 
so that people driving by would not have to see the horrors inside. […] Just as he 
threw the blanket over the car, he heard a voice behind him. ‘They’re dead, aren’t 
they?’ He turned around to find a woman, the third passenger, standing on the 
side of the road. She was wearing a white coat, in apparently perfect condition. 
She looked, in his words, perfect (patting his chest as he described the coat, to 
indicate its pristine condition. He was evidently struck, baffled, with that near 
sense of the sacred we have when faced with such impossible, and impossibly 
cruel, incongruity). He found some way of deflecting the question and getting her 
to move forward at the same time. He reached for her arm to guide her away 
from the car and she screamed. It was, apparently, badly broken, but that was 
her only injury.  

At some point in all of this, Nick also ran up to check on the trucker, who 
remained sitting in his driver’s seat, in shock and unable to move (I wonder if he 
was still standing on the brake pedal – truckers’ recounting of that standing, that 
desperate embodied relationship to the brake). The emergency services 
eventually came and took things over. Nick was off for two weeks after that, and 
could never get it out of his head that if he just hadn’t of waited, it would have 
been him that hit them. He wasn’t sure he could go back on the road after that. 
(Fieldnotes, Fall 2011) 

This was by no means Nick’s only experience stopping to assist at a crash scene, or 

engaging in gruesome carnage labour. However, it had a major impact on him and his 

sense of whether he could continue at his job – more so even than a collision he was 

involved in that resulted in severe injuries for other motorists. His story left me with little 

question that he was deeply traumatised by the event. 

Silence on the topic of collision and carnage labour by truckers goes beyond 

individual men keeping their experiences mostly to themselves. There is a broad-based 

lack of social recognition of this phenomenon – and truckers can be acutely aware of 

that. Ben (interview participant) recounted a collision he found especially difficult:  

Ben: I don’t know if you remember, in, uh…was it the mid-‘90s, early ‘90s, when 
the dodge caravans had accidents, and they, the back door would pop open, and 
kids were flying out? Well, that’s exactly, like, what happened.  
Amie: There were…? 
Ben: Well, what happened was I was coming down the highway – and this is, I 
come up around the corner, this mini-van is coming down the road on the ice. 
And it was, it was slippery. And its doin’ this [Gestures to demonstrate an out-of-
control vehicle]. And I thought, ‘I’m going to take it out.’ […] Of course, first 
thought that goes through your mind is – it’s a mini-van, right? I had a rock bluff 
on this side, and a retaining wall on this one. I had no option to get away. Of 
course, the mini-van – wife, kids, family. That’s all that’s going through your head. 
Wife, kids, family. Wife, kids, family. Where do I minimize this? Well, I still don’t 
understand to this day how it missed me, but …It hit, hit the guardrail behind me, 
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bounced off, shot straight back into the rock wall, and bounced off the rock wall. 
Well, when it bounced off the rock wall, the back door come open. The back seat 
folded down, and yes, two kids’ car seats come out. And I’m watching this in my 
mirror as I’m trying to maintain control of the truck on an icy road. And I see them 
car seats come out. Well, then, of course, the mini-van couldn’t hold itself on the 
icy road. It come back, an’ [Indicates that the mini-van rolled back over the car 
seats]. And I knew there was stuff in the car seats. Like, what, I – […] I mean I, 
the thing had happened so fast. I had no idea. And I literally sat in my truck for a 
minute and just went, ‘Do I be selfish? And, and not deal with this? Or do I go 
back, and, and help?’ […] And it was, I’m sure it was a minute before I could 
consciously say, No. I couldn’t live with myself if I…. 
Amie: Don’t go back? 
Ben: …didn’t go back there. So I walked back. And knock on wood, it was, it was 
bad. Like I said, the lady broke her back. But, it was five ladies had gone to [a 
town] for a weekend away. They were in the mini-van. And the car seats were 
there, and they actually had two packages set in them. So it wasn’t kids. But, I 
mean, it was, you know, by the time I got there…We were the only two vehicles 
on the road. There was nobody else around. The yelling, the screaming, the lady 
bein’, yellin’ she couldn’t feel her legs…You know, and I was tryin’ to rationalise 
getting them looked after, how quickly do I really want to get to them car seats? I 
had to, I couldn’t – it took me a lot. And, that’s the only one that, I don’t want to 
say it affected me. But it sure made me think for…for weeks to come. I mean I, I 
feel I dealt with it and it was fine. But…when you do stuff, when you go through 
stuff like that…And then, like I said, the industry doesn’t recognize it. The media 
doesn’t recognize it. That is really tough to…um…[Long pause] Yeah. Um…You 
know, somebody does something miraculous, and it’s usually they can get a hold 
of the media. And the media will tell the world how wonderful they are. You 
know? And, and, uh…I just…I, I think it’s a little unfair. And I…Because of the, I 
think because of the perception of educated versus non-educated, they don’t get 
the recognition. […] You know? And I think that’s totally unfair. I mean….Not the, 
in that case, I was expecting anything other than, you know, somewhere, you 
know, if somebody does something wrong, a cop will write a report right away. I 
mean, ‘Your truck did this,’ and all that. The cops got on scene, they took all the 
information. Insurance got all the information. Yet at no point - nobody - including 
the people involved, mind you – got a hold, and said, you know… [Trails off] 

Ben’s narrative poignantly illustrates the profound connection between the practice of 

stopping to assist and ethical formation of the masculine self among truckers. There is a 

desperation to his story as he communicates his hesitation to go back to the stricken 

vehicle, and the depth to which he did not want to encounter injured, dead, or dying 

children. In his story, it is when he recognizes the level of damage that would be done to 

his sense of self if he didn’t go back that he forces himself to get out of the truck and go 

to the car (“I couldn’t live with myself…”), and then to check the car seats.  
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Towards the end of his narrative, Ben critiques the lack of recognition he and 

other truckers receive for the work they do at collision sites. While he says he was not 

expecting anything to come out of his experience, he notes that people who go above 

and beyond to help others generally receive some type of acknowledgement for what 

they have done. He contrasts the lack of recognition for the good deeds of truckers with 

the swiftness with which truck drivers experience social sanctions for doing something 

wrong. Here and elsewhere in the interview, Ben equated truckers’ general lack of 

formal education as a principal catalyst for many social stigmas against them.11 These 

stigmas combine with gendered and classed assumptions about truck drivers’ carnage-

resilient masculine subjectivities to facilitate silence about and ignorance of their 

widespread engagement in sometimes lifesaving labour at crash sites.  

Collisions, Carnage, and Racialised Politics of Blame  

Truckers’ experiences of road carnage are also problematic because of how they 

may factor into processes of racialisation in the industry. As I have discussed throughout 

this dissertation and emphasize again here, through racialised narratives concerning 

trucking skills and capacities, many white truckers I met tended to defer responsibility for 

truck-involved collisions and dangerous driving onto non-white, and especially South 

Asian, truckers. Inasmuch as truckers conceptualise driving ethics as an ethics of life 

itself, white truckers’ depictions of South Asian truckers as dangerous and irrational 

drivers always already imply inherently flawed and inferior subjectivities. Truckers’ own 

exposure to road carnage may effectively raise the stakes in these social and narrative 

power dynamics, whereby South Asian truckers may be increasingly viewed as an 

imminent threat not only to old school ways of life, but to the very lives of all road users. 

My research implies a pressing need to more fully investigate how dynamics of trauma 

stemming from risk and exposure to road collisions and carnage factor into hierarchies 

of inequality within the trucking industry – and racial hierarchies in particular.  

 
11 It is important to recognise diversity among truckers. Although often presumed to be 

uneducated, several of my participants were college or university educated, and others had 
formal training. For example, Tom (interview and ride-along participant) pointed out “I’m 
licenced in six trades. Screw you I can’t do anything else.” 
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White truckers I encountered commonly depicted immigrant and South Asian 

truck drivers as primarily responsible for heightened job precarity, worsening working 

conditions, and the increasing prevalence of unethical driving practices among truckers. 

Some white truckers I met condemned endemic racism in the industry, while others 

quietly acknowledged the flaws of white truckers. Matt (interview participant) argued,  

Every demographic needs somebody to blame their faults on. You know, and 
British Columbia, its, you know, they blame it on the East Indians. In the States, 
they blame it on the Mexicans. Umm…C-, C-, Caucasian truck drivers are 
probably the worst of them all. Umm…Dealt with numerous East Indian truck 
drivers. I’ve always been dealt with professionally. They know how to do their job. 
Um…They take the time to learn the logbooks. They, um…you know. You know, 
they take the time to learn their jobs. Umm…For the most part, Caucasian truck 
driver? He’s, you know, 70 percent of them, they don’t take time to learn their 
jobs. They hop in. The professionalism’s long gone out of it. Um…But, they like to 
point the fingers at another ethnic group. Because to blame – to have a 
scapegoat on for the low rates, for accidents, and just as many white people 
have accidents as East Indians, or Mexicans, or Russians, or whatever. The way 
I look at it. […] There’s always been racial tensions, there always will be.  

Matt was not the only current or former trucker I met who felt that white truckers were 

scapegoating immigrant and South Asian truckers for flaws in the industry. Ian (interview 

participant) similarly explained “I don’t find the East Indians the problem you hear they 

are… they are the recipients of all the blame, though.” Tara (interview participant) and 

Carly (interview participant) both spoke out against the discrimination faced by immigrant 

and South Asian truckers (see also McLean, 2016b). However, such acknowledgements 

were relatively uncommon exceptions to racist portrayals of immigrant and South Asian 

truckers. 

During our interview, I asked Tom (interview and ride-along participant) about his 

experiences with immigrant and non-white drivers. He replied “A lot of them scare me. 

Because you have no idea what their training is.” He went on to tell me a story about 

coming across a fully loaded B-Train (a tractor with two long, articulating trailers) hauling 

roughly 140,000 pounds of lumber at a brake check. He recalled:  

I’m doin’ my logbook, and I see the guy out o’ the corner o’ my eye. An’ he’s 
walkin’ around the back o’ the truck, an’ he heads over towards mine. He’s East 
Indian. So, he come over, he says, ‘How you doin?’ I said, ‘Not bad.’ He said, 
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‘Uh, you goin’ to [an Alberta city]?’ An’ I said, ‘Ya.’ He says, um, ‘Can you tell me 
where the, the Number 112 is?’ I said, [how he could get to Highway 1]. He said, 
uh, ‘Oh! Oh! Okay, okay.’ An’ I said, ‘An’ just follow it right out o’ town, right out 
through the valley.’ He said, ‘Okay. Thank you very much!’ I said, ‘Not a problem.’ 
He said, ‘Do you mind if I follow you down? So I don’t miss the turn?’ I said, ‘You 
can’t follow me down.’ He said, ‘Why?’ I said, ‘Because I have a very light load.  
I’m going down this hill at a hundred and ten kilometers an hour. You can’t drive 
that fast. You have too much weight.’ Alright? ‘So don’t follow me.’ So, I did my 
logbook. He came back over, an’ he got back in his truck. Alright? I stopped, an’, 
something felt wrong. An’ I said, ‘Is this your first trip to [that city]?’ Said, ‘Yeah.’ 
Said, ‘Where else have you gone?’ Said, ‘Well, I went to [a different Alberta city] 
last week.’ I said, ‘Yeah? And?’ ‘Oh, that’s, that’s it. My second trip.’ Now, here’s 
a man that doesn’t…understand what he’s got.  Because a truck that big, with 
that much weight, downhill, is a missile. […] When he hit the first corner out o’ the 
brake check, his tires were smokin’. His brakes. He never made it four kilometers 
down the mountain, out of an eighteen kilometre run. And, he was wild. He had 
no brakes. He was going down wide open. This man should never have been 
allowed a licence. He should never have been allowed to drive that kind of weight 
in the mountains. That’s the problem I have with Hindus. Uh…You know, this is – 
it gets scary! You watch them wipe out! Alright? It’s like, ‘You’re not gonna make 
the corner! Slow down! You’re not gonna make the corner!’ Pffthat! Ho! ‘You 
didn’t make the corner.’ It all comes back, all the drivers are the same. So, I don’t 
like them destroying my reputation, along with their own. 

As I have discussed, white truckers’ propensity to responsibilise South Asian truckers for 

truck-involved collisions and dangerous driving was an almost ubiquitous feature of my 

fieldwork. Tom’s extended narrative is helpful in illustrating how such stories work to 

configure racial power dynamics and local social imaginaries of South Asian truckers. 

In the story, Tom remains guarded but polite with the South Asian trucker he 

encounters. Consistent with old school ethics, he provides the driver with the information 

requested. Any trucker hearing this narrative would recognise that information as being 

common and widely available knowledge (including by road signs the other trucker must 

have passed). After receiving the very straightforward directions, the South Asian trucker 

is immasculatingly portrayed as uncertain and in need of even more help. Tom depicts 

himself calmly and logically explaining why they cannot travel together, then intuiting 

something is wrong and learning of the driver’s extreme inexperience. The South Asian 

trucker then attempts the hill – a hill that leads into and through a densely populated 

area – and loses his brakes because he was driving too fast. Tom finishes by arguing 

 
12 Highway One, or the TransCanada Highway. 
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that the general public sees all drivers as the same, so poor driving by South Asian 

truckers destroys everyone’s reputation. 

To be clear: having poorly trained and/or inexperienced drivers hauling extremely 

heavy and potentially hazardous loads alone through mountain passes is something that 

people should be concerned about. Current regulations and licencing are inadequate to 

ensuring all new truck drivers are properly trained, and there is reason for concern that 

programs such as the PNP and TFWP place recent immigrant truckers at especial risk of 

exploitation and hazardous work (see McLean, 2016a, 2016b; Rudolphs, 2014). 

However, the racist frames through which white truckers interpret stories of truck-

involved collisions obscure white truckers’ involvement even as South Asian truckers are 

increasingly defined as responsible for all such crashes.  

So powerfully have racialising frames in the industry situated South Asian 

truckers as dangerous and incompetent drivers that I repeatedly came across instances 

where white truckers blamed a South Asian trucker for bad driving or a collision, despite 

that there was no logically consistent way the race of the driver could have been 

ascertained by the narrator. For example, I once had a white trucker tell me that he 

could determine the race of a truck driver just by looking at the crash scene (Fieldnotes, 

Spring 2012). In another instance, I was driving in my car on a stretch of highway in the 

interior of the province. The highway is a busy truck route, and a trucker had misjudged 

a turn and overturned a heavy load, which spilled onto the highway. I had my VHF radio 

with me, and learned that it would be several hours before the heavy equipment needed 

to move the load would arrive. From my vantage point, I only saw white men around the 

scene of the rollover. There was no mention on the radio of the race of the truck driver – 

something I would expect only if the driver was white. I was in my car, so I turned around 

and took a back road to get to another highway instead of waiting (the route I took is not 

a legal truck route). By the time I got to the other highway, many truckers (who could not 

have been at or near the collision) on the radio were using highly pejorative language to 

discuss how the other Highway had been shut down because of bad driving by a South 

Asian trucker (Fieldnotes, Audio Files Summer 2011).  
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At the same time that many white truckers in this study argued that South Asian 

truck drivers are to blame for virtually all truck-involved collisions, many of them also 

contended that authorities are powerless to protect the motoring public because they 

would be accused of targeting a specific ethnic group if they did so. Tony (interview 

participant) argued that if authorities were to “crack down” on such drivers, “there would 

be just outrage, because of, uh, you know, being targeted. A targeted group. And no 

one’s going to touch that.” Many white truckers I encountered argued that enforcement is 

lacking when it comes to South Asian truckers, and that such breaches of the basic 

principles of equality put white workers at a marked disadvantage. These findings are in 

keeping with Paap’s (2006) research, which suggests that white working class men draw 

on notions of equality and meritocracy in ways that reinforce white male dominance in 

the workplace. Often, white men I engaged with for this project characterised these 

purported unequal enforcement measures as elitist decisions made by a political class 

who are ignorant of the dynamics on the ground. Ben (interview participant) claimed to 

have spoken to various government officials who told him “we can’t treat this ethnic 

group the same as we do you guys because we have to give them, we’re told by the 

government that, you know, we’re low on truck drivers, so we have to give them the 

benefit of the doubt.” Ben argued that government officials sanction lax enforcement of 

driving and vehicle inspection standards for immigrant and South Asian truckers 

because of the supposed driver shortage. He went on to contend that the basic 

inequality of these dynamics foments racial tensions in the industry, and that a lack of 

integration between “ethnic” (implicitly immigrant and South Asian) and “core ethnic” 

(implicitly white) groups exacerbates these dynamics.  

I believe there is a real reason for concern at the incendiary potentials that 

contemporary dynamics of trauma and racialised processes of blame for truck-involved 

collisions have for racist beliefs and practices among truck drivers. The neoliberal 

organisation of trucking labour has combined with neo-colonial labour market strategies 

to increase the precarity of all truckers, and perhaps immigrant and non-white truckers 

especially so. Meanwhile, the neoliberal model of automobility currently dominant in 

Canada ensures and relies on truckers’ heightened vulnerability of exposure to road 

collisions and carnage. As I have discussed, many truckers have been traumatised by 

often repeated exposure to varying degrees of road carnage. At the same time, 
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racialising frames encourage white drivers to primarily responsibilise South Asian 

truckers for truck-involved collisions, dangerous driving, poor equipment maintenance, 

and increasing stigmas against all truck drivers. Among truckers in my study, there was 

widespread disbelief in the willingness or capacities of authorities to ensure the safety of 

the industry and road users. While it is beyond the scope of this study to make definitive 

claims on these issues, it is not difficult to imagine the inflammatory racist potentials of 

current dynamics of trauma, exploitation, gender, and racialisation in the industry. 

Conclusion: Addressing Carnage and Imagining Difference 

When it comes to truck-involved collisions and truckers’ carnage labour, it is 

incumbent on us to think about the way the current organisation and (de)regulation of 

the industry may increase truckers’ risks of collision and carnage exposure. Under 

standard cultural and regulatory regimes in the trucking industry, any labour that truckers 

do at collision sites is not just unpaid, it generally costs them money. Many truckers are 

forced to make up the lost hours, even if that means driving beyond legal HoS 

restrictions. While Tara’s cautionary point against characterising all truckers as “pill-

popping monsters” is well taken, it is also clear that many truckers feel pushed to work 

beyond current legal maximums (Heaton, 2005; Hokey, 2009; McLean, 2016a; Rothe, 

2002; Saltzman & Belzer, 2002).  

Elsewhere, I have argued that contemporary industry dynamics leave individual 

truckers with little choice when it comes to falsifying logbooks and breaking HoS 

regulations (McLean, 2016a). After he recounted an incident of being among the first on 

scene to help out at a truck-involved collision, I asked Kyle (interview participant) about 

the personal impact of attending that and other collisions: 

Amie: And did you feel like being there, at those accidents, did that have an 
effect on you, or…? 
Kyle: Yeah. No. I mean, I just…Well, I mean, yes, because, uh…It looked like this 
guy was trying to make a sandwich.  
Amie: Yeah? 
Kyle: He can’t take two seconds to pull over and make yourself a sandwich? 
‘Cause there was, you know, I won’t say the company or anything, but there was 
baloney and mustard all over the dash and windshield! [Laughs] So, it looked like 
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he was trying to make a sandwich while he was driving down the road! You’ve 
gotta have enough time to pull over and make a sandwich. Like, holy cow! 

Among truckers in my study, a few professional drivers with secure jobs working for 

large carriers reported strong support from their employers for HoS adherence. 

However, many others faced pressure from employers, shippers and dispatchers to 

drive beyond their allowable hours – and this was particularly true of truckers with more 

precarious employment. These dynamics are especially troubling in cases of truckers’ 

exposure to road carnage, as Ben (interview participant) made clear: 

Ben: And the employers, employees, even though I worked for good people, it 
never entered their mind unless it impacted the job. Were you apart of it? You 
know, did it affect us. Did it…That was the concern. 
Amie: ‘Is the equipment…?’ 
Ben: Yeah! You know, um, you know, and all, every case, um…that I helped 
people out, um…as long as it didn’t affect that, nobody really cared. It’s like, ‘Oh, 
well.’ So, if you’re on a schedule and you took two hours to help somebody, that 
was just two hours you lost, you had to make up for. You know, cut out your 
sleep, or whatever. Or you had to, you would stay back on schedule. 

Although he is clear that he “worked for good people,” like many truckers Ben felt 

pushed to make up the hours he had spent assisting at collision sites.  

That recently traumatised truckers are driving long distances hauling potentially 

more than 63,500 kilograms of materials – products that could be anything from sugar to 

hazardous materials, through rural and urban Canada – is an obvious social problem 

and major safety issue. However, any attempt to address that problem needs to begin 

with an understanding of and accounting for local context. Truckers are ‘pushing 

through’ and continuing to drive after horrific events not only because of their desire to 

enact masculine identities, but also because of how gender is operationalised within a 

regulatory model and industrial culture that promotes exploitative labour relations. The 

neoliberalisation of the trucking industry has played a major role in establishing 

contemporary power relations in the industry, wherein despite having ‘formal’ rights, 

many truckers are significantly disempowered at work. Targeted governance models that 

individualise regulation have the potential to further disempower truckers, and 

predictable results include low compliance, unsafe work practices, and/or discouraging 

truckers from engaging in potentially life-saving carnage labour altogether. 
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These labour dynamics indicate a need to further responsibilise employers for 

ensuring the health and safety of truck drivers. At a minimum this should include paid 

safety stoppages and mandatory paid leave for exposure to traumatic incidences while 

at work. Such regulations would also need to insure protections for lease operators and 

owner operators that may not be covered by standard employer-employee relationships. 

This could, for example, mean implementing mandatory contractual provisions allowing 

truckers to adhere to basic safety protocols, with shippers and receivers also facing 

meaningful financial and legal enforcement measures for failure to comply. These 

measures may be unlikely in the current neoliberal policy environment, but they would 

nonetheless be in the best interests of the public. Truckers should be educated in First 

Aid, driver rights, and trauma resources as a mandatory part of obtaining a Class 1 

Driver’s Licence, ideally within a broader shift towards an apprenticeship and graduated 

licencing model of truck driver training. 

Of necessity, this is a preliminary and truncated list of potential interventions for 

addressing the issue of truckers’ exposure to road carnage. There is clearly a need for 

additional research and enhanced attention to this important social issue. In my 

concluding chapter, I consider this and other important avenues for future research, as 

well as the limitations and contributions of this study.  
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Chapter 8. Conclusion 

Deregulation and neoliberalisation have resulted in significant changes to the 

trucking industry, as well as the commercial, spatial, and regulatory contexts in and 

through which truckers operate. Despite a dearth of critical scholarship on the trucking 

industry generally, and the Canadian trucking industry in particular, current research 

strongly links deregulatory and neoliberalising processes with increasing job precarity 

and declining working conditions among truckers (Belman et al., 2004; Belzer, 2000; 

Bensman, 2009; Conygnham, 2005; Viscelli, 2016). This dissertation extends that 

scholarship to consider how such shifts interact with the historically and culturally 

specific ethical formations, subjectivity negotiations, and everyday work practices of 

British Columbia-based long haul truckers. I argue that, among my participants, a locally 

and historically specific form of old school masculinity is both normative and complexly 

articulated in relation to the gendered and racialised politics of skills, stigma, and blame. 

Furthermore, these differential politics contribute to the denial and invisibilisation of road 

carnage and industrial risk.  

Throughout this dissertation, I have paid particular attention to moralising stories 

that narrate the boundaries of ethical bodily practice as well as national and labour force 

belonging. Many white truckers in this study claim their ways of life are under siege by 

the movement of immigrant and, especially, South Asian bodies into the industry. At the 

same time, current processes of racialisation and neoliberalism may especially empower 

white women members of spousal driving teams in navigating their place in the industry. 

At times venerated for their technical proficiency in driving, I found that women are 

nonetheless considered inferior truckers and are subject to harassment and abuse on 

the job. The ongoing presumption of a male body in the industry further complicates 

women’s everyday, embodied labour practices. Moreover, neoliberal models of 

Canadian automobility combine with assumptions about working class men’s carnage-
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resilient masculinities to mean that all truckers – and male truckers in particular – are at 

heightened risk for exposure to road collisions and carnage.  

In the course of fieldwork, I found that white male truckers’ performances of a 

range of embodied practices assisted them in accomplishing identities commensurate 

with old school masculine norms in the industry. Such enactments are undertaken in the 

context of broader stigmas against truck drivers and increasingly precarious labour 

conditions, as well as neo-colonial labour force strategies exemplified by guest worker 

programs. White women drivers, meanwhile, are complexly positioned in relation to 

these normative dynamics; at once denigrated as inferior truckers, they are also 

privileged through their associations with white civility and imaginings of them as 

potential helpmeets to old school drivers. In turn, the women truckers I encountered 

engaged in complex negotiations of identity that at times contested oppressive norms, 

but also often allied with or invoked old school masculinity – including as related to white 

supremacy – in navigating and making sense of their work lives.  

Many participants in my study suggested that deregulation has seen the 

widespread dismantling of previously normative patriarchal mentorship models of truck 

driver training and industry advancement. Current formal licencing and training 

requirements are inadequate to the skills and risks involved in truck driving labour, but 

calls for improvement come up against contentious claims regarding a widespread driver 

shortage. Inasmuch as they facilitate access to inexperienced and undertrained drivers – 

including vulnerable workers brought in under guest worker programs – these dynamics 

assist carriers in externalising risk and managing labour supply problems without having 

to improve wages or working conditions for drivers (see also Viscilli, 2016). Within these 

contexts, truckers’ negotiations and conceptualisations of trucking skills and ethical 

driving subjectivities are highly gendered and racialised. Among drivers in this study, I 

found white male truckers whose masculine performances accorded with old school 

ideals were normatively imagined as possessing inherent, embodied trucking skills. 

Although some of my participants at times depicted old school ways of being as aligning 

with neoliberal ideals (see Chapters 4 & 5, p. 136-139, 163-165), old school trucking 

practices and ethics are in many ways increasingly at odds with neoliberal imperatives 

and governance models. Women are broadly constructed as lacking ‘natural,’ embodied 
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capacities for trucking, particularly in relation to highly masculinised forms of trucking 

labour. The women truckers I spoke to nonetheless found their work empowering, 

particularly in comparison to the dependent and underpaid working conditions generally 

available to working class women. At the same time, there was a strong tendency 

among participants in my study to imagine immigrant, and especially South Asian, truck 

drivers in association with inferior cultures of automobility, and as lacking the capacity for 

skilled trucking labour. 

Practices and politics of filth and excretion are a major component of drivers’ 

embodied experiences of trucking labour. Among other factors, the intensification of 

trucking labour under neoliberalism has made it increasingly difficult for drivers to 

regularly access bathroom and washing facilities. Despite – or perhaps because of – the 

considerable effort such practices of the self require while on the road, cleanliness is 

considered synonymous with and integral to old school trucking ethics. Women truckers, 

meanwhile, struggle to negotiate their femininities within an industry that presumes a 

male body and cultural grooming ideals exemplified by notions of the ‘Lady Trucker.’ 

Meanwhile, the racist degradation of South Asian bodies and subjectivities by white 

truckers is manifest in the ‘four guys and a hole in the floor’ genre of stories, which 

widely depict South Asian truckers as engaging in unethical and uncivilised practices of 

cleanliness, labour, and excretion.  

Truckers in my study placed especial moral weight on the work practice of 

stopping to assist other truckers and motorists in need of assistance. The practice of 

stopping to assist was seen to exemplify old school norms, as it allowed for the 

enactment of communal ethics, instrumentality, and colonial white saviour masculinity. 

However, stopping to help is also perceived as a rapidly disappearing work practice due 

to heightened competition and job precarity, as well as the increasing presence of 

immigrant and South Asian labourers in the industry. Among participants in this study, 

the sense that old school truckers are increasingly vulnerable on the roads was often 

allegorically embodied in the story of Alex Fraser, a trucker who was beaten and left for 

dead on the side of a British Columbia highway. Women truckers navigate ethical norms 

around workplace assistance in relation to widespread tropes concerning ‘damsels in 

distress,’ as well as the intensified surveillance and sexualisation they experience on the 
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job. Problematic depictions of the dangerous sexuality of women were manifest in male 

participants’ narratives about women in the workplace and stopping to assist female 

road users, and those stories are implicated in the oppressive power dynamics of 

Canadian neo-colonial automobility.  

In addition to the sheer number of hours that they drive, truckers’ ethical 

commitment to assistance provision means they often engage in collision and carnage 

labour at crash scenes. Being involved in a crash as a truck driver can significantly 

impact truckers’ conceptualisations of self, and complex gendered and racialised politics 

of blame are invoked in relation to truck-involved collisions. In many ways, neoliberal 

automobility in Canada relies on the downloading of collision and carnage labour onto 

everyday citizens, and particularly onto working class men and truck drivers. Many 

truckers I encountered recounted horrific and often repeated exposure to road carnage, 

including when their labour at crash scenes was requested by authority figures. At the 

same time, there is an almost complete lack of social recognition, compensation, or care 

available for truckers who experience road collisions or donate their collision and 

carnage labour. The widespread and unacknowledged social reliance on truckers’ 

collision and carnage labour raises serious concerns about embodied risk, trauma, and 

road safety. Issues of responsibilisation and blame concerning truck-involved collisions 

are also at work in truckers’ racialised portrayals of non-white, and especially South 

Asian, truckers. 

This study advances research examining the effects of neoliberalism on the 

trucking industry by engaging in a contextually specific exploration of intersections of 

neoliberalisation and the everyday lives, practices, and subjectivity negotiations of British 

Columbia-based long haul truckers. Previous labour scholarship has emphasized how 

the autonomy, mobility, and instrumentality of the work has made trucking especially 

appealing to working class men (Agar, 1986; Ouellet, 1994; Rothe, 1991; Thomas, 

1979). Such scholarship has largely ignored the experiences of women in the industry, 

or problematically re-stereotyped them as useful helpers and civilising influences for 

male truckers (see, especially, Rothe, 1991). In this dissertation, I provide a more 

comprehensive consideration of gender dynamics in the trucking industry, and 

interstitially situate those dynamics within racial and class power relations.  
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In doing so, I have engaged in an analytics of power that incorporates a focus on 

white working class engagements in oppressive and harmful racist and sexist practices. 

At the same time, I have consistently worked to situate truckers’ interpretive and 

embodied work practices within the precarious, competitive, and potentially traumatic 

context of their work lives. This approach distinguishes my work from white working 

class scholarship that has been critiqued for depicting white working class ways of being 

as especially or singularly oppressive. It also allowed me to demonstrate, in contextually 

specific ways, how the exploitation and stigmatisation of white working class male 

truckers is tied to dynamics of gender inequality as well as racial hierarchies of labour 

and oppression in the industry. In this regard, my work also contributes to a growing 

body of critical automobility research in Canada, including by incorporating a specific 

focus on the trucking industry and the dynamics of colonialism and neo-colonialism 

therein. The attention my research draws to truckers’ heightened vulnerability to road 

collisions and carnage exposure is particularly important, as there is an apparent 

complete lack of research into this topic.  

Research Limitations and Future Study 

Ethnographic representations are always necessarily partial renderings; and I 

conclude this dissertation with the strong sense that I have left out far more than I have 

managed to include. I have written at least double the number of chapters that actually 

appear here, and each exclusion and false start has been fraught with difficult choices. 

There are also a range of limitations to this study.  

In terms of the research process itself, my failure to always challenge the 

oppressive statements or views of the truckers I encountered may have been interpreted 

as implicit agreement with those views, and in this way may amount to complicity in 

racism and sexism. In doing so, it is likely that I missed opportunities for direct anti-racist 

action. I have argued that these strategies are problematic but largely justified 

considering issues of research power relations, personal safety, and the probable 

empirical consequences for my data generation techniques. However, it is also 

reasonable to consider that my situated silences may have played a role in negating the 

emergence of anti-racist or anti-sexist narratives or worldviews by some truckers. 
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In this regard, there is also the danger that by focusing on gender and racial 

inequality in the trucking industry, my work may problematically re-stigmatize truckers. 

Constantly, and in myriad ways, the truckers I encountered blew up class-based 

stereotypes about the nature of their subjectivities and work practices. During one ride-

along, I recounted having an “expletive laced political discussion as well informed as I 

generally encounter on a university campus” (Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). Some truckers at 

times objected to racism and sexism in the industry, or reacted with compassion and 

empathy to the struggles of non-white people and women drivers. For example, Nick 

empathetically recounted the fear and desperation of Canadian South Asian truckers 

who, like him, were in the United States when 9/11 occurred. He spoke of how frantic 

they were to get home without knowing whether they would be able to cross the border 

(Fieldnotes, Fall 2011). Elsewhere, I have briefly written about the anti-racist practices of 

some of the truckers I engaged with (McLean, 2016b), and I have tried to incorporate 

those complexities throughout this dissertation. However, a more focused study 

examining the forms and context of some truckers’ anti-oppressive endeavours may go 

much further than this work in imagining actionable social justice strategies within the 

industry and labour movement.  

Potentially rich and important themes of sexuality, identity, and inequality remain 

largely unexplored in this dissertation. More work is needed to consider the role of 

heteronormativity in the constitution of trucking cultures and identities. Stern’s (1975) 

writing suggests that long haul truck driving may have historically created opportunities 

for some working class men to maintain longstanding homosexual relationships and 

practices. Balay’s (2017) recent work shows how transgender women truckers may be 

empowered through their work identities. A Canadian- and provincially-specific 

exploration of these social dynamics would be especially relevant to my work. Moreover, 

there is a need for a relational exploration of the problematised sexualities of sex 

workers and female hitchhikers, including a more in-depth consideration of how they 

factor into the constitution of trucking identities.  

This dissertation is clearly limited in its primary focus on the classed, gendered 

and racialised experiences and understandings of white truckers, and especially white 

men. My work is especially suggestive of the importance of future research exploring the 
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experiences of South Asian truckers, including as related to prejudice and discrimination 

in the workplace. Moreover, an exploration of the particular nexus of subjectivity, 

citizenship, socio-economic status, and automobility that may encourage the 

participation of South Asian men in the trucking industry would be especially relevant to 

my work. I have regularly encountered anecdotal suggestions, including from Punjabi 

truck drivers, that the opportunity to be an entrepreneur and business owner in the 

trucking industry accords well with masculine norms among South Asian men. There is 

also a notable tendency for South Asian men to be concentrated in driving occupations 

in Canada, perhaps most notably in the taxi industry but also locally in dump truck 

driving and the short hauling of shipping containers from ports in the Lower Mainland. By 

reducing barriers to industry entry (and, as I have discussed, potentially disrupting 

dominant informal mechanisms of white men’s control over industry access), it is 

possible that deregulation facilitated the entrance of South Asian men into the industry.  

However, that increased numbers of recent immigrant and visible minority 

workers are entering the trucking industry at precisely the same time that such work has 

become increasingly precarious suggests that such shifts are a part of broader trends in 

the gendered racialisation of the Canadian labour market. Galabuzi (2001) reports that  

…income inequality in Canada is…increasingly along racial lines. The impact is a 
growing socio-economic exclusion of racialised groups, which is manifested in 
the labour market experiences of higher unemployment, overrepresentation in 
low end occupations and low income sectors, underrepresentation in managerial, 
professional, and high income occupations and sectors, and lower incomes. (p. 
14; see also Creese, 2007) 

Moreover, any suggestion that South Asian men, in particular, may prefer 

entrepreneurial and truck driving work should be considered in light of wider issues of 

labour market discrimination. Such complexities and ambiguities make this topic an 

important, if ambitious, site of future inquiry. Similarly, there is a need to investigate the 

particular experiences of Indigenous and immigrant truckers, especially those labouring 

under specific guest worker regimes.   

More attention and research should also be paid to the complexity of women’s 

positioning within the trucking industry. Industry groups are widely advocating the 

recruitment of women into trucking (BCTA, 2015; CBC, 2016; THRC, n.d.), but it is clear 
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that women face complex issues of inequality and discrimination on the job. The current 

organisation of trucking labour presumes a male body, which has implications for 

everything from excretory practices to exposure to sexual harassment and assault. At 

the same time, the performance-based pay in the industry – while creating serious 

concerns for driver exploitation and safety – may offer some women the significant 

incentive of earning a ‘man’s wage’ (that is, of avoiding the gendered wage gap). Future 

research examining the experiences of women truckers should be inclusive of and/or 

specific to the experiences of women of colour. It is likely that women of colour face 

unique issues in navigating their work lives. For example, Gill’s (2013) research in 

Toronto suggests that Punjabi women truck drivers benefitted from close ties and 

extensive social networks within the Punjabi community. My own inability to locate or 

access British Columbia based long haul truck driving women of colour should not be 

mistaken as evidence of their non-existence, but rather indicative of their heightened 

minority status within an already hard-to-reach population – as well as my own 

limitations as a researcher. During my time at one Commercial Vehicle Inspection Site, 

officers noted that they were starting to see South Asian women truckers come through 

the scales (Fieldnotes, Winter 2011).  

There is currently a lack of understanding of how dynamics of trauma stemming 

from risk and exposure to road collisions and carnage both emerge from and factor into 

hierarchies of inequality within the trucking industry and broader society. Taken as a 

whole, my research strongly suggests that truckers’ heightened exposure to potentially 

traumatic experiences of road carnage could intensify racism against South Asian 

truckers. Inasmuch as they were pervasively imagined as unskilled, unscrupulous, and 

incapable truckers by many white truckers I encountered, such dynamics unduly 

responsibilise South Asian labourers for truck involved collisions. At the same time, 

significant problems with the contemporary neoliberal and neo-colonial organisation of 

trucking labour raise important questions about appropriate models of truck driver 

licencing and training.  

To that point, there is a critical need to examine contemporary truck driver 

training and certification regulations and practices, and to consider apprenticeship and 

graduated licencing models of truck driver training. Such research should take serious 
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account of whether all truckers are receiving adequate and equitable training and 

working conditions. In light of the currently increasing and predicted increases in reliance 

on guest worker programs for truck driving labour, analysts would be well advised to 

consider training programs that incorporate culturally variable driving norms into the 

curricula. There is also a need to attend to the fine-grained policy implications for current 

workplace and regulatory dynamics. For example, how often and under what 

circumstances are companies and drivers receiving permission for Class 1 ICBC road 

tests to be waived? The primary consideration in waiving the road test seems to be 

ICBC capacity to meet demand (see Mayhew, 2007). What are the implications of that 

for, in particular, truckers labouring under guest worker programs? Anecdotally, larger 

trucking companies tend to bring in significant numbers of guest workers at a one time, 

potentially making ICBC waivers of the road test more likely for those labourers. These 

dynamics need to be explored further, with particular attention being paid to the 

implications for the training and certification of truckers labouring under guest worker 

programs. Moreover, given the lack of evidence for the concerted recruitment of under-

represented labourers such as Indigenous truckers and attendant problematics 

concerning claims to a truck driver shortage, there is a need to investigate the processes 

through which trucking companies obtain LMIAs under the TFWP.  

Research on the topic of truckers’ exposure to road carnage, and the implications 

of that, need to be extended to incorporate the perspectives and experiences of truckers’ 

families and communities. Even in the context of truckers’ silences about their 

experiences, truckers’ intimate family and community relations and dynamics are likely 

impacted by truckers’ exposure to road collisions and carnage labour. The nature and 

extent of these implications needs to be explored further. Moreover, scholars have 

drawn attention to the gendered dimensions of affective and caregiving labour as related 

to the negotiation of trauma (Dekel, Boldblatt, Keidar, Solomon, & Pollack, 2004; Klaric 

et al., 2012). To what degree has women’s caregiving and affective labour within 

trucking families mitigated or helped to absorb the social impacts of truckers’ exposure 

to road collisions and carnage labour? In what ways do other dimensions of social 

inequality factor into family and community dynamics of trauma, negotiation, and 

resilience associated with that exposure? 
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Conclusion 

Many long haul truckers are struggling to make a living in an increasingly 

competitive industry. They are working incredibly long hours for relatively low pay, most 

are expected or required to engage in a wide range of unpaid labour – including 

lifesaving or end-of-life care at crash sites – and yet they often lack access to even basic 

sanitation or toilet facilities. Prevalent racist myths in the industry encourage white 

truckers to blame non-white, and especially South Asian, drivers for their declining work 

and living conditions, for heightened and immasculating stigmas against truckers, and 

for truck-involved collisions and carnage. Spousal white women drivers enjoy some 

privileges in navigating their place in the industry, even as gender inequality and sexist 

discrimination and abuse remain prevalent.  

From the outset of the industry, the advent of new technologies has impacted 

and altered truckers’ forms of labour and work lives (Balay, 2017; Craig, 1977; Francis, 

2012; Levy 2015, 2016; Packer, 2002, 2008; Thomas, 1979). In recent years, 

heightened attention to and experimentation with autonomous (or self-driving) vehicles 

has led some analysts and pundits to speculate that truck driving jobs may soon 

disappear, to be replaced entirely by automated vehicles (Balakrishnan, 2017; Ford, 

2017; Van Meldert & De Boeck, 2016; Wang, 2017). Small scale testing and private 

applications of autonomous heavy trucks are already underway. Long haul trucking jobs 

may be especially at risk from these technologies; Van Meldert and De Boeck (2006) 

argue that long distance freight transport is the most obvious application for autonomous 

vehicles on public roads (p. 17, see also Shanker et al., 2013). Various scenarios and 

levels of automation are being considered and tested, from systems where the driver 

immediately takes over once any merging or out-of-lane manoeuvring is required, to 

having fully autonomous, driverless trucks on the highway (Van Meldert & De Boeck, 

2016, p. 18). However, current estimates place the widespread uptake of these 

technologies at a decade or decades off (Balakrishnan, 2017; Gregson, 2017). There 

are still incredibly complex ethical and safety hurdles to address, with the specific 

geography and climate of British Columbia posing particular challenges including 

winding roads, wildlife, high mountain passes, and the propensity for changeable and 

relatively extreme weather (both of which are predicted to intensify with climate change). 
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In Gregson’s (2017) words, these technologies “are no panacea…the truck driver is not 

yet a redundant occupation” (14).  

In the meantime, class-based stigmas against truckers combined with inattention 

to the broad-based social reliance on the trucking industry obscure the complex ways 

that consumers, governments, carriers, shippers and receivers all rely on and benefit 

from the over-work and exploitation of drivers. The suppression of wages and working 

conditions in the industry helps to reduce the prices of consumer goods and to obscure 

the real costs of contemporary capitalist mechanisms of production and distribution. This 

systemic reliance on the overwork and underpay of truckers is at once obvious and 

invisible. It seems unlikely, however, that social justice initiatives in the trucking industry 

will be fully realised in the absence of a systemic institutional and regulatory overhaul. I 

see little current appetite or impetus for improving the lives of long haul truckers, even as 

I am dismayed by the quiet litany of truck-involved collisions reported on the news day 

by day. I leave the final word on the matter to one of my interview participants: 

I’ve heard truck drivers just…They continually focus on how everybody looks 
down on them. And I, I don’t know that that’s even true. I don’t know if anybody 
pays any attention to them. You know? (Alan) 

 
Figure 8.1 Fieldwork Photo: Prairie Sunrise (Fall 2011) 
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Appendix A. Embodied Automobility 
 

 

Figure 9.1 Louis Chavois, La machine humaine enseignée par la machine 
automobile (1926); in Forth, 2008: 183 
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Appendix B. Ride-Along Consent Forms 

Trucker Consent Forms 

 

 



 

327 

 

 



 

328 

Employer Consent Form 
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Appendix C: CVSE Information Sheet and Consent Form 

Information Sheet 
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CVSE Consent Form 
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Appendix D: Truck Stop Supervisor Information Sheet 
and Consent Form 
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Appendix E: Site Operator Information Sheet and 
Consent Form 

 

 Page 1 of 2 

 
 

S I M O N  F R A S E R  U N I V E R S I T Y  
 

Research Project Information Sheet for Site Operators: 
Gender and the BC Trucking Industry 

 
Principal Investigator: 
Amie McLean, Ph.D. Student, Sociology 
Simon Fraser University 
Phone: (778)      
Email: @sfu.ca 
 
 
My name is Amie McLean and I am a Ph.D. student at Simon Fraser University. My research is 
on the BC long haul trucking industry, with a specific focus on truckers who haul within Canada. 
I’m contacting you because I hope to conduct a portion of my research at your organization. This 
sheet will provide you with information about the project and what the observations will involve. 
Please feel free to contact me with any questions you might have. If you decide to approve this 
request, please complete the attached consent form. 
 
What’s the purpose of the research and these observations? 
 
The goal of the study is to learn more about the everyday experiences, rewards and challenges 
faced by truckers, including issues related to gender. It is hoped that gaining an on-the-ground 
understanding of long-haul trucking will assist policy makers and industry officials in developing 
sound, effective and realistic approaches to the industry. It is also hoped that the research will 
improve knowledge about trucking among the general public. 
 
Observing at your organization will help me understand the work lives of truckers, including the 
physical demands and organization of their work, their daily routines, habits, views, routes and 
schedules.  
 
What would the observations involve? 
 
The observations would involve my being present on the site, taking notes about what goes on 
there, and occasionally asking questions. No individual has to answer any questions that I ask, 
and they can request that I do not keep records of them while I am on site. I am happy to provide 
an email and poster announcement about the study that can be sent out and/or posted on location.  
 
You also have the choice to allow or disallow me from taking photographs. If photos are taken, 
all identifying information (such as faces, licence plates, identifiable signs, and so on) will be 
blurred out in the research results. The reason for taking photos is to help those without first-
hand knowledge of the trucking industry to understand the physical layout of the work. 
 

D e p a r t m e n t  o f  S o c i o l o g y  a n d  A n t h r o p o l o g y  
A Q  5 0 5 4 ,  8 8 8 8  U n i v e r s i t y  D r i v e  

B u r n a b y ,  B C ,  C a n a d a ,  V 5 A  1 S 6  

Co-Investigator: 
Dr. Jane Pulkingham, Professor and Chair 
Department of Sociology and Anthropology 
Simon Fraser University 
Email: @sfu.ca 
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 Page 2 of 2 

I will do everything possible not to interfere with regular operations and will follow all directions 
of supervisory personnel while I am on site. I have worked with long haul truckers before, and 
have experience working and observing in the industry. I accept all risks that come with being on 
site as my responsibility, and can provide my own safety equipment (as needed). 
 
What are the potential risks of allowing observations to take place? 
 
Every precaution will be taken to protect the privacy and the confidentiality of any records 
generated by this research. All identifying information, including individual and company names 
and identifying activities, will be removed from research results. Research materials will be 
maintained in a secure location (electronic records will be password protected, and printed 
materials will be kept in a locked storage location). Research materials will be destroyed 5 years 
after the completion of this study. Protection of confidentiality within the limits of the law will 
be assured, which means participant confidentiality will be protected even regarding illegal 
activities. The only exceptions include ongoing cases of child abuse or if drivers pose a serious 
threat of immediate harm to themselves or others. 
 
Contact for information about the study or research results: 
 
If you have any questions or desire further information (including research results) with respect 
to this study, please contact Amie McLean at (778)  or @sfu.ca. 
 
If you have any concerns about your treatment or rights with regard to the research, you may 
contact Hal Weinburg, Director of the Office of Research Ethics for Simon Fraser University.  
Address: Office of Research Ethics; Simon Fraser University; Burnaby, BC Canada V5A 1S6 
Email: @sfu.ca  Phone: (778)                           Ethics Number: 2010s0797 
 
Deciding to participate: 
 
Your participation in this study is voluntary and you may withdraw permission to observe at any 
time before or while observations take place.  
 
If you decide to allow me to observe at your site, please fill out the attached letter of consent and 
return it to me. Please keep a copy of this information sheet and the consent letter for your 
records.  
 
Thank you for taking the time to consider this request, 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
Amie McLean 
Ph.D. Student, Department of Sociology and Anthropology  
Simon Fraser University, AQ 5054, 8888 University Drive,  
Burnaby, BC, Canada, V5A 1S6 
Email: @sfu.ca  Phone: (778)   
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Site Operator: Consent Form 

 Page 1 of 1 

Informed Consent for a Research Project: Gender and the BC Trucking Industry 
Ethics Number: 2010s0797 

 
 
I, ____________________________________________________________, give Amie McLean  
                                         (Please print name and title) 
 
permission to observe at __________________________________________________________________   
                     (Name of organization, group or company) 
 
for the purposes of her research project, “Gender and the Canadian Trucking Industry.” Permission  
 
for these observations is granted for the dates: _________________________________________________.  
                        (Please specify acceptable dates for observations) 
 

I   Agree        Do not agree     that photographs may be taken during the observations. 
 

I have been given an information sheet providing contact information for the Principal and Co-

Investigators, as well as the Director of the Office of Research Ethics for Simon Fraser University. I have 

also been informed of the research purpose, of what is involved with the observations, and of the potential 

benefits and risks of the research. I understand that the participation and identity of  

________________________________________________________ and the people in it will be kept 
(Organization name) 

 
confidential, and that all identifying information will be removed from the research results.  

My signature below indicates that I have read the information sheet provided and have had the chance 

to ask Amie McLean questions about the project. My participation is entirely voluntary and I understand that I 

can withdraw permission to observe at any time before or while observations are taking place. 

 

Signature:________________________________________          Date______________________________ 
 
Additional Comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Please return to:  A m i e  M c L e a n ,  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  S o c i o l o g y  a n d  A n t h r o p o l o g y ,   
              A Q  5 0 5 4 ,  8 8 8 8  U n i v e r s i t y  D r i v e ,  B u r n a b y ,  B C ,  C a n a d a ,  V 5 A  1 S 6  
                                                       @ s f u . c a  
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Appendix F: Recruitment Materials 

Recruitment Poster 
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Project Brochure 

 

 



 

341 

Project Flyer 
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Appendix G: Participant Contact Script 

 

 

Amie McLean 

Participant Contact Script 

May 2011 

 

 

 

Participant Contact Script 

 

In all cases where I am contacting a person who has expressed interest in the project to 

a participant or key informant via telephone or email, I will: 

 

• Identify myself and explain my status as a Ph.D. Student at Simon Fraser 
University, as well as they nature of my research. 

• Explain that a contact person has indicated to me that they were interested in the 
project, and I am contacting them to see if that is still the case. 

• Explain that I will keep it confidential as to whether they decide to participate or 
not, and that they are free to withdraw participation at any time. 

• If the participant continues to express interest in the project, I will arrange further 
contact in order to undergo the formal informed consent process, as laid out in 
the Study Details. 

• If the participant decides not to participate, I will thank them for their time and 
consideration, and politely end the exchange.  
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Appendix H: Interview Consent Forms 

Interview Information Sheet and Consent Form 
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Group Interview Consent Form 

 

 



 

346 
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Appendix I: Summary Excerpts – Race and the Trucking 
Industry 

 

Individual Interview Sample Summary Excerpt (Tom) 

This brought us to the issue of racial tensions in the industry. You mentioned you feel 
like a lot of South Asian drivers are moving into the industry and taking over through 
rate-cutting. You felt many of these truckers are moving into long haul from short haul. 
You expressed concern that immigrant drivers do not have the skills they need to be 
driving big rigs, especially through the mountains. You told story about meeting a driver 
who didn’t have the basic navigation skills he needed to get from [one city to another], 
and who lost his brakes coming down a hill. You were worried that bad driving on their 
part can reflect poorly on all truckers. 

Individual Interview Sample Summary Excerpt (Heather) 

We talked about the macho image that the trucking industry has, or used to have. You 
felt that had changed with the increasing entry of South Asian drivers into the industry. 
You explained that you are not a prejudiced person, but that South Asian truckers are 
not good drivers. You talked about stories of multiple people living in the trucks and 
going to the bathroom through a hole in the floor. You recounted how truckers used to 
be thought of as the heroes of the road, and would stop and help stranded motorists. 
You felt those common courtesies are really disappearing. 

Group Interview Sample Summary Excerpt (Blake and Matt) 

We moved on to discuss racial tensions in the industry. [Blake] pointed out that things 
had changed a lot since he was driving, because there weren’t the same numbers of 
immigrants at that time. [Matt] felt that South Asian drivers were unfairly targeted and 
used as scapegoats for all the problems in the industry. He explained that everyone likes 
to blame an ethnic group, and in the USA it’s the Mexicans that are blamed whereas in 
Canada its South Asian truckers.  

Individual Interview Sample Summary Excerpt (Stewart) 

You were open about the fact that you are a bit prejudiced, and angry about some of the 
changes you have seen in the industry. You felt that South Asian drivers were getting 
subsidized by churches and by the government, and were competing unfairly. You 
raised questions about language competency, safety, and vehicle and equipment 
maintenance. You felt that many South Asian truckers drove dangerously and this was 
creating really massive tensions among truckers. You recognized that there are also 
“bad Canadian drivers”, but felt that the proportion of bad immigrant drivers was much 
higher. 
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Individual Interview Sample Summary Excerpt (Norm) 

We discussed cultural changes in the industry, and things like drivers being unable to 
stop for stranded motorists anymore. You mentioned that a shifting reliance on 
immigrant drivers has also impacted truck driving culture. You noted that there are 
different belief systems, and that one issue that needs to be addressed is making sure 
there is equality in training. You had concerns that some members of immigrant 
communities were insular, so they don’t benefit as much from the knowledge and 
experience of the broader trucking community.  You expressed concern that there were 
almost two very separate communities in the trucking industry, and that knowledge base 
around driving techniques (especially for Canadian geography) was not being properly 
shared. Overall, you were concerned about the dilution of quality and professionalism in 
truck driving. 

Group Interview Sample Summary Excerpt (Todd, Jake, and Claire) 

[Todd] and [Jake] then each told stories of truck accidents they had witnessed or seen 
over the years. They each felt that the majority of major wrecks that they saw involved 
South Asian drivers. [Claire] expressed her frustration that truckers’ had the attitude they 
did towards South Asians because of how they drive and act, and how dangerous their 
trucking practices are. Together, you discussed a range of problems you saw with South 
Asian truckers, including their overall trucking philosophy and value on life, bullying cars, 
and having too many drivers in a truck. You talked about an accident the previous year 
in [a community in British Columbia]. 

Individual Interview Sample Summary Excerpt (Travis) 

We talked about racial tensions in the industry. You talked about how things have 
changed with South Asian drivers moving into the industry and putting pressure on the 
rates, including by putting up to three drivers in a truck. You related these issues to 
problems around licensing and training of drivers. 

Individual Interview Sample Summary Excerpt (Steve) 

You felt that the overall image of the trucking industry was very poor. In part, this is 
because of all the small companies that have come in since deregulation and really 
brought down the rates. You brought up the increasing number of South Asian drivers, 
and were frustrated with them discarding bottles of urine on the side of the road, or even 
pooping through a hole in the floor of the truck. You did not wish to sound racist, but you 
were upset at the poor quality of equipment they drove and rate-cutting. You recalled an 
incident where some South Asian drivers tried to buy a spare tire from you. 

 




