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This article is based on oral history inter-
views conducted by the Rauma Maritime 
Museum and the Rauma Shipbuilding Tra-
dition Association2 as well as other mate-
rial produced by the ongoing co-operation 
between the museum and the shipbuilders’ 
community from September 2013 onwards. 
The shipbuilders have, together with the 
museum, produced shipbuilding heritage 
and collected intangible and tangible evi-
dence of  this legacy. This co-operation 
has resulted in, among other things, a co-
creative museum exhibition3, approxima-
tely 80 hours of  recorded interviews and 
discussions, and the addition of  thousands 
of  objects and pictures to the museum’s 
collection. All the collected materials are 
stored in the Museum’s collections. The 
Museum acts as an expert on collections 
management and a facilitator for the ship-
builders’ heritage process. For their part, 
the shipbuilders themselves decide on the 
schedule and content of  heritage activi-
ties, for example, the themes discussed in 
meetings.

Rauma is a small town of  about 40,0004 

inhabitants in Southwestern Finland. Foun-
ded in the 15th century, it is one of  the few 
medieval towns in Finland and is known for 
its UNESCO World Heritage -listed histori-
cal centre.5 Shipbuilding has a long tradition 
in Rauma: a Crown’s shipyard was establis-
hed in late 16th century by the King of  Swe-
den, whose dominion at the time included 
present-day Finland. Cargo vessels trading 
in timber and other goods had almost cer-
tainly been built even earlier.6 In September 
2013, STX Finland, then owner of  Rauma 
shipyard, announced the closure of  the 
yard and the termination of  over 600 jobs. 
At the time it seemed as if  shipbuilding in 
Rauma might have come to an end.7

This was not only an economic crisis 
but a crisis of  local identity as well. Parti-
cularly after the Second World War, the 
shipbuilding industry had been vitally im-
portant to Rauma’s economy. In the 1960s 
and 70s, the Hollming and Rauma-Repola 
shipyards were among the largest and most 
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prestigious employers in the town.8 In the 
mid-1970s, about 10% of  all of  Rauma’s 
residents were employed at the shipyards.9 
After the merger of  the two companies 
in 1992, the fortunes of  the shipyard had 
been mixed. While the closure announce-
ment was a bitter disappointment to many, 
few considered it particularly surprising. 
However, the break in shipbuilding was 
only brief  as a new operator, Rauma Ma-
rine Constructions (RMC), begun work in 
March 2017 on its first newbuilding, a ferry 
for a Danish customer.10 Nevertheless, the 
shipbuilder community may still irreversibly 
change or even disappear altogether in the 
foreseeable future. RMC operates with a 
different business model than the previous 
companies and employs a network of  sub-
contractors while employing only a few of  
its own workers, whereas Rauma-Repola, 
Hollming and their successor companies 
did almost everything in-house. Many of  
those who currently work for a subcontrac-
tor company at Rauma shipyards may only 
be there for a short time and might later be 
assigned to work elsewhere.11 It remains to 
be seen if  future generations of  workers 
will identify as shipbuilders as strongly as 
the previous ones.

Is occupational safety heritage?
The interviews this article is based on were 
conducted between 2009 and 2017. There 
were individual interviews and small-group 
interviews with between two and thirteen 
interviewees. Most interviews were con-
ducted by volunteer shipbuilders, but some 
were also conducted by museum staff.12 
The museum and Shipbuilders’ Associati-
on arrange regular group discussion mee-
tings, so-called ‘themed evenings’, roughly 
four times a year. There have been between 
20 and 50 participants in each meeting. A 
previously agreed theme is discussed in 

every meeting. Notably, at the time of  this 
article’s writing, no meeting has been arran-
ged to specifically discuss occupational sa-
fety. The museum staff  is always present in 
large-group meetings, but the chairperson 
is invariably a shipbuilder and the themes 
are always selected by the shipbuilders. In 
addition, four video interviews were con-
ducted by the museum staff  for the purpo-
ses of  a museum exhibition. All told, 117 
individual shipbuilders have been intervie-
wed or participated in the meetings. Most 
of  them, though not all, had already reti-
red at the time of  the interviews and had 
already had long careers in shipbuilding.13 
All interviews and discussions have been 
recorded and transcribed, except for a few 
meetings arranged to catalogue objects in 
Rauma Maritime Museum’s collections: the 
information recorded in those meetings is 
stored in the objects’ collection data. All 
audio and video files and transcriptions are 
stored in the Museum’s collections.

As Portelli and Leena Rossi recom-
mend14, I have chosen to refer to the parti-
cipants as ‘narrators’ as this title covers their 
role both as relaters and interpreters of  
their own past. Other distinctions, such as 
‘informant’, would, in my opinion, fall short 
in describing their contribution to the ma-
terial produced. The interview process did 
not follow the guidelines recommended, 
for example, by Portelli and Rossi. Portelli 
insists that researchers themselves should 
conduct the interviews, but as explained 
above, this was not the case. Rossi suggests 
using a questionnaire, based on a research 
plan, to keep the interviews mutually com-
parable. At the request of  the interviewers, 
a questionnaire was provided by the muse-
um staff, but as there was no research plan 
at the time when most of  the interviews 
were conducted, it was not based on any 
specific outline. Some interviewers chose 
not to use the questionnaire at all. For her 
part, Rossi also defines the questionnaire 
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as an aid for the interviewer’s memory that 
need not be followed strictly. Rossi and Por-
telli recommend that the transcriptions of  
recorded interviews should be made by the 
interviewers, however, the volunteer ship-
builders were not inclined to do so, and the 
transcriptions have been made by several 
employees from the Rauma Maritime Mu-
seum.15

The resulting material poses some chal-
lenges for researchers. For example, inter-
views conducted by different interviewers 
vary in length and structure. However, the 
process in which the material was created 
also yielded many benefits. Rossi has de-
fined the mission of  an oral history inter-
viewer as helping the narrators to produce 
their memories in a form that is suitable to 
be used as sources in research16, and I belie-
ve this is, in reality, the case. The shipbuil-
ders have produced their own oral history, 
with minimal outside intervention. They 
have themselves chosen the themes they 
have deemed most important to discuss in 
the interviews. The shipbuilder community 
has been able to recruit a much larger base 
of  narrators than, for example, the museum 
would have been capable of  doing.

Kalela has noted that reminiscing and 
the sharing of  experiences is meaningful 
for the narrators, regardless of  the goals of  
the researchers.17 I am convinced that this 
community-building has been essential in 
the process, even if  the stated purpose of  
the interviews and discussions has been to 
preserve the shipbuilders’ history for pos-
terity. Because the interviewers were often 
already known to the narrators, most inter-
views became relaxed, informal affairs. As 
many interviews evolve towards informal 
discussion involving two or more partici-
pants, I have at times, treated the nominal 
interviewers as narrators in the same sen-
se as the interviewees. However, the inter-
views conducted by the museum staff, and 
some by the shipbuilders, are more tradi-

tional in structure, with the interviewer’s 
and narrator’s voices clearly separated. As 
Portelli has noted18, the same stories are 
related in a different way in a formal inter-
view with a researcher than to a friend in 
a non-formal discussion. Some narrators 
probably would not have told about everyt-
hing they had done if  the interviewer had 
been for example a museum worker. A sig-
nificant amount of  information and stories 
have been recorded thanks to shipbuilders 
who knew to ask other shipbuilders ques-
tions that would never have occurred to a 
museum curator, for example, to ask.

Laurajane Smith has suggested that 
heritage is essentially a process consisting 
of  acts of  communication and meaning 
making, rather than tangible places or ob-
jects. She argues that heritage is produced 
by communities in a process of  attaching 
meanings and values to symbols, which can 
be tangible, like buildings; or intangible, 
such as songs. Smith sees all heritage as 
essentially intangible, as even the tangible 
only becomes heritage through the intan-
gible meanings and values attached to it 
by a community.19 This article aims to de-
monstrate that the intangible concept of  
occupational safety is one such symbol for 
the shipbuilders.

Anna Sivula has further analysed he-
ritage processes and argues that a heritage 
group, a community connected by a com-
mon history and identity, chooses what tra-
ces of  the past it accepts as evidence worth 
preserving, not necessarily unanimously 
but on some level of  mutual understanding. 
The process does not need to be conscious 
and the participants may feel that they are, 
for example, recording accurate historical 
information. Sivula has described three le-
vels of  identity work that are present in a 
heritage process. Monumentalizing identity 
work chooses symbols of  the shared histo-
ry and justifies their importance. Adoptive 
identity work creates experiences of  belon-
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ging to the heritage group and strengthens 
the feeling of  ownership of  its symbols. 
Historizing identity work generates aware-
ness and consciousness of  the shared histo-
ry of  the community.20 As demonstrated in 
this article, the shipbuilders are involved in 
all three levels of  identity work when they 
discuss occupational safety and safety cul-
ture.

As recommended by the Finnish Advi-
sory Board on Research Integrity, the names 
of  the narrators are withheld in quotes and 
references and identifying information on 
the narrators is provided only to the extent 
it is deemed relevant for the purposes of  
this article.21 Every person who has been 
interviewed or participated in discussions 
has explicitly given permission to use the 
material for research. I have translated the 
direct quotes from the interviews myself. 
It is impossible to translate nuances of  the 
shipbuilders’ distinctive use of  the Finnish 
language, sprinkled with regional dialect 
and professional slang, although I have, 
however, attempted to communicate the 
informal and often humorous style of  their 
expression. The original Finnish quotes are 
presented in the endnotes.

Shipbuilders experience safety

Practically all interviews and group discus-
sions contain some discussion about safe-
ty and working conditions, nearly always 
involving descriptions of  improvement. 
While most interviews involve questions 
on safety, the subject is often spontaneous-
ly brought up by the narrator before any 
questions about safety are explicitly asked. 
Predictably, workers such as platers or wel-
ders have more to say about safety than, 
for example, naval architects who primarily 
worked indoors in an office environment. 
Several narrators have acted as occupational 
safety representatives22, and unsurprisingly, 

they discuss the issue at length. No discer-
nible differences in safety-related narrations 
are found that could be traced to the age 
or gender of  the narrators or whether the 
narrators worked for Hollming or Rauma-
Repola shipyard. An obvious exception is 
the narrators’ relationship to some histori-
cal changes: for example, those who beca-
me shipbuilders after the introduction of  
an occupational safety representative sys-
tem in the 1970s23, do not discuss the effect 
it had on safety culture. However, many of  
those who experienced the introduction of  
the system first hand, do so.

Portelli has noted that references to 
time are often very vague in oral history 
interviews24 and Rauma shipbuilders are 
no exception. Few events are dated preci-
sely or even to the year. The unit of  time 
most often used is the decade. While most 
interviewees give the date when they first 
started working in the shipyard and when 
they retired – some can indeed tell the exact 
dates25 – most events in between are dated 
very vaguely or not at all, with expressions 
like ‘I remember […] when a permit was requi-
red for those safety shoes, you had to buy them in 
the beginning, when they came. Now, you can get 
them for free’26 or ‘That era was like that, the 60s 
and 70s, it was a much over politicized time’.27 
This is consistent with Portelli’s notion that 
oral history is more about meaning than 
events.28 For the shipbuilders, it is meaning-
ful that their work became safer, they recei-
ved better equipment and the conditions 
they worked in improved. The exact timing 
of  these changes or, for example, the preci-
se contents of  the regulations that brought 
the changes about, are considered details of  
secondary importance.

When the narrators describe the state 
of  occupational safety at the shipyards in 
the beginning of  their careers, regardless 
of  when their employment had begun, they 
almost invariably paint a bleak picture of  
dangerous conditions and indifferent attitu-
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des from both management and employees. 
A narrator reminisced about his very first 
assignment in 1957, rust removal in con-
fined spaces below the engine room of  a 
ship that was under repair. The respirator 
protectors made of  paper were found bad-
ly insufficient and the narrator remembers 
coughing up rusty dust from his lungs af-
ter each workday. Eventually, the narrator’s 
father was so concerned that he persuaded 
the narrator to resign and he only returned 
to work in the shipyard several years later.29 
Another narrator, who began his career as 
a shipbuilder in 1946, received neither any 
safety training nor any kind of  protective 
equipment from the employer.30 Others 
have described the state of  affairs with ex-
pressions such as ‘it [occupational safety] didn’t 
actually exist’31 and ‘Risks at the time were such 
that it’s a wonder that there were only few acci-
dents’.32 Practically all narrators agree that 
the situation improved considerably over 
time. Generally, they do not attribute the 
improvement in safety to any one single 
thing. They may mention several changes, 
and some may consider one more impor-
tant than the other, but as a rule, the nar-
rators seem to think that many separate 
factors played a role in the positive deve-
lopment of  safety standards. New safety 
equipment was introduced, the employees 
were given safety training and occupational 
safety representatives, authorized by legisla-
tion and nominated by trade unions, were 
introduced.33 

There is some variety in the opinions 
on who should be credited for the improve
ments in safety or criticized for the de-
ficiencies. Some narrators consider the 

employer’s efforts as insufficient.34 One 
worker, who had acted as an occupational 
safety representative, states that he believes 
that the employer was reluctant to invest in 
safety and the actions undertaken by ma-
nagement were only initiated after pressure 
from customers and authorities.35 In cont-
rast, others have praised the co-operation 
of  the employer, the employees and the 
trade unions.36 A different narrator, an oc-
cupational safety representative as well, sta-
ted that the employer’s attitude improved 
and the company begun monitoring the 
adherence to safety regulations more acti-
vely around the year 2000. She attributes 
this development to co-operation with the 
nearby Mäntyluoto shipyard in Pori. Män-
tyluoto primarily built offshore equipment, 
and in the narrator’s opinion, the strict safe-
ty regulations involved improved the safety 
culture in the shipyard.37 Another narrator, 
who had acted as a Chief  Shop Steward, 

Repairing the steamship Pankakoski, February 
1948. Preparing to replace a propeller blade. 
The shipbuilder appears to be wearing military 
surplus clothes, probably his own, and no pro-
tective equipment. Rauma Maritime Museum 
RMM6248.
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accuses the previous generations of  trade 
union representatives of  indifference. He 
stated that he very easily achieved impro-
vements in negotiations with the employer, 
for example, he secured the provision of  
safety shoes for employees. His predecessor 
hadn’t considered them necessary and had 
simply not brought the issue up in negotia-
tions.38 Sometimes, who made the effort to 
advance safety may have made a difference. 
In one narrator’s opinion, the trade union’s 
firm stand against drinking at work was 
more effective than the employers’ control 
and sanctions as the workers may have been 
more willing to adjust their attitudes when 
they felt that the initiative came from their 
own ranks.39

The severe consequences of  safety 
deficiencies were well understood and of-
ten discussed. A notable and emotional 
example of  this is a collective reminiscing 
that took place in a group meeting held in 
November 2014, in which several accidents 
that resulted in the deaths of  co-workers 
in the 1960s and 70s were recalled. In the 
discussion, several shipbuilders opined that 
these accidents could have been avoided if  
the safety measures introduced later had 
already been in place and attitudes would 
have already changed the way they later 
did.40 In individual interviews, several nar-
rators have attributed the respiratory dise-
ases that many shipbuilders suffered from 
and some died of, to non-existent or insuf-
ficient respirator protection when handling 
asbestos and other hazardous materials.41 
Many narrators had themselves suffered 
accidents and mishaps that sometimes re-
sulted in serious injury. One narrator once 
had spent six months on sick leave after 
breaking his ankle in an accident involving 
a defective crane that failed to support a 
heavy load that was consequently lowered 
onto his leg.42 Another became stuck in a 
cramped space inside a ship that was being 
constructed, which led to an immediate 

change of  policy, as shipbuilders would 
thereafter be instructed to only work in 
pairs in such hazardous confined spaces, 
never alone.43 Others also remember that 
severe accidents, especially those that re-
sulted in death, prompted changes in safety 
policies.44

Shipbuilders reflect on safety

It may seem surprising that improvements 
to safety were often met with resistance 
and reluctance when they were introduced. 
Many narrators remember themselves op-
posing new safety measures. Why did so 
many shipbuilders not understand the be-
nefits they now seemed to see so clearly? 
Many attributed this attitude to laziness and 
impatience. For example, setting up venti-
lators to remove welding fumes was time-
consuming and may have felt bothersome. 
Helmets, hearing protectors and other pro-
tective equipment may have felt cumber-
some and seemed to hamper working.45 A 
narrator describes, and rejects, this attitude: 
‘sometimes it felt like the safety regulations protected 
so well from the work, that one couldn’t work any-
more but that was only prejudice’.46

Many shipbuilders are very critical of  
their own past actions and attitudes. A nar-
rator remembers wearing clothes made of  
flammable synthetic fabric when welding: 
‘And I remember too, I worked as a welder, too, 
wearing terylene trousers and a nylon shirt. [...] 
So, there can’t be any more dangerous combinati-
on’.47 Another remembers suffering from 
constant ear infections as a young ship-
builder. Only later did he understand that 
this was because of  using dirty cotton wool 
buds in his ears instead of  proper hearing 
protection.48 The same narrator attributes 
his knee problems to his neglecting to 
have protection from the cold when wor-
king outdoors as a young welder.49 Portelli 
and Rossi have noted that this is common 
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in oral history narratives, as the narrators 
frequently describe how their world views 
have evolved from the naïve ideas of  youth 
to the mature views of  the present50. Co-
workers are criticized, too, but vaguely. It is 
almost never done by name but by refer-
ring to, for example, ‘old geezers’.51 Someti-
mes blame is assigned to a collective ‘we’, 
sometimes to reckless young shipbuilders, 
while sometimes blame is laid on older ge-
nerations who were stuck in their indiffe-
rent ways.52 

Co-workers are frequently praised for 
having ensured that safety regulations were 
observed. A narrator remembers that as a 
young welder he hadn’t bothered to use a 
ventilator to remove welding gases. When 
an older welder working nearby noticed 
this, he told the ‘boy’, in no uncertain terms, 
highlighting his message with obscenities, to 
immediately set up the ventilator and turn it 
on. The older welder didn’t want to breathe 
hazardous and smelly welding fumes and 
wouldn’t tolerate laziness that put others in 
peril. The narrator learned his lesson.53 Ex-
perienced shipbuilders may also have gui-
ded the younger workers because of  more 
altruistic motivations and by softer means. 
A narrator reminisces about working on a 
ship deck in winter, outdoors, exposed to 
the freezing cold. It was 
necessary to kneel on 
the deck when welding, 
and an older colleague 
recommended that the 
narrator put something 
under their knees, as in-
sulation from the frozen 

deck to avoid knee problems in the future. 
The narrator didn’t heed the advice, and li-
ved to regret it: ‘And one truly, really knows it 
now. When, say, going to the forest, picking berries 
or mushrooms, it’s so very difficult to get up’.54

One narrator recounts that some may 
have been mocked as ‘wimpy boys’ for using 
hearing protection.55 However, attributing 
resistance to safety measures to what Jussi 
Turtiainen describes as the ‘hard masculi-
nity’ behind the culture of  industrial wor-
kers56, seems to prove an exception rather 
than the norm. Turtiainen notes that it has 
been common for metal industry workers 
to take pride in their ability to endure phy-
sically demanding work in adverse condi-
tions.57 The shipbuilders certainly also share 
that same pride, too: a very common theme 
in the narratives relates to the cold that the 
shipbuilders were exposed to during win-
ters, as are their descriptions about carrying 
heavy tools and materials.58 The referen-
ces to the narrators’ and their co-workers’ 
youthful immaturity may perhaps be inter-
preted as the influence of  ‘hard masculi-
nity’, which may include a need to display 
one’s ability to withstand demanding con-
ditions. Caution and the wearing of  pro-
tective equipment that may have felt cum-
bersome and looked unbecoming, probably 

Safety education: first aid 
training in Rauma-Repola 
shipyard’s vocational 
school, probably in the 
1960s. Rauma Maritime 
Museum RMM35769. 
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does not sit well with this kind of  mentality. 
However, with very few exceptions, such as 
the one mentioned above, the narrators do 
not explicitly make this connection.

One potentially very dangerous prac-
tice, working while under the influence of  
alcohol, was often tolerated by co-workers. 
While it was well understood that drunken 
shipbuilders present a danger to themsel-
ves and all others, and sometimes it was 
necessary to remove an intoxicated co-wor-
ker from the workplace, the culprits were, 
however, often protected from any conse
quences. The misdemeanours of  others, 
alcohol-related or otherwise, were almost 
never reported to the employer. Many of  
those who drank were experienced and res-
pected colleagues and it was extremely dif-
ficult for the younger workers to intervene. 
Until the 1970s, most of  the older genera-
tion shipbuilders were war veterans, which 
commanded a certain prestige among the 
colleagues. Some narrators have suggested 
that traumatic war experiences may have 
contributed to the drinking problems.59

Nonetheless, strong measures against 
drinking at work were taken from the 1980s 
onwards and the problem was vanquished 
relatively quickly. By the year 2000, instan-
ces of  working under the influence had be-
come extremely rare.60 Not a single narrator 
confessed to ever drinking at work him- or 
herself, and most very carefully avoided na-
ming any co-workers who did. There are 
no references to the intentional use of  any 
intoxicating substances other than alcohol, 
although one narrator remembers paint 
thinner fumes in an unventilated oil tanker 
tank accidentally causing an intoxication-
like state when the tanks were cleaned in the 
late stages of  building.61

Shipbuilders understand safety

The shipbuilders seem to understand oc-
cupational safety strictly as physical safety, 
protection from work-related hazards, in 
a clearly defined way. The very expression 
‘occupational safety’62 is frequently used. 
The shipbuilders also talk, often at great 
length, about things that contributed to 
their psychological well-being, for instance 
common free time activities such as fishing, 
or improvements in dressing rooms and ca-
feterias; or things that were detrimental to 
their well-being, like industrial actions and 
strikes.63 However, psychological well-being 
as a concept is seldom mentioned. It seems 
that occupational safety in the physical sen-
se is understood as a coherent concept in 
a different, more clearly defined way than 
psychological well-being.

In the narratives, safety often appears 
as an objective, quantifiable concept. The 
narrators do not often provide detailed ana-
lysis on how or why the general attitude to sa-
fety as well as their own approach changed: 
they merely state that it did. This is done in a 
very matter-of-fact way, stating quantifiable 
benefits. One narrator, for example, notes 
that before the introduction of  protective 
shoes, shipbuilders frequently suffered bro-
ken toes. He opines that the safety shoes, 
while expensive, were an economically pro-
fitable investment for the employer as they 
significantly reduced the number of  work 
days lost due to toe injuries.64 Another nar-
rator argues that the occupational safety 
representative system resulted in dramatic 
improvement. He claims that before the 
system was introduced, on average, near-
ly one shipbuilder a year died in a work-
related accident. Afterwards, according to 
the narrator, the average number of  deaths 
decreased to one a decade.65

Most narrators agree that improving sa-
fety was a slow and gradual process. Both 
short-term and long-term processes are dis-
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cussed. Changes in equipment or practices 
may have been practically instantaneous but 
adapting to these adjustments and amen-
ding personal attitudes took time. A narra-
tor describes the introduction of  mandatory 
safety headgear use and its slow acceptance: 
‘there was strong opposition to the helmet. […] It’s 
heavy and it’s difficult and it has been this and it 
has been that. Nowadays, no one would to work on 
a ship hull without a helmet. And the same goes 
for safety shoes’.66 The introduction of  hard 
hats happened at a specific time and could 
be dated precisely, even though the narra-
tor does not do so here. In contrast, it is 
almost impossible to define precisely how 
long complaining continued until the over
all attitudes changed. Accepting the helmet 
took time but It had become completely ac-
cepted ‘nowadays’, by the time the narrator 
retired in 2010.

Generally, the shipbuilders’ experience 
with safety does not seem to significantly 

differ from that of  other industrial workers 
in Finland.67 The perception seems to have 
switched over time, from safety as the in-
dividual responsibility of  each shipbuilder, 
to a common concern of  the employer 
and all employees collectively. Particularly 
those narrators who have acted as occupa-
tional safety representatives, have shared 
experiences with increasing and impro-
ving co-operation between employers and 
employees.68 Similar trends can be obser-
ved in Finnish industry and society in ge-
neral, as well as globally.69 Of  course, the 
Rauma shipyards are no vacuum, and ship-
builders are aware of  this. One narrator, for 
example, compares the occupational safety 
development to improvements in traffic sa-
fety. He notes that after the introduction of  
the national speed limit in 1972, the num-
ber of  traffic deaths in Finland has plum-
meted even though the amount of  traffic 
has increased many times over. This, in his 
opinion, is an example of  how attitudes to 
safe conduct and the reduction of  hazards 
changed, around the same time, not only at 
the shipyard but throughout society.70 Tigh-
tening restrictions on smoking are another 
example of  paralleling trends within and 
without the shipyard’s gates. An occupatio-
nal safety representative initiated a smoking 
ban in break rooms in the 1980s before law 
mandated any ban. According to the repre-
sentative himself, this proved a very unpo-
pular move at the time.71

In 1987, the welder is wearing a helmet, pro-
tective mask, a dark glass in front of her eyes 
and safety shoes. She is equipped with hearing 
protection but has not deemed it necessary to 
wear any and appears to be wearing earplugs 
instead. In addition, there appears to be no ven-
tilation from the welding fumes, which would 
have been employed when working in a more 
confined space. Rauma Maritime Museum 
RMM34383.
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Occupational safety is heritage

Portelli points out that the attitudes of  the 
narrators may be different at the time of  
the interview from what they were at the 
time of  the events described therein. They 
may, for example, now consider unaccep-
table some actions that they have in the 
past seen as legitimate, routine everyday 
practices.72 The shipbuilders’ discussions 
of  safety are an excellent example of  this. 
Past attitudes, often including the narrators’ 
own views, are not forgotten or explained 
away but well remembered, often with an 
emphatic sense of  self-criticism. This sug-
gests that the reluctance to accept newly 
introduced safety measures was, at least at 
times, indeed strong and prevalent among 
shipbuilders. At least in this case, the ‘lens’ 
of  the present does not hide the past from 
the shipbuilders though it may make it seem 
different than it did at the time.

Portelli discusses narratives that he calls 
‘uchronic’ speculation of  what could have 
happened if  some things had been diffe-
rent than they were. He notes that they are 
often dismissed by narrators in favour of  
the tendency to see actual events as the best 
or the only possible outcomes and to al-
low alternatives little or no consideration.73 
The shipbuilders do sometimes consider 
‘what ifs’. For example, they discuss what 
the company could have done differently 
in the last few years before the closure of  
STX Finland to ensure the continuation 
of  the Rauma shipyard.74 However, this is 
absent when they talk about safety, except 
in the aforementioned discussion of  fatal 
accidents and how they could have been 
avoided.

As demonstrated, developments in sa-
fety culture are very important experiences 
for the shipbuilders. Occupational safety is 
one of  the things they monumentalize in 
the discussions and interviews. When they 
come together to remember, particularly in 

group discussions, they also create experi-
ences of  belonging connected to this mo-
nument, and to others who share similar 
experiences. Therefore, discussing safety is 
both monumentalizing and adoptive iden-
tity work in the sense that they are defined 
by Sivula. It is also historizing identity work: 
it aims to increase awareness of  the sha-
red history within the community. It may 
also aim at publicity, as was the case, for 
example, in discussions connected to the 
planning of  the museum exhibition.

It is not difficult to see why occupatio-
nal safety plays such a big role in the ship-
builders’ experience and heritage. For them, 
it sometimes was very literally a matter of  
life or death. Safety, in whatever way it is 
defined, is an intangible concept. It may, 
however, be symbolized by tangible monu-
ments such as the protective equipment in 
the Rauma Maritime Museum’s collections. 
For the shipbuilders, the tangible monu-
ments also carry the intangible values and 
meanings of  safety culture, changing at-
titudes and increasing understanding of  
hazards. It is, however, debatable to what 
extent these meanings can be communica-
ted to outsiders, for example to museum 
visitors viewing welding masks and helmets 
in a museum exhibition, if  they have no 
personal experience in working in a heavy 
industry such as shipbuilding.

Mikko Aho (BA) is a PhD student in Cultural Herita-
ge Studies at the University of Turku and curator 
at the Rauma Maritime Museum. The theme of 
his dissertation is on the occupational identity of 
shipbuilders in Rauma.
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