
    5OAH MAGAZINE OF HISTORY • WINTER 1997

OAH Magazine of History • Volume 11, number 2, Winter, 1997 • ISSN  0882-228X
Copyright (c) 1997 • Organization of American Historians • <http://www.oah.org/>
112 North Bryan Avenue, Bloomington IN 47408
(812) 855-7311 • fax: (812) 855-0696 • email: oah@oah.org
This is an Adobe Portable Document Format (PDF) from the original publication.  Paper copies may be made, free of
charge, for classroom use, but must include a notice acknowledging the source.

James Green

Why Teach Labor History?

M They want young people to
study what they remember—
the contributions they made to
building a nation and the sac-
rifices they made to democra-
tize its brutal workplaces and
to create for millions of their
kind lives with a measure of
economic and social security.

ost retired union members I know worry that their struggles
have been forgotten.  The sacrifices of their forebearers who

fought for the eight hour day and the forty hour week—“the folks who
brought you the weekend” as one union bumper sticker reads—
certainly are taken for granted.  Like the character in Kundera’s novel
who believes the struggle against power “is the struggle of memory
against forgetting,” the elder generation worries that the continuity of
their traditions is dying (1).

For these union veterans the reasons for teaching labor history
are obvious.  They want young people to study what they remember—
the contributions they made to building a nation and the sacrifices
they made to democratize its brutal workplaces and to create for
millions of their kind lives with a measure of economic and social
security.  Most of all, they want young people to learn from labor
history that individual workers can achieve some dignity if they assert
their collective power.

Those who benefited from the labor movement accept its
conflict-ridden past and the lessons of sacrifice it seems to hold.  But
that bloody history can teach different lessons. Unions are often
associated in history texts with violent strikes—usually with defeated
strikes (2).  Social forces and human passions were often revealed in
these dramatic confrontations at times with painful and heroic clarity
(3).  Union supporters and members who lost their lives in labor
struggles (far more than in any other industrial nation) should trouble
the students of our history.  Why did people who demanded their
rights suffer from such violent repression in a free society?  Students
of labor history may also ask why U.S. employers, as compared to
their European and Canadian counterparts, have insisted on such
total control of the workplace and of the people in their employ, and
why private and state forces intervened so often against workers and
their unions (4).

Trade unionism’s violent past is perhaps one deterrent to the
teaching of labor history.  There are others.  The powerful influences
of competitive individualism and ideological conservatism discourage
many Americans from appreciating union history.  But labor’s
enemies are not entirely responsible for its absence in many history
courses.  The unions’ often exclusionary past has prevented women,
immigrants, and minorities from seeing union history as relevant to
their lives.  And despite labor historians’ emphasis on organized
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labor’s great contributions to social and economic justice, many
people still regard unions as an inward looking, protectionist set of
institutions easily
categorized as “spe-
cial interest groups”
(5).

Yet, as workers
face a very uncer-
tain future, more are
expressing a need
for a voice in the
workplace, espe-
cially women and
African Americans
(6).  Unions, led by
the progressive
“New Voices” lead-
ership of the AFL-
CIO, are
responding by diver-
sifying their leader-
ship, engaging in
social justice issues,
democratizing their
own organizations,
and seeking support
from young people
and community al-
lies.  Unions’ ap-
proval ratings are
now climbing in
public opinion polls
(7).

Perhaps more
educators will be en-
couraged to teach
labor history as a
revived AFL-CIO
places more empha-
sis on education.
The publication of
Labor’s Heritage
and its use by school
teachers is one high-
quality history
project already in
place.  Inspired by
the enormously
positive effect of
Black History
Month, the AFL-
CIO has persuaded President Clinton to declare May “labor history
month” for educational purposes.  However, the case for teaching

labor history cannot be made solely by union officials.  It must be
made primarily by history teachers (8).

Besides appre-
ciating the role of
unions in improv-
ing economic and
social security, stu-
dents can learn valu-
able lessons about
citizenship from
studying labor his-
tory.  As a counter-
weight to
overwhelming em-
phasis on individual
rights in our history
curricula, labor his-
tory illustrates the
less appreciated
struggle for collec-
tive rights (9).

As teachers
educate future citi-
zens for democracy,
they should con-
sider workers and
their organizations
as important defend-
ers and progenitors
of democratic
change in the soci-
ety.  Fortunately, the
National History
Standards (which
neglect labor history
in some respects) do
emphasize this di-
mension of labor
history in the sec-
tion on the Great
Depression—as the
Who Built America?
text does in an ex-
cellent chapter on
the New Deal called
“Labor Democra-
tizes America,” an
approach also
adopted in
Blackside’s powerful
documentary film

series “The Great Depression” (10).
These works and others suggest to students what black history

Max Kalish's 1937, "tribute to Newspaper craftsmen," The Make-Up Man.

Original photograph in the George Meany Memorial Archives; this one is reprinted from Labor's Heritage (Spring 1995)
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and women’s history teaches: that movements of ordinary citizens
have been necessary to make democracy more inclusive and to make
public policy that benefits the needy.  At a time when enthusiasm for
democracy withers, the study of social movements can instill hope in
students jaded by their exposure to media-driven political leaders
(11).  Furthermore, at a time when the possibilities of democracy are
more and more restricted in public discourse and in popular
imagination, labor history offers fascinating stories of labor visionar-
ies who dedicated their lives to broadening those possibilities (12).

Underlying the theme of the labor movement as an agent of
democracy lies a long history of working people striving to free themselves
from wage dependency and from legal inferiority.  Like the emancipated
slaves whose experience during Reconstruction challenges students to
explore the meaning of freedom in America, the fate of “free labor” in
other spheres raises fundamental questions about democratic citizenship
in a society based on property rights and market freedoms.  As David
Montgomery, the influential labor historian, writes in his new book
Citizen Worker, “the most urgent question” facing the labor movements
in North America and Europe as the twentieth century dawned was
“whether democracy could be rescued by extending its scope into the
forbidden gardens of the market itself” (13).

As the dawning of the twenty-first century presents a new world
of global markets and powerful financial forces operating far beyond
the boundaries of democracy, teachers should have no doubt about
the relevance of “the urgent question” that motivated labor history a
century ago.

With union membership reduced, government standards for
worker rights and safety under assault, with job security in jeopardy
everywhere, young people entering the labor market are more
vulnerable than ever to abuse in the workplace.  And yet they are
alarmingly unaware of the decades of struggle previous generations
made to extend human and civil rights to the workplace.  At work,
Americans are instructed that “democracy stops at the factory or office
door,” as if democracy could be “relegated only to evenings and
weekends” (14).  Educators will need to offer more opposition to the
“schooling” citizens receive in the workplace.

Studying the labor movement is one good way to counter this
limited notion of citizenship and this restricted concept of democracy.
But the case for teaching labor history does not depend solely on the
importance of union struggles for economic and political rights.
Inspired by Herbert Gutman, pioneer of the “new labor history,”
scholars have developed a much broader approach to studying
workers and workplace issues (15).  Since the 1960s, practitioners of
the new labor history have produced superb studies of work
experience, studies of value to teachers who wish to make work a
central problem in U.S. history (16).

De-industrialization creates the impression that work, as we knew
it in the factory age, has ended.  And yet, more people are now
working than at any time since the Depression in low-wage jobs
created by “the great American jobs machine,” and more Americans
are working longer hours (17).  Poor women who work raising
children with meager aid from the federal government are now being
driven off welfare and onto the Darwinian job market.  With the

erosion of job security and the decline of real wages, work will remain
highly problematic in the twenty-first century.

If high school, community college, and university curricula are
to be more and more oriented to preparing students for the world of
work (a trend that should arouse critical attention), labor and social
history offer students ways of understanding the problems and
difficulties of work, including the conflicts of class, gender, race, and
culture that have been especially important at work (18).  And,
unlike most career-oriented curricula, the new labor and social
history provide students with critical perspectives from which to
understand work and its discontents (19). q
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James Green is Professor of History and Director of Labor Studies at
the University of Massachusetts-Boston.

It is with sadness that I report the death of Stuart Kaufman.  Professor of History at the University of Maryland, he
died on January 19 at the age of 54.  A labor historian, teacher, editor, and administrator, he bridged the gap between
academic scholarship and public education.  And he did so with good humor, a generous spirit, and impressive dedication.

Kaufman accomplished much in his life, but perhaps his most singular achievement was founding and editing Labor’s
Heritage, a quarterly publication of the George Meany Center for Labor Studies.  This handsomely illustrated, carefully
documented journal brings the work of labor historians to a broad general public.  Kaufman also did much to transform
the Meany Archives into a first-rate research center.  The author of many books and articles, he was the founder and editor
of the Samuel Gompers Papers.

I got to know Stuart during his four years of service on the National Park System Advisory Board (1991-1994), where
he was a staunch advocate for the labor history theme study project.  Stuart Kaufman gave tremendous energy to labor
history and contributed much to the field.  The labor history community deeply appreciates what he achieved, and he
will be missed.  —Martin H. Blatt, guest editor. q

Stuart Kaufman, 1942-1997


