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President’s Letter

Brothers and Sisters,

Welcome to spring, or for others, the end of the seemingly never ending winter.  This will be my last article as president for in the fall, Nicholas Coles takes the lead.  In this short space I want to bring up something that I think is of vital importance to our association and the people we work with and for.

As state governments look for ways to do with less because of the loss of tax revenues they are being guided, lobbied and aided by those who would like to take away what little power the people have these days from the few unions that have any strength.  This is a battle that those of us in academia cannot afford to ignore, and one that workers in the private sector know too well.  We who belong to state-employed teacher unions need to reach out to our colleagues in the service unions to create a united front.   I urge us all to find ways of connecting with other working class organizations so that those trying to destroy the power of the working class will see that it is an impossible task that poses dire consequences.  

At our upcoming meeting in Chicago we will have the regular membership meeting, during which the executive committee reports on the work its been doing throughout the year, and discuss with members actions and directions for the future.  Beyond this meeting, we will also hold a public forum on issues that the association could and should address.  To that end I am asking that you send me items you’d like to see on the agenda for that meeting.   You can email them to me at: fred.gardaphe@qc.cuny.edu  

This semester I am teaching in Italy, where the working class has a more established and solid base from which to counter threats from those wishing to diminish their power.  These days it might be easy to laugh at some of Italy’s corrupt leaders, but no one is laughing at labor.  Workers have respect, if not power, granted to them by the Italian Constitution.  A big difference between Italy and the U.S. is that Italy—currently celebrating it’s 150th anniversary as a geo-political nation—was constructed on a fundamental belief in the importance of labor.  Italy is founded on work.  In fact, labor is the eighth word of its constitution. The first sentence of the constitution reads: “Italy is a Democratic Republic, based on labour.”  In comparison, the word labour appears once in the entire U.S. Constitution, in paragraph three of the fourth Article, and it is in reference to the responsibility of the worker to fulfill a contract of labor even if he flees the state, and the right of the employer to have that worker retuned to fulfill the contract:

3:  No Person held to Service or Labour in one State, under the Laws thereof, escaping into another, shall, in Consequence of any Law or Regulation therein, be discharged from such Service or Labour, but shall be delivered up on Claim of the Party to whom such Service or Labour may be due.
Interesting is the difference, and it is one not identified by pundits and journalists reporting on recent congressional actions such as the oral reading of the Constitution that occurred earlier this year in the Congress.  While I am not an expert in Constitutional interpretation, I do think that this simple comparison between Italy and the United States raises an important issue that we the people of work and the people who study work need to address.  I look forward to elaborating this discussion at our upcoming conference, through the various sessions and group meetings.  Please try to make it to the open forum session where the discussion will be more focused.  See you in Chicago.

Fred Gardaphe, President

Centers and Programs

Center for Working Class Studies, Youngstown State University
The Center for Working-Class Studies annual lecture series this spring highlights local and regional issues.  In February, the CWCS collaborated with YSU’s Africana Studies program to sponsor a film screening of D. Jones’s short documentary, 631, about his family’s history with a house on Youngstown’s south side, paired with a reading by local writer Christopher Barzak of creative nonfiction exploring the local landscape.  The event drew more than 100 people, mostly Youngstown area residents, many of whom shared their own stories during the question and answer period.

In March, Greg LeRoy, from Good Jobs First, led a workshop for local community organizers and gave a talk on “Accountable Development and Smart Growth for Working-Class Communities.”  LeRoy’s visit is part of a new partnership between the CWCS and the Mahoning Valley Organizing Collaborative.  Center Co-Director John Russo has joined the MVOC board, and together with Sherry Linkon, he’s leading a series of workshops on local history and culture for MVOC staff.

Russo and Linkon have also been active in organizing and speaking out about the Ohio Senate bill to end collective bargaining for state employees and severely limit it for local workers and teachers.  They testified before a Senate committee in February and worked with a number of journalists on stories about both the Ohio bill and the national picture.

Our Daily Work/Our Daily Bread, Michigan State University
Our Daily Work/Our Daily Lives has had a busy time since announcing our year of activities in the November newsletter. We opened our exhibit of David Bacon's photographs, "Living Under the Trees: Images from the World of Migratory Labor," in January with the photo-journalist/activist's trip to the Michigan State University campus which involved the opening, a campus lecture, and talking in a number of classes. The exhibit will run in its MSU Law School location until April 1.

We added two additional brown bags to our Spring line-up - a performance and presentation by singer songwriter Nathan Bell, "Last One Out of Michigan: Songs of Working and Not Working," and a presentation by University of Illinois labor historian Leon Fink, "Cooperation and Cash: Global Seafarers and the 'Race to the Bottom' in the Twenty-First Century," taken from his book, SWEATSHOPS AT SEA: MERCHANT SEAMEN IN THE WORLD'S FIRST GLOBALIZED INDUSTRY, FROM 1812 TO THE PRESENT, forthcoming later this month from the University of North Carolina Press.  The Michigan State University Voice Library has undertaken the recording of all our brown bag presentations, making each of them available for listening on the web through the MSU Library catalog. Currently, only the musical brown bags (Nathan Bell, Karen Brandow and Charlie King, Si Kahn, James Keelaghan, and Peggy Seeger) can be accessed in this way. However, the plan is that all future brown bags, starting with Leon Fink's presentation and Jim Hoesterey's talk, "Building the Islamic Work Ethic?: Tailoring Global Capitalism for the Indonesian Workplace", will be recorded and made available in this fashion.

Later this spring, Our Daily Work/Our Daily Lives will be co-sponsoring a showing of the film on Chinese migrant workers, "Last Train Home," with the East Lansing Film Festival and a panel discussion to follow on contemporary Chinese workplaces, labor relations and artistic expression.

Planning is underway for a new round exhibits, poetry readings, and concerts in the 2011-2012 period. The 2011-2012 schedule of brown bag presentations is also in the germination stage with planned offerings to focus on the labor legacy of Martin Luther King; the commercial fishing community of Leland, Michigan; occupational masks, real and imagined (in conjunction with a major mask exhibit at the MSU Museum); and the 1863 draft riots as reflected in literature among others. We are always open to offers from others that will be passing through Michigan to come and present in the series; please contact John Beck if you might be in the area and are interested in joining the 2011-2012 schedule.

Conferences

Working Class Studies Association Conference
June 22-25, 2011
Chicago, IL
Please join us in Chicago in June!
The initial program for the 2011 conference of the Working-Class Studies Association is now available.  Though plenaries and other events are still being planned, we have an exciting mixture of more than 200 scholars, artists and activists from around the U.S. and ten other countries.  They will be presenting on a wide variety of topics related to working-class life and experience, many focused on the conference theme, “Working-Class Organization and Power.”

The conference will kick off with a Wednesday evening plenary discussion being organized by the Labor & Working-Class Studies Project at the University of Wisconsin.  Tentatively titled It Started in Wisconsin: Labor Unity, Teachers, and the Prospects for a New Labor Upsurge, this opening event will speak directly to the current naked attack on working-class rights and standards and the cross-class mobilization that has emerged to fight back – in Wisconsin and elsewhere.
Visit the conference site for complete information about the program and speakers, registration, housing, and transportation.

Work and Family Researchers Network
Inaugural Conference

JUNE 14-16, 2012
Philadelphia, PA
SAVE THE DATE

Please save the date for the inaugural meeting of the new Work and Family Researchers Network.
The theme of the conference will be Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Work and Family.
The conference will feature cutting-edge research along with synthetic overviews of different topic areas.  The program will include invited papers as well as those accepted via an open-submission process. A call for papers will be sent out later this spring with a September 2011 deadline.
Confirmed speakers include:
· Peter Cappelli, Professor of Management; Director, Center for Human Resources, Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania

· Kathleen Christensen, Program Director, Alfred P. Sloan Foundation

· Nancy Folbre, Professor of Economics, University of Massachusetts, Amherst

· Ellen Galinsky, President, Families and Work Institute

· Arne Kalleberg, Professor of Sociology, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill

· Suzan Lewis, Professor of Organizational Psychology, Middlesex University Business School, London

· Joan Williams, Professor of Law; Founding Director of the Center for WorkLife Law, University of California, Hastings College of the Law

About the Work and Family Researchers Network
The new Work and Family Researchers Network (WFRN), formerly the Sloan Work and Family Research Network, will be an international membership organization that seeks to advance, promote and disseminate interdisciplinary research on work and family.

The Work and Family Researchers Network’s mission, a natural evolution from its prior identity, will be to facilitate virtual and face-to-face interaction among academic work and family researchers from a broad range of fields as well as engage the next generation of work and family scholars. The WFRN also will welcome the participation of policy makers and workplace practitioners as it seeks to promote knowledge and understanding of work and family issues among the community of global stakeholders.

The new Work and Family Researchers Network will be unique in utilizing cutting-edge technology to create the next generation of opportunities for information sharing and networking including an open access work and family subject matter repository and a news tagging component among other features.

In Memory of Felice Yeskel
Felice Yeskel passed away on January 11, 2011, after a two-year struggle with cancer.
Felice was a dedicated fighter for all forms of social justice (she was a pioneering lesbian activist in the 1970s, for example). But her greatest passion was to get class and classism onto the national agenda. How class-privileged people and institutions treated her working-class family in the 1960s, when she was a child in New York City, molded her strong working-class identity and created her bent for siding with underdogs of all kinds.
Beginning in the 1980s, when she got her doctorate in a University of Massachusetts program focused on every other ‘ism’ except classism, Felice made it her mission to inject classism into diversity training. She was a founding co-director of United for a Fair Economy and a co-author of Economic Apartheid in America (with Chuck Collins). But as she worked for fairer economic rules, she never lost her focus on the lived experience of class in all aspects of life: on social segregation, classist prejudice, media stereotypes, and the strengths of working-class cultures. In 1994 she and Jenny Ladd launched the classism organization Felice had been dreaming of for 30 years, Class Action.
Before she died, Felice and other Class Action members finished editing an anthology of first-person class stories across the class spectrum, tentatively titled Caviar, College, Coupons and Cheese. Her voice will continue to inspire people posthumously when the book is published, and Class Action will continue to offer the workshops she created and her published works. Many of us have stepped up to make sure that Class Action’s work continues without its inspirational co-founder.
· Messages of sympathy to Felice's partner Felicia Mednick and their daughter Shira can be posted at CaringBridge.org.

· Memories of her impact can be shared at Class Action's blog, Classism Exposed, where Chuck Collins and I posted some stories about Felice’s class work, and others then added their own memories in the comment fields.

· Donations in her memory can be made to the Institute for Policy Studies earmarked for the Program on Inequality and the Common Good, where Class Action is now housed.

Felice formed some strong bonds at Working-Class Studies Association conferences, where she found so many kindred spirits, straddlers who shared her multi-dimensional ideas about class. Perhaps we can have a memorial get-together at the WCSA conference to tell our favorite Felice stories and share our sorrow at the huge hole left by her untimely death.
-- Betsy Leondar-Wright

Book Reviews
Jim Daniels, Jane McCafferty and Charlee Brodsky, From Milltown to Malltown (Marick Press) and Michael Adams, Steel Valley (Lummox Press)

by Jamie Owen Daniel, Field Service Director, Illinois Federation of Teachers, AFT/AFL-CIO

In his wonderful essay on the value of “Unofficial Knowledge,” the British historian of working-class experience and culture Rafael Samuel noted wryly: “History, in the hands of the professional historian, is apt to present itself as an esoteric form of knowledge. It fetishizes archive-based knowledge….Argument is embedded in dense thickets of footnotage, and lay readers who attempt to unravel it find themselves enmeshed in a cabbala of acronyms, abbreviations and signs.”


This tendency might not have such a pernicious impact, Samuel muses, if it could be contained within the confines of the academy, with its chronic disciplinary anxieties and turf wars.  But too often it extends beyond disciplinary boundaries into “a quite tribal sense of who is, and who is not a historian.” Thus, “local [that is, untrained, uncredentialed] historians are disqualified by their parochial outlook” and accused of “practicing a naïve empiricism in which the facts are supposed to speak for themselves.”

One of the great strengths of working-class studies has been the extent to which it has resisted the narrow confines of academic disciplinarity in favor of a more open and promiscuous approach to unofficial knowledges and the experiences they document. It acknowledges that some facts—the often cold, hard facts of working-class experience—do indeed speak for themselves, or at least speak clearly enough without reference to the supposedly legitimating baggage of “archive-based knowledge. “
Both texts under review here document contemporary experiences of working-class people attempting to cope with the loss of work opportunities that formerly anchored their sense of belonging to place and community.

Writers Jim Daniels and Jane McCafferty and photographer Charlee Brodsky, all of Carnegie Mellon University, document the vertiginous uprootedness of contemporary life in Homestead, PA. In terse, acerbic language paired with uncompromising black and white images, From Milltown to Malltown documents the experiential impoverishment of a place where work in the steel mills once anchored families, communities, and generations.  Empty storefronts and the rusty mailboxes hanging at the abandoned front door of what was once a home speak for the people for whom these seemingly banal locations were once part of a larger context of meaning and identity--the community life of a thriving milltown. 

Michael Adams’ Steel Valley is equally site-specific, but it approaches the loss of work as an anchor for experience more individually and personally.  Naïve in the best sense, Adams includes poetry, the texts of family letters, and rambling conversations to locate his own life, from boyhood through late adulthood, within the working-class urban and rural cultures of the Monongahela Valley, the “Steel Valley” of his title.  Interwoven with his work experiences in the mills (“Sure, it was hell. But there was dignity, too, in that work, and the pride of being part of a team, of a hard and dangerous job done well”), he writes about his family, boyhood friends and women he loved, as well as the bars they hung out in after work, lamenting that “Even Chiodo’s is gone.” 
Both of these books lament the loss of meaningful work in the Steel Valley, because this work and the living union wages it paid functioned as an anchor to generations of families like Adams’. Their loss has resulted in the scattering of families, the disappearance of neighborhoods, with their parishes and baseball teams and block parties and Friday-night fish fries. Even the taverns. ”Even Chiodo’s,” where I remember fish-in-a-dish and all those ratty old bras hanging from the ceiling. These life contexts will never be replaced by a trip to the mall.

And both books affirm Rafael Samuel’s contention that “history is not the prerogative of the historian….it is, rather, a social form of knowledge; the work, in any given instance, of a thousand different hands.”

Brigid O’Farrell, She Was One of Us: Eleanor Roosevelt and the American Worker (Cornell ILR Press).  

by Liesl Miller Orenic, History, Dominican University
Eleanor Roosevelt is the most studied, loved and perhaps reviled First Lady in American history.  This “First Lady of the World,” as President Truman called her, changed the “office” of the President’s wife both inside and outside the White House.  Hundreds of books and articles have been written about Eleanor Roosevelt’s life, addressing among other topics her public voice in her newspaper column “My Day,” the intricacies of her marriage to FDR, her efforts to improve race relations, and her work in human rights.  Contributing to this extensive body of literature is Brigid O’Farrell’s engaging portrait of Eleanor Roosevelt, or “ER” as she refers to her, from the perspective of American workers.  O’Farrell refocuses the historical lens on Roosevelt, centering it on her engagement with the pressing questions of workers’ rights, unionization and even union corruption which marked the decades of Roosevelt’s adult life.  O’Farrell argues, “Her compelling vision of labor rights as human rights was widely known during her lifetime but has been marginalized or forgotten since her death.” (2).  
This perspective on the American worker weaves Roosevelt’s story into the larger narrative of American labor history from the Progressive era through the early 1960s.  From her settlement house work as a young, privileged but lonely woman to her chairmanship of the Kennedy Commission on the Status of Women, Roosevelt was an observer, advocate, critic and insider in the American labor movement.    While some pieces of this story may be familiar -- Roosevelt’s empathy for workers grew from her volunteer work in New York’s settlement houses; as First Lady she went down in a coal mine during the Depression; her work on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights included clear language in support of workers’ rights -- it is the behind the scenes participation and communication around workers issues that O’Farrell constructs so well.  From Roosevelt’s long and close friendships with Rose Schneiderman of the ILGWU and Walter Reuther of the UAW and her public and private meetings with dozens and dozens of other labor leaders and activists, O’Farrell’s narrative traces ER’s position on some of the most critical issues facing American workers in the twentieth century, including legislative developments from the NRA Blue Eagle program to the Taft-Hartley Act.  

As an influential insider, Eleanor Roosevelt could bring people together and at least informally influence her husband’s position on labor issues.  As a journalist, she wrote often of the concerns of workers and rallied to their defense particularly when they faced attack by other sectors of the press.  Roosevelt was also a union member herself, as a writer she joined the American Newspaper Guild.  O’Farrell’s portrait of Roosevelt illuminates the conflicted nature of these varied positions and the consternation she felt when internal conflicts within the labor movement, the scandal of accusations of corruption and the zealous militancy of strikes unsettled, at least temporarily, some of her relations with the movement. O’Farrell argues that while a friend and ally to American workers, particularly working women, Roosevelt was not an unquestioning ally of organized labor. 
She Was One of Us is a wonderfully engaging and clearly written narrative presenting a thorough and thoughtful understanding of the development of Eleanor Roosevelt’s position on workers’ rights and human rights, and it restores ER’s place as participant, advocate and critic of the American labor movement. O’Farrell’s extensive archival research, oral interviews and reading of a substantial body of secondary literature support this scholarly endeavor.  However, O’Farrell’s true hope for this book is not to reach out to the ivory tower. The tone of the book feels more like a story than a monograph.  Hers is an activist’s agenda in that she has written an accessible scholarly book designed to inspire.  

Rodney Jones, Salvation Blues: One Hundred Poems (1985-2005) (Mariner Books)
by E.R. Carlin, English, University of Akron
 Salvation Blues displays the craftsmanship of Rodney Jones, a popular poet’s poet, and lays bare his working-class roots. Spanning a twenty-year career, these one hundred poems, including twenty-four new pieces, read as more than a labor of love. Many reviewers from the time of Jones’s penultimate Elegy for the Southern Drawl (1999) have pigeonholed him as a Southern poet. While this is true regionally speaking, it leaves out serious discussion about the lived experience of the working class in Jones’s poetry. Virtually every critical review since Elegy has all but ignored Jones’s narrative poems on the working poor, the academy, and the lives of women and men at work for the privilege of labeling him a big ‘S’ southern writer with all the stereotypes that go along with that indelible crowning.
Many of these poems reveal the contradictions in the author’s life, but they also reach into the core of modern poetry and reveal its working-class roots. Jones’s recurrent narrative themes include negotiating the loss of his working-class identity, the relationship between the body and labor, and the musicality of the voice -- even in speechlessness -- instilling a sense of pride in real work. Admirably, though, he refuses to romanticize work and the worker beyond the qualities that make the ordinary extraordinary.   

Along with choice poems from his six previous books that directly reference the schism between identifying as working-class and occupying a place of privilege in the academy, Jones’s new poems in Salvation Blues finally lay himself, body and spirit, on the line taking on his critics directly, the cultural baggage of the southern man, singing full-volume to his fans. It is as if Jones, while digging in the blue-grass of his Kingdom of the Instant (2002), pulled up his folk roots. Jones still uses self-effacing, often vulgar humor like he did in his class-ical poem “Pussy” as the connective tissue between his working life and academic life.  But in this positioning of contrasts, he captures something even more direct and special, the collective failures of the poet and the man and the world in the revelries of hard-won experience. 
Perusing just the titles and last lines of a few of these lyrical new poems, it becomes evident that the personal has become Jones’s political: in ‘The Low-Down-Sorry Right-Wing Blues’ he ends with “The best parties are always in the smallest houses”; in ‘Olympiad’ he ends with “War artists, revolutionaries,/ deathmongers, great men—/ The first to become a god wins”; in ‘On Torture’ he ends with “Lord Therapy, arraigner/ and creator of memories,/ when did the truth ever/ have anything to do with words”; and finally in ‘The Language of Love’ he ends addressing President Bush, “He is no good with words. Ask any true lesbian./ He should take a poetry workshop with Adrienne Rich./ He should try using the world less and words more.”

The worlds of an academic and a pipefitter or of a poet and a hairdresser may seem unlikely to collide, but Rodney Jones enjambs every single soul together in his deepsong of salvation, highlighting the role of teammates at work, the work of the body, and the work of words and ideas with an unparalleled and truthful disclosure that makes this book a worthy addition to any labor library. His narratives and lyrics are full of contradictions and personal failures, and yet each poem in Salvation Blues is a carefully selected symbol of an extraordinarily, successful career as a working-class writer that should not be overlooked, commodified, or reduced in accordance to southern stereotypes. 
BOOK NOTES
They Say in Harlan County: An Oral History (Oxford), Alessandro Portelli
Alessandro Portelli is not only one of the most reflectively thoughtful practitioners of oral history but also one of the most artistic.  An Italian historian, Portelli has been visiting America for nearly half a century, comparing life and culture here with that of industrial Italy.  This book is the culmination of 25 years of talking with working people in Harlan County, Kentucky.  Here’s how Oxford describes what may be Portelli’s masterwork: “They Say in Harlan County is not a book about coal miners so much as a dialogue in which more than 150 Harlan County women and men tell the story of their region, from pioneer times through the dramatic strikes of the 1930s and '70s, up to the present . . . . . The book is structured as a vivid montage of all these voices--stoic, outraged, grief-stricken, defiant--skillfully interwoven with documents from archives, newspapers, literary works, and the author's own participating and critical voice. Portelli uncovers the whole history and memory of the United States in this one symbolic place.” 
Degrees of Elevation: Short Stories of Contemporary Appalachia (Bottom Dog Press), edited by Charles Dodd White & Page Seay
This volume collects 16 stories by what the publisher calls “some of our best fiction writers treating the American landscape of Appalachia and its people.”   Lee Smith says of it: “Hard, brilliant, and dark as coal, [Degrees of Elevation] captures . . . a place where the old bedrock verities of family, commitment, belief, work, and the earth itself are all in painful “Upheaval” . . . From manic to elegiac to rough, raw, beautiful, and heartbreaking, these stories will strike the reader as both absolutely true and as unforgettable.”

Seeds of Change: The Story of Acorn, America’s Most Controversial Antipoverty Community Organizing Group (Vanderbilt), John Atlas
Long before ACORN became a target of right-wing attacks during and after the 2008 election, John Atlas was studying and participating in the remarkable success of this national organizing network with a fierce commitment to local grassroots community organizing.  Begun in the 1970s by a small group of young men and women with a mission of  “helping the powerless help themselves,” ACORN won numerous victories, along with its inevitable defeats, in Albuquerque, Brooklyn, Chicago, Detroit, Little Rock, New Orleans, Philadelphia, and the Twin Cities.  Its signature campaigns involved organizing unions, promoting living wage laws and affordable housing programs, fighting the subprime mortgage crisis and other predatory lending, and helping Hurricane Katrina survivors return to New Orleans.  Bob Kuttner praises Seeds of Change as “the definitive book on one of the most effective grass roots organizations of low income Americans” and says: “In an era when our President is a one-time community organizer, ACORN needs to be better understood and appreciated as a source of civic and political mobilization. John Atlas combines scholarship, political insight, and powerful narrative writing in this essential book."
The Civil Wars in U.S. Labor: Birth of a New Workers’ Movement or Death Throes of the Old? (Haymarket Books), Steve Early
Early in 2009 as the Obama administration was organizing itself for what would turn out to be a disastrous political year, our new president asked that organized labor “speak with one voice” in advancing its legislative agenda.  As the AFL-CIO and a rival labor federation called Change to Win angled for influence with the new Democratic power structure they had helped put in place, relatively small differences in emphasis and priority were magnified by institutional and personality conflicts that had nothing to do with achieving the kind of reform in our labor laws that might level the playing field for workers to organize.  But just at that moment, the Change to Win side of an already divided labor movement broke out into a series of what Steve Early calls “civil wars.”  Two of the most active, innovative, and progressive unions – SEIU and UNITEHERE! – began organizing against each other, with each loudly appealing to progressive supporters by documenting all the sins of the other.  At the same time SEIU was battling the California Nurses Association in Ohio and its own largest local union in California.  Most (but not all) of these battles have now been settled, but as Early demonstrates in Civil Wars in U.S. Labor, the cost was high – and not just in lost opportunities for unified action.  Early estimates that some $140 million of members’ dues money was spent in these “internecine struggles,” mostly in stirring up conflicts among workers who were already in a union. Drawing on extensive interviews with the combatants, as well as on three decades of his own union organizing experience, Early details the substantive issues at stake in these “wars” – disputes about union structure and membership rights, organizing strategies, and contract standards.  Within these narrative analyses, there is certainly some “death throes of the old,” as the subtitle suggests, but there’s also some inspiring evidence of the birth of something new among workers and within the labor movement.          

The Big Book of Daniel: Collected Poems of Daniel Thompson (Bottom Dog Press), edited by Maj Ragain
Bottom Dog publisher Larry Smith describes Daniel Thompson as “a social activist poet of the top order,” and for this book Maj Ragain gathers more than 300 pages of Thompson’s poetry from the 69 years of his life.  The collection includes a forward by Ragain, who says: “Daniel had what Robert Frost called a lover’s quarrel with the world, as well as with his country and his Comeback City, Cleveland. . . .We hear the snap, crackle and pop of his wit playing against the weight of the world.” 
Walking Through the River of Fire: 100 Years of Triangle Factory Fire Poems (CC. Marimbo), edited by Julia Stein
This month (March) is the 100th anniversary of the Triangle Shirtwaist Company fire that killed 146 immigrant workers, mostly women, who were locked in unsafe workplaces by their employers in New York City.  The magnitude of this tragedy sparked a national social justice movement to protect workers through health and safety legislation and through building labor unions to represent their interests as they see them.  This commemorative collection by Julia Stein seeks to both evoke the fire, its victims, and its aftermath and to remind us that similar conditions are recurring both around the world and in America where not so long ago they seemed like “only history.”  The first group of poems is about the fire itself and those who died, those who survived, and those who witnessed.  Then poems about the process of identifying the bodies and the funeral, followed by a selection of poems about the trial of the employers and organizing for new laws to make it safe to work for a living.  The last group of poems looks back at the fire years later.  One of the most distinctive things about this evocation and remembrance, however, is its contemporary relevance.  The editor of this collection, Julia Stein, first discovered and wrote about the fire when she began investigating her grandmother’s generation of immigrant garment workers in 1980.  Stein then found other contemporary poets – “a new post-1980s generation of poets writing about the Triangle fire.”  This poetic recovery of things past reflects the deterioration of conditions in the garment industry beginning in the 1980s, as well as the broader degradation of living standards and working conditions for most American workers that has continued since then.    
‘They’ll Cut Off Your Project’: A Mingo County Chronicle (West Virginia U. Press), Huey Perry
Mingo County, West Virginia, is famous for its violent labor struggles, the feud between the Hatfields and McCoys, and for Appalachian poverty.  In the 1960s, the federal War on Poverty sought to enlist “the maximum feasible participation of the poor” in grassroots efforts to eliminate poverty.  Huey Perry, the son of a coal miner and a 29-year-old high school history teacher at the time, took that mission seriously when he was appointed to head the local anti-poverty effort.  Perry initiated broad-based community organizing that succeeded in creating committees of poor parents to improve school programs and conditions, to set up a cooperative grocery to bypass inflated prices, and to expose electoral fraud.  Local officialdom fought back, trying to eliminate the program through fair means and foul.  This book is Perry’s retrospective account of those years and of how the War on Poverty played out in Mingo County.  Frances Fox Piven calls it “a wonderful account of the poverty wars of the 1960s,” one that shows how “the presumably apathetic Appalachian poor mobilized with gusto.”
Union Down (Rocksaw Press), E.R. Carlin
When the American flag is flown upside down, it is a signal of distress called “union down.”   In this book of poems, E.R. Carlin uses this image, with its combination of fierce commitment and desperate concern, to explore his own and others’ experience growing up in a deindustrializing and now deindustrialized city – in his case, Youngstown, Ohio.  Kevin Clark says Union Down is “a remarkably innovative work that acknowledges the ecstasies and pain of working-class family life . . . . .  Fatalistic and with no choice but to privilege the present moment . . . the penultimate poem of this collection ends on a kind of prayer: ‘ may you walk backwards into the present / the bullets always behind you.’” 
Over Ten Million Served: Gendered Service in Language and Literature Workplaces (SUNY Press), edited by Michelle A. Masse and Katie J. Hogan
As university faculty, we all know the criteria for tenure and promotion is made up of three supposedly equal parts -- research, teaching, and service – and many of us are at institutions where the relative importance of research vs. teaching is constantly in dispute.  But when have you seen or heard of anybody being denied tenure or promotion for inadequate “service” – or even been part of an intelligent discussion of what counts as “service”?  This volume of essays looks at academia’s missing link, and it finds that “service, silent and invisible, coexists with the formal, official economy of many institutions, just as women’s unrecognized domestic labor props up the formal, official economies of countries the world over.”  By exploring what academic service is and investigating why this labor is often not acknowledged by administrators or by faculty themselves, the contributors to this volume “expose the hidden economy of institutional service, challenging the feminization of service labor in the academy” and what they call “a gendered form of institutional caregiving.”  One reviewer calls Over Ten Million Served “an ambitious attempt to reconceive service and its place in the academic workplace” and “a book whose time has come.”
Awash with Roses: Collected Love Poems of Kenneth Patchen (Bottom Dog Press), edited by Laura Smith and Larry Smith
This revised reissue of a classic collection of 100 Patchen poems includes a biographical introduction by Larry Smith recounting the life of Kenneth and Miriam Patchen.   

Precarious Liberation: Workers, the State, and Contested Social Citizenship in Postapartheid South Africa (SUNY Press), Franco Barchiesi
The struggle against apartheid was in equal measure for both political freedom and “to redeem employment and production from a history of abuse, insecurity, and racial despotism.”  In this study Franco Barchiesi shows how South African democracy explicitly aspires to base social citizenship on steady employment but has been woefully unable to provide anything but unsteady and precarious work for most of its population. One reviewer says of Precarious Liberation: “Barchiesi upends conventional understandings through the radical act of listening.  By paying careful attention to the words, thoughts, and experiences of wage laborers, he allows us to appreciate the way that wage labor today typically provides not stability and security, but rather uncertainty, resentment, and dissatisfaction, leavened with aspirations for escape from a system of labor increasingly built not on membership and solidarity, but on flexibility and ‘precarity.’”
“All Labor Has Dignity”: Martin Luther King Jr. (Beacon Press), edited by Michael Honey
This collection of 16 speeches by Martin Luther King Jr. on worker rights and unions (12 of them previously unpublished) makes clear that King’s vision of economic justice was not just the product of the Poor People’s Campaign he was organizing in his last days, but had deeper roots in his overall philosophy.  With an introduction by labor historian and former civil rights organizer Michael Honey, this is the fifth in Beacon Press’ King Legacy Series.  Eric Foner praises the volume for bringing “to life the King who, from the outset of his public career, insisted that ‘the evil of economic injustice’ must be combated along with racial inequality.”  Nell Irvin Painter says these speeches allow us to “finally grasp the depth of the Reverend Martin Luther King’s commitment to Americans as workers. Now, more than ever, his insights show us the way of transformation from consumers divided by race and ethnicity into an active, united citizenry.”
Catina’s Haircut: A Novel in Stories (Wisconsin), Paola Corso 
The author of Giovanni’s 86 Circles, Paola Corso grew up in the Pittsburgh area in an extended family of Italian-Americans.  This “novel in stories” recounts the lives of four generations of a “peasant family” from the brutal poverty of their Calabrian town to industrial Pittsburgh, spanning the entirety of the 20th Century.  The stories trace the history of the Del Negro family, mixing the gritty realities with family legends and tall tales that get told and retold across the generations.  Gioia Timpanelli says of it: “Here are important stories of loss and retrieval . . .  Because of Paola Corso’s clear writing, we become witnesses to the courageous and undeniably Italian struggle of the last century’s immigrants and consequently to that constant spark of human spirit in all people.”

Sweatshops at Sea: Merchant Seamen in the World’s First Globalized Industry, from 1812 to the Present (U. of North Carolina), Leon Fink
Seamen, like truckers, are located at a strategic economic juncture.  When they withdraw their labor in a strike, for example, it doesn’t affect just one industry, but many – and potentially, the entire economy.  As a result governments have been especially involved in regulating maritime labor relations.  And, as Leon Fink points out in this book, merchant shipping was “the world’s first globalized industry.”  As such, this careful study of one 200-year-old industry offers, as the publisher claims, “a compelling precedent in an age of more universal globalization of production and services.” 

Piece Work (Cleveland State U. Poetry Center), Barbara Presnell
This collection of “documentary poems” about textile workers received an especially whole-hearted endorsement from Fred Chappell: “Charlie, the first-shift foreman at the textile mill, is proud to say, 'What I do means something in this world.' Other workers -- Tonisha, Sherry, Jimmy, Bill -- could say so too but probably won't. In Piece Work, one of the strongest, most truthful books of poetry I have ever read, Barbara Presnell says it for them, to them, with them, in lines of pure and heartfelt respect.  Here are some words -- courage, exhaustion, hope, despair, persistence, defiance -- never spoken but always profoundly lived. In this fine poet's hands, they are more than words."   
The Price of Progressive Politics: The Welfare Rights Movement in an Era of Colorblind Racism (NYU Press), Rose Ernst

Interviewing 49 activists in eight different welfare rights organizations across the United States, Rose Ernst seeks to reveal how these activists understand the complexities of race, class and gender today and how such understandings have affected their approach to grassroots organizing.  According to the publisher, “The vibrant stories of these welfare rights activists . . . reveal the volatile issues of race and class that underlie the deep complexities and contradictions of grassroots organizing, and the tensions which are often heightened by the language of color-blind racism.”  Ernst argues that “organizations that fail to develop a consciousness that reflects the reality of multiple marginalized identities ultimately reproduce the societal dynamics they seek to change.
WCSA News

Membership Committee Report 
Terry Easton
Patty LaPresta keeps our membership database up-to-date and she recently compiled these statistics to give us a snapshot of our membership.  As of mid-February, we have 112 individual memberships and 3 institutional memberships.  Our members reside in 26 states, with New York, California, and Pennsylvania holding the top 3 spots for number of memberships (18, 13, and 10 respectively).  We have 13 international memberships: 6 from Canada, 3 from the UK, 2 from Italy, 1 from Ireland, and 1 from Germany.  41 of our members have subscribed to New Labor Forum through the WCSA.

Finance Committee Report 
Terry Easton
Our finances are in good shape as we enter 2011.  We are excited that we will once again offer low-income travel grants for the June conference.  Thanks to Sarah Attfield and Pepi Leistyna for keeping the committee together and for volunteering to administer the grants this year.  The deadline to apply for a grant is March 31.  See the conference website for details.

Graduate Student Committee Update
Sara Appel
Though most members of the Graduate Committee have been diligently working to finish their dissertations (so I have little news to report at this time), I wanted to take a quick moment to mention the graduate student meet-and-greet to take place at the upcoming Chicago conference. This get-together will be held at lunch (high noon) either Thursday or Friday of the conference—and I have it on good authority that pizza and soda will be provided. I would especially encourage faculty members teaching at schools in Chicago and the surrounding area to mention the meet-and-greet to students (undergrad, grad, or otherwise) who you think might be interested in learning more about Working Class Studies. Even if they can’t attend the whole conference, please let them know that they are welcome to stop by and visit with myself and other graduate students, and grab a bite to eat.

Also, if you’re a graduate student or recent graduate who has news that you’d like to share with the Graduate Committee—maybe you’ve gotten a job, published an article, led a demonstration, had a kid, or accomplished some other notable feat—please do let me know, and I’ll mention it in the next column.

Member News
WCSA member (and Outreach Committee member) Lita Kurth is a regular contributor to Tikkun Daily.  Check out her recent post on the protests in Wisconsin.  Lita also recommends the following sites for their potential interest to WCSA members:

The Labor Heritage Foundation
Take Back Your Time
The Simplicity Forum
The Sloan Work and Family Research Network at Boston College
WCSA member Joan C. Williams recently published a report, "Improving Work-Life Fit in Hourly Jobs: An Under-Utilized Cost-Cutting Strategy In a Globalized World," which is available via WorkLifeLaw: A Center of UC Hasting College of the Law.

WCSA member Richard Roman recently published the following articles:

“1810, 1910, 2010 and Mexican Labor” (with Edur Velasco Arregui), Against the Current (October-November, 2010)

“Mexico: The Murder of a Union and the Rebirth of Class Struggle, Part I: The New Assault,” and “Part II: The Fightback,” (with Edur Velasco Arregui), (November 2009).

WCSA member Patrick J. Finn has an article entitled "Lessons for Working-Class Schools from Elite Boarding Schools and Socialist Weekend Schools" forthcoming in the April 2012 issue of Theory into Practice. References are available upon request.

