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ABSTRACT

Waterfront Workers of Galveston, Texas, 1838-1920

By

Robert Stuart Shelton

Although prevailing racial ideas in the nineteenth-
century South severely limited cooperation between blacks
and whites, unionized southern workers, such as the
waterfront workers of Galveston, Texas, formed alliances
across racial boundaries to combat efforts of employers to
silence their political voices and restrict their economic
power. The struggle to forge these alliances reveals how
and why ideas about race were perpetuated and modified over
time as they interacted with ideas about class, gender, and
the political process and as Galveston emerged as one of the
nation’s leading cotton ports. This study traces race
relations between black and white waterfront workers in
Galveston from the city’s founding in 1838 through 1920,
when employers and the state broke union power.

The first chapter outlines the historiographical
arguments over the extent of interracial cooperation in the
South in the nineteenth century. Chapter Two sets the stage
by tracing Galveston's commercial and population growth from

1838 to 1920. Chapter Three focuses on antebellum



interaction between black slaves and white, mostly
immigrant, wage earners and the responses of the city's
slaveholding elite. Chapter Four examines the formation of
racially exclusive white waterfront unions in Galveston and
opposition to such exclusivity by black and white workers
during strikes in 1877. Chapter Five traces the efforts of
African-Americans to secure work on the docks during two
major strikes among cotton screwmen and longshoremen in 1885
and 1886. Chapter Six focuses on the class solidarity
across racial lines that was tested during the strike of
1898, in which three union men were killed and a half dozen
were wounded. The epilogue examines relations between black
and white unionists in the city in the first twenty years of

the twentieth century.
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Chapter One
Interracial Cooperation
and the Southern Working Class:
An Introduction

In mid-March 1920 sixteen hundred longshoremen in
Galveston, Texas, the state’s commercial hub and one of the
largest ports on the Gulf of Mexico, walked off the docks as
part of a nationwide strike called by the International
Longshoremen’s Association (ILA) to force wage concessions
from coastwise shipping companies.® The Galveston strikers
were confident of success in obtaining their demands for a
25 percent wage increase and for a guarantee that the closed
shop, which allowed only ILA members to work the city’s
docks, would continue. Public opinion was behind them, and
they had the support of a majority of the city’s newly
elected commissioners, who had campaigned as City Party
candidates against a business community that had controlled
municipal government for the last twenty years. The racial
solidarity of the strikers also contributed to their
confidence. Although whites and African-Americans
maintained segregated locals, all belonged to the ILA and
all enthusiastically had taken up the intermational’s strike

call. Of the sixteen-hundred strikers, more than seven

! Coastwise shipping refers to the commerce between domestic
ports; deep—sea shipping refers to international trade. By the 1920s
separate coastwise and deep-sea locals existed in most ports.



hundred were African—-Americans. White and black labor
jeaders pledged not to allow the employers to drive the
wedge of race between themn.?

African—-American and white waterfront workers had over
the last forty years forged a relationship that reflected
both the possibilities and limits of interracial interaction
in South. By the mid-1880s the longshoremen had established
segregated locals but had agreed to a separate but equal
division of work on the waterfront: whites worked almost
exclusively on deep—sea shipping lines and for the coastwise
Morgan Line, while African-Americans worked almost
exclusively for coastwise shippers such as the New York-
based Mallory Steamship I,ine.> Furthermore, Galveston’s
white waterfront labor organizations recognized the rights
of black union workers to work on the docks and to earn the
same wages as white workers. White and black workers also
offered each other moral and financial support during
several strikes in the late nineteenth and early twentieth

centuries and, with a few exceptions, consistently rebuffed

2 Galveston Daily News, 20 March 1920; 1, 2, 3, 4, 15 May 1920.
For more on the 1920 strike see James C. Maroney, "The Galveston
Longshoremen's Strike of 1920," East Texas Historical Journal XVI
(1978) : 34-38; William D. Angel, Jr., "controlling the Workers: The
Galveston Dock Workers' Strike of 1920 and Its Impact on Labor Relations
in Texas," East Texas Historical Journal XXIII (1985): 14-27.

3 Maroney, 34.



the frequent attempts of employers to divide workers along
racial lines. Although in a few instances white and
African-American waterfront unions undercut one another by
unilaterally capitulating to employers during labor
conflicts, workers of both races believed that they shared a
commonality of interests that transcended their racial
differences, leading to a degree of racial solidarity
unusual in the Jim Crow South.?

Almost immediately after the longshoremen’s strike
began on 19 March 1920, this racial solidarity was put to
the test. The Galveston agents of the Mallory line brought
in white strikebreakers tc replace black strikers, while the
Morgan line’s agents brought in black strikebreakers to
replace white strikers. The pro-business Galveston Daily
News insisted that racial warfare was imminent, but the
striking longshoremen denounced the transparent attempts to
ignite a racial conflagration and swore they would not let
racism subvert their union principles. Mainly by peaceful
means, though the threat of violence certainly hovered over
the docks and a few fights occurred, both African—American
and white strikers attempted to dissuade members of their

own races from replacing their allies across the racial

4 Galveston Daily News, 20 March 1920; 1, 2, 3, 4, 15 May 1920.



divide. They were surprisingly successful. So successful
in fact that by May goods awaiting shipment spilled out of
the warehouses onto the city’s streets, inland merchants
complained of shortages, and the shipping companies
threatened to relocate their terminals to Houston or other
Gulf ports if Galveston’s leaders could not regain control
of the port and guarantee a compliant labor force.>
Representatives of business groups such as the Young Men’s
Progressive League, the Galveston Commercial Association,
the Galveston Merchants’ Association, and the Galveston
Cotton Exchange warned that the strike might permanently
cripple the city’s prosperity, condemned the police force
for not protecting strikebreakers, and urged the city
commissioners to take action. The commissioners declined.®
In the first week of May, meanwhile, the Galveston
business community suffered a further setback when voters
approved in a referendum reforms advocated by the pro-labor
City Party. These reforms included a progressive municipal
tax system that shifted more of the tax burden to business
and the wealthy and a call for the revision of the city

charter to replace the city commission, which was elected

5 Ibid., 12, 15 May 1920; 2, 3, June 1920.

§ Ibid., Maroney, 35.



at-large, with a council elected from single-member
districts. Feeling their control slipping, Galveston
business leaders began to take a harder line. On 13 May
they persuaded a reluctant Mayor H.O. Sappington to request
that Governor William P. Hobby send a detachment of Texas
Rangers to the port. The Rangers protected the
strikebreakers not only from violence but also from any
"contaminating" ideas by barring all contact with the
strikers. At one point, Rangers drew their pistols to
prevent strikers from distributing literature in a camp of
replacement workers. Insulated from the strikers, workers
began to take up their places on the docks. By 20 May
Ranger Captain R. W. Aldrich reported to Hobby that quiet
had been restored to the docks and that no one was
attempting to interfere with the strikebreakers.’

Yet the shipping companies were having trouble
attracting enough workers to clear the backup of goods in
Galveston warehouses or to handle the usual summer increase
in commerce. Merchants as far away as Dallas demanded that
the state do something to assure the free flow of commerce
through the port. Galveston commercial groups, meanwhile,

wanted to break the city’s labor unions, which not only had

7 Galveston Daily News, 12, 14, 19, 21 May 1920.



e
disrupted commerce but also had played a crucial role in the
victory of their political opponents. Having failed to pit
white against black worker, the shipping companies turned to
another marginalized people: Mexicans and Mexican-—
Americans, bringing in two hundred workers in early June.
African-Bmerican and white strikers responded with threats
and intimidation in an effort to keep the newcomers off the
docks, but they insisted that their main opposition to the
Hispanics was not their race but their status as non-
unionized workers. City and state business leaders,
however, exaggerated the extent of the harassment, warning
of impending race riots and black workers running wild
through the streets. On 4 June they urged the governor to
take all means necessary, “even to the extent of putting the
city under martial law,” to protect strikebreakers and to
keep the docks open.® On 7 June, Hobby placed the city
under martial law and sent one thousand militiamen,
including two machine gun companies, to the city. The next
day Galveston businessmen announced the formation of an open

shop association.’

8 Ibid., 9, 3 June 1920.

5 Tbid., 8 June 1920.



Troops stayed in the city throughout the summer as
Hobby suspended and restrained Galveston’s mayor and city
commission from “performing their official duties
appertaining to their respective offices with respect to
enforcement of penal laws of the State and the City of
Galveston.” The governor also suspended the entire
Galveston police force inasmuch as its members demonstrated
an intolerable sympathy for the strikers. Commissioners
decried the political motivations behind these actions. The
City Party’s reform of the municipal tax system had added an
extra $5.5 million to the city’s revenues through
assessments against “corporations, firms, and individuals
which escaped taxation or were grossly under assessed” and
had prompﬁed Galveston’s business leaders to seek redress
from the state. Hobby, they argued, conspired with the
shipping companies and Galveston’s businessmen to bust the
unions and preserve the “special privilege” of the city’s
elite through an illegal and unethical use of gubernatorial
power.?

The results of Hobby’ actions seemed to confirm this
interpretation. In October 1920 the governor restored the

powers of the municipal officers but left local law

¥ Tbid., 16 June 1920.
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enforcement under the supervision of the Texas Rangers until
December. By then, the open shop movement in Galveston was
unstoppable. From July 1920 through January 1921 five
unions in various industries had failed to renegotiate
contracts with their employers. In August the shipping
companies refused to negotiate with the striking
longshoremen. In December the racial solidarity of the
longshoremen collapsed. The African-American longshoremen's
locals capitulated and signed a contract with the Mallory
line, accepting a 10 percent raise and agreeing that “no
discrimination be made with respect to the employment of
non-union workers” and that no union representation or even
discussion of unionism would be allowed on the docks.!!
Within a month the white unions agreed to the same contract
with the Morgan lines. By that time the state legislature
passed an Open Port Law that made it a crime for two or more
people to “use physical violence or to threaten its use to
interfere with or protest or harass any persons engaged in
the work of loading, unloading, or transporting any

commerce.”'? Even the pro-labor policies of the New Deal

1 Ibid., 14, 15 December 1920.

12 1pid., 23 January 1921; H. P. N. Gammel (comp.), General Laws
of the State of Texas Passed by the Fourth Called Session of the 36th
Legislature (Austin, 1920), 7-10. For the weakness of labor unions in
Texas see George Norris Green, The Establishment in Texas Politics: The
Primitive Year, 1938-1952 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1879);



S
could not revive the union movement in Texas. In Galveston,
the union defeat discredited the City Party, which soon
disappeared as the local Democratic party regained control
of municipal government, rolled back most of the tax
reforms, and abandoned any effort to institute a single-
member council.

The Galveston longshoremen’s strike of 1920
demonstrates that interracial alliances of workers posed a
significant threat to the economic and political control of
employers and other southern elites and the tactics these
elites used to preserve their control. These alliances
transcended the boundaries that delineated race relations,
making them a threat not just to the prosperity of the upper
classes but also to the very structure of southern society.
This dissertation traces the struggle to forge these
alliances from 1838 to the calamitous strike of 1920.

The relationship between class and race has generated
considerable debate among historians, particularly regarding
the extent and significance of interracial cooperation among
the southern working class in the nineteenth and twentieth

centuries. Scholars working in the first half of the

Chandler Davidson, Race and Class in Texas Politics{Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1990), 109-154; Ruth Allen, Chapters in the History of
Organized Labor in Texas, (University of Texas Press, 1941).
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twentieth century pointed out that interracial cooperation
in the labor movement in the South offered a stark contrast
to the racial segregation that pervaded other aspects of
society but noted that even within racially integrated
unions such as the United Mine Workers, African-Americans
held few leadership positions and their concerns generated
little but apathy if not outright hostility.?'’

In the 1960s labor historians such as Herbert Gutman,
David Brody, and David Montgomery pioneered a “new” labor
history that widened the focus of scholarship from unions
and their leaders to include a vision of the working class

#14  These historians looked at

from the “bottom up.
communities, ethnicity, and struggles on the workshop floor
to understand class relations in America’s past. Central to
this approach was the notion of proletarianization: the

transformation of artisans from independent producers into

wage—earning dependent industrial workers. The new labor

13 Among the classic works on African-American workers are Horace
R. Cayton and George S. Mitchell. Black Workers and the New Unions,
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1939); Lorenzo J.
Greene and Carter G. Woodson. The Negro Wage Earner, (New York: Russell
& Russell, 1930); Herbert R. Northrup, Organized Labor and the Negro,
(New York: Harper & Brothers, 1944); Sterling D. Spero and Abram L.
Harris. The Black Worker: The Negro and the Labor Movement, (New York:
Athaneum, 1969 reprint); Charles H. Wesley, Negro Labor in the United
States, 1850-1925, (New York: Vanguard Press, 1927).

4 Herbert G. Gutman, David Brody, Steelworkers in America: The
Non-Union Era, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960); David
Montgomery, Beyond Equality: Labor and the Radical Republicans, 1862-
1872, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1967).
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historians found that workers contested their
proletarianization at every turn, using traditional patterns
of work, community relationships, customs, and republican
political ideology to shape their experiences as industrial
wage workers.' Among Gutman’s articles urging this "bottom
up" approach was a long essay on the career of Richard L.
Davis, an African-American leader in the United Mine

® Gutman emphasized the biracialism of the union

Workers.?
and argued that racial antagonism among miners gave way to
the reality of a class-based commonality of interests.

Subsequent local studies and studies of other industries

supported Gutman’s contention.’

15 See for example Alan Dawley, Class and Community: The
Industrial Reveolution in Lynn (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1876); Bruce Laurie, Artisans into Workers: Labor in Nineteenth Century
America, (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 19289):; Montgomery,
Beyond Equality; Sean Wilentz, Chants Democratic: New York City and the
Rise of the American Working Class, 1788-1850 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1984); Jonathan Prude, The Coming of Industrial Order:
Town and Factory Life in Rural Massachusetts, 1810-1860 (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1983); Daniel J. Walkowitz, Worker City,
Company Tcwn: Iron and Cotton-Worker Protest in Troy and Chohoes, New
York, 1855-1884 (Urbana: Illinois University Press, 1978); David Brody,
Steelworkers in America.

¢ Herbert G. Gutman, "The Negro and the United Mine Workers of
America: The Career and Letters of Richard L. Davis and Something of
their Meaning: 1890-1900," in The Negro and the American Labor Movement,
ed. Julius Jacobson (Garden City, N.Y: Doubleday, 1968). For
interracial cooperation outside the United States see Walter Rodney, A
History of the Guyanese Working People, 1881-1905 (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1981).

7 The following is a small selection of the work on white and
African-American workers: Stephen Briers, "Interracial Organizing in the
West Virginia Coal Industry: The Participation of Black Mine workers in
the Knights of Labor and the United Mine Workers, 1880-1894," in Essays
in Southern Labor History: Selected Papers, Southern Labor history
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Not all historians accepted this interpretation,
however. 1In 1988 Herbert Hill, in a scathing critique of
Gutman’s article, argued that Gutman and his followers had
overstated the extent of interracial solidarity among
southern workers. Gutman, argued Hill, had ignored and
willfully misinterpreted evidence to exonerate the American
labor movement of complicity in the treatment of African-
Americans and other non-whites and to exaggerate class
conflict in American history. Hill wrote:

Denial of the central role of race and the

reduction of race consciousness to class

consciousness in labor history has resulted in a

representation and an interpretation of the black

workers’ experience with white organized labor

that cannot be sustained by the historical record.

The tendency to deny race as a crucial factor, to
permit questions of class to subsume racial

Conference, 1976, eds. Gary M. Fink and Merl E. Reed (Westport,
Connecticut, Greenwood Press, 1977); David Alan Corbin, Life, Work, and
Rebellion in the Coal Fields: The Southern West Virginia Miners, 1880-
1922 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1981); Leon Fink,
Workingman's Democracy: The Knights of Labor and American Politics
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1983); Philip S. Foner, Organized
Labor and the Black Worker, 1619-1973 (New York: International
Publishers, 1974); Lawrence Goodwin, The Populist Moment: A Short
History of the Agrarian Revolt in America (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1978); Jeffrey Gould, "The Strike of 1887: Lousiana Sugar War."
Southern Exposure XII (November 1984): 45-55; Herbert G. Gutman, "Black
Coal Miners and the Greenback-Labor Party in Redeemer Alabama: 1878-
1879," Labor History X (June 1969): 506-535; Gutman, "The Negro and the
United Mine Workers of Bmerica:" William H. Harris, The Harder We Run:
Black Workers Since the Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press,
1982); William B. Hine, "Black Organized Labor in Reconstruction
Charleston," Labor history XXV (September 1984): 504-517; Ronald L.
Lewis, Black Cocal Miners in America: Race, Class, and Community
Conflict, 1780-1980 (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1987);
Paul B. Wortham, "Black Workers and Labor Unions in Birmingham, Alabama,
1897-1904," Labor History X (June 1969): 375-407.
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issues, is based on a perspective that ignores

racism as a system of domination, as it ignores

the role of racist ideology in working class

history.®®

The result, Hill argued, was “a romanticized ‘popular
front'" leftism that became a major characteristic of the
Gutman school. Hill’s critique of Gutman was generally
welcomed as a needed corrective,'® but other scholars
preceded Hill in their insistence that racial consciousness
played a far greater role than class consciousness in

0

shaping the American working class.? David Roediger and

'® Herbert Hill, "Myth-Making as Labor History: Herbert Gutman
and the United Mine Workers of America,"™ International Journal of
Politics, Culture and Society 2 (Winter 1988): 132.

5 gee, for example, Steven Shulman, Nell Irvin Painter, David
Roediger, Martin Glaverman, Francille Rusan Wilson, Stephen Brier,
Irving Bernstein, and Albert Fried, "Labor, Race and the Gutman Thesis:
Responses to Herbert Hill,"™ International Journal of Politics, Culture
and Society 2 (Spring 1989): 361-403. Brier offers the staunchest
defense of Gutman and the Gutman school. For two good overviews of the
role of race in working class historiography, see Daniel J. Leab,
"Preface," Alan Dawley and Joe William Trotter, Jr., "Race and Class,”
Joe William Trotter, Jr., "African-American Workers: New Directions in
U.S. Labor Historiography," Chris Friday, "Asian American labor and
Historical Interpretation,™ and Camille Guerin-Gonzales, "Conversing
Across Boundaries of Race, Ethnicity, Class, Gender, and Region: Latino
and Latina Labor History," all in Labor History 35 (Fall 1994): 485-564;
also see Eric Arneson, "Up From Exclusion: Black and White Workers,
Race, and the State of Labor History," Reviews in American History 26
(1998): 146-174.

20 pavid R. Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making
of the American Working Class (London: Verso, 1991); Roediger, Towards
the Abolition of Whiteness: Essays on Race, Politics, and Working Class
History, (London: Verso, 1994); Alexander Saxton, The Indispensable
Enemy: Labor and the Anti-Chinese Movement in California, (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1971); Michael Kazin, "Essay Review:
Struggling with Class Struggle: Marxism and the Search for a Synthesis
of U.S. Labor History," Labor History 28 (Fall 1987): 497-514; Michael
Kazin, "A People not a Class: Rethinking the Political Language of the
Modern US Labor Movement," in Reshaping the US Left: Popular Struggles
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Alexander Saxton, for example, have argued that “whiteness”
was the central feature of Euro-American working class
culture and politics from the 1830s through the California
anti-Chinese movement.?' And Clarence Walker, in a critique
of “neo—-Marxist” scholars, declared that they had
purposefully failed to acknowledge that “race is the
fundamental division in American society” in their zealous
commitment to material determinism. %2

Although their argument that historians must more
thoroughly investigate the racism of working class whites to
understand America’s labor history is certainly wvalid,
Walker, Hill and others risk substituting a racial
determinism for the economic determinism they claim to find
in “neo-Marxists” such as Barbara J. Fields, Steven Hahn,

and Jonathan Wiener. 23

As Barbara J. Fields has warned,
historians must be alert to the dangers of writing about

race as “an observable physical fact, a thing, rather than a

in the 1980s, eds. Mike Davis and Michael Sprinker (London: Verso,
1988), 257-286.

2l Roediger, Wages of Whiteness; Saxton, The Indispensable Enemy.

22 Clarence Walker, "How Many Niggers Did Karl Marx Know? Or, A
Peculiarity of Americans," in Deromanticizing Black History: Critical
Essays and Reappraisals (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press,
1991), 2.

23 FPor a critique of Hill, Walker, et al., see Eric Arneson,
"Following the Color Line: Black Workers and the Labor Movement Before
1930," Radical History Review 55 (Winter 1993): 53-88;
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notion that is profoundly and its very essence

724 To do so, Fields argued, was to give race

ideological.
a “transhistorical, almost metaphysical, status” that
renders it all but impossible to analyze.?’ Fields
reminded her readers that the concept of race is socially
constructed, rarely used currently by biologists or
anthropologists, and derives its definition from its
context.?® Numerous scholars took up the task of
contextualizing race in the area of southern unionism. Eric
Arneson, Daniel Rosenberg, Michael K. Honey, and others
looked particularly at waterfront workers in the South and

found significant evidence of interracial cooperation among

dock workers in New Orleans and Memphis in the late

24 Barbara J. Fields, "Ideclogy and Race in American History" in
Region, Race, and Reconstruction: Essays in Honor of C. Vann Woodward,
eds. J. Morgan Kousser and James M. McPherson (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1982), 144.

25 Tbid.

26 pields, 146. For the history of the idea of race see M.F.
Ashley Montagu, Man’s Most Dangerous Myth: The Fallacy of Race (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1945); George W. Stocking, Jr., Race,
Culture, and Evolution: Essays in the History of Anthropology (New York:
The Free Press, 1968); Thomas Gossett, Race: The History of an Idea in
America (Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1963); William
Stanton, The Leopard’s Spots: Scientific Attitudes Toward Race in
America, 1815-1859 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960; Ronald
T. Takaki, Iron Cages: Race and Culture in Nineteenth-Century America
(New York: Rlfred A. Knopf, 1979); Nancy Stepan, The Idea of Race in
Science: Great Britain, 1800-1960 (Hamden, Connecticut: Archon Books,
1982); Ivan Hannaford, Race: The History of an Idea in the West
(Washington, D.C.: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 13996). For a concise
contemporary discussion of race and the science of genetics, see Steve
Jones, The Language of Genes: Solving the Mysteries of Our Genetic Past,
Present and Future, (New York: Anchor Books, 1993).
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nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, confirming
Fields’s assertion of the contingency of race and supporting
Gutman’s thesis.?’

The debate over the primacy of class or race in the
consciocusness of American workers reflects what some
scholars have called the crisis of labor history. This
crisis stems from three interrelated causes. First, despite
several calls for a synthesis of the findings of the new
labor history, scholars have not been able to agree on a
theoretical framework for such a synthesis or the need for

8

one.? Second, feminist scholars have rightly criticized

?? pric Arneson, Waterfront Workers of New Orleans: Race, Class,
and Politics, 1863-1923 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994);
Michael K. Honey, Southern Labor and Black Civil Rights: Organizing
Memphis Workers (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1993); Daniel
Rosenberg, New Orleans Dockworkers: Race, Labor, and Unionism, 1892-1923
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988). Other works that
examine race relations among southern workers include Nancy A. Hewitt,
"' The Voice of Virile Labor’: Labor Militancy, Community Solidarity, and
Gender Identity among Tampa’s Latin Worker, 1880-1921," and Dolores
Janiewski, "Southern Honor, Southern Dishonor: Managerial Ideology and
the Construction of Gender, Race, and Class Relations in Southern
Industry, " in Work Engendered: Toward a New History of American Labor,
ed., Ava Barron (Ithaca: Cornell University Press); Dolores Janiewski,
Sisterhood Denied: Race, Gender, and Class in a New South Community
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1985); Daniel L. Letwin, "Race,
Class, and Industrialization in the Birmingham District of Alabama,
1878-1897" (Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University, 1991); Daniel L.
Letwin, The Challenge of Interracial Unionism: Alabama Coal Miners,
1878-1921 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998); and
Joe William Trotter, Jr., Coal, Class, and Color: Blacks in Southern
West Virginia, 1915-1932 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1990);
Peter Jay Rachleff, Black Labor in the South: Richmond, Virginia
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1984);

2% gee, for example, David Brody, "The 0ld Labor History and the
New: In Search of an American Working Class," Labor History 20 (Winter
1979), 123-126. For the difficulties of achieving a synthesis, see Alan
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the new labor history for its gendered assumptions. Not
only have labor historians ignored women workers for the
most part, they have tended to see women’s primary
activities as wives, mothers, and daughters whereas male
workers “have been examined primarily as workers, not as
husbands, fathers, and sons.” Labor historians typically
assume that women are “transient members of the labor force,
that women’s family life, rather than their work experience,
had the major impact on their behavior and consciousness,
and that women’s family role served as a conservative force

on their behavior.”?®

In addition to proceeding as if the
experiences of men were the norm, critics charged, labor
historians often neglected the gendered assumptions of the
male workers and the influence that women and families
exerted on male workers’ class identities. What 1is needed,
many scholars argued, is an analytical tool that takes into
consideration the multiple, and sometimes contradictory,

identities individuals in the past created for themselves to

deal with the circumstances of their lives. This

Dawley, "A Preface to Synthesis," Labor History 29 (Summer 1988), 363-
377.

2% Ava Baron, "Gender and Labor History: Learning from the Past,
Looking to the Future," in Work Engendered: Toward a New History of
American Labor, ed. Ava Baron (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991),
7. Other essays in this volume demonstrate possible approaches to
history that incorporate gender in labor history.
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“multipositional” methodological approach allows room for
workers to see themselves as men, husbands, heads of
households, as whites or blacks, and as workers. >’

The third factor contributing to the crisis in labor
history arose from the feminist critique of the concept of
class. This critique questions the assumptions of the “old”
and “new” labor historians that class was transparent—that
it clearly correlated to the socio-economic position of
historical actors and that it therefore more closely
represented reality than did artificial categories such as
race or gender, which Leftist historians often considered as
distractions from the historical materialism that lay at the
heart of Marxist “reality.” Instead, feminist scholars such
as Joan Wallach Scott, Ava Barron, and Alice Kessler-Harris
argued that workers in the past continually contested the
meaning of class, just as they contested the meanings of
race and gender, and that class consciousness shaped and was
shaped by racial and gender consciousness.>!

Other historians have taken a more extreme stance,
denying completely the material basis for class and

consequently rejecting most of the scholarship not only of

30 1bid.

31 gee Joan Wallach Scott, Gender and the Politics of History (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1988), particularly Part III and Part
VI.
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the last thirty years but also of the last century and a
half. William Sewell, for example, argues, that the economy
itself only tenuously relates to materialism. Money, Sewell
points out is after all only a symbol, and advertising
creates desire for possessions that have little to do with
material survival. Joan Wallach Scott and Michael
Sonenscher, meanwhile, have questioned the very notion of
proletarianization that underpins much of the “new” labor
history and women’s labor history. Scott found in a study
of French garment workers that representations of family and
gender influenced their understanding of work as much as did
their status as wage-earning proletarians. Sonenscher
argues in his study of eighteenth-century French trades that
market forces had supplanted custom and tradition in the
organization of work long before industrialization, and thus
proletarianization could not account for or explain the
emergence of class conflict. Instead Sonenscher argued that
the new discourse of individualism after the French
Revolution forced workers to cast about for ways to make
common complaint. For Sonenscher, Scott, and Sewell, class
originates in political rhetoric, not in the relation of

2

workers to the mode of production.3 Labor history’s crisis

322 william H. Sewell, Jr. "Toward a Post-materialist Rhetoric for
Labor History," in Rethinking Labor History: Essays on Discourse and
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thus arises from scholars’ stubborn refusal to relinquish
materialism.

The role of political discourse in the creation of
class consciousness—the construction of class, to put it
another way—certainly cannot be denied. To dismiss the
material basis for this creation is mistaken, however.?33
Class, unlike gender and race, does have a material reality
that transcends language and signification. Gender
identities, for example, are created as men and women,
contest what it means to be a man or woman, masculine or
feminine. Although slight biological ‘differences exist
between men and women, these do not inevitably lead to power
inequalities. Such power inequalities arise from the
contest over meaning. And though slight biological
differences exist between groups of people that nineteenth-
century scientists described as races, these differences do
not lead inevitably to the power inequalities that arise
from the contest over the meaning of black and white. The

differences between employers and employees, between the

Class Analysis (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1993): 15-38;
Michael Sonnenscher, Work and Wages: Natural Law, Politics, and the
Eighteenth—-Century French Trades (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1989); Scott, "Work Identities.”

33 por a powerful Marxist critique of the post-structuralist
approach to history, see Bryan D. Palmer, Descent into Discourse: The
Reification of Language and the Writing of Social History (Philadelphia:
Temple University Press, 1990).






