Fall 2011 issue, Working Class Notes

Dear Friends,

It’s a pleasure to address you for the first time as president of the Working-Class Studies Association.  I’ve been reading back over introductory letters from past presidents, to get a feel for the genre.  They are archived on the WCSA website, and they make inspiring reading.  It’s clear that the association has been favored with committed and visionary leadership since its beginnings in 2004.  The opportunity to help advance the mission of this young but well-founded and growing organization is both an honor and a challenge.  In his first letter, Peter Racleff (2006 – 2007) expressed the WCSA’s purpose this way:  “At the heart of the project of the WCSA is the struggle to make visible the invisible, to demonstrate that there is indeed a working class in the United States, that it is alive and lively, full of potential and energy, not just shaped by the dominant society but able to shape the future itself.”

Other past-presidents have reflected in their letters on events and trends shaping working-class life and struggles in the present moment.   Kitty Krupat (2007 - 2008) wrote about the election campaign that led to Obama’s presidency, and the opportunity it provided for discussion of issues of race, class, gender and sexuality.  David Roediger (2008 – 2009) reminded us of the power of internationalism in a time of mass work protests world-wide, including in China. Michelle Tokarczyk (2009 – 2010) addressed the healthcare reform debate, the worsening recession, and education cutbacks as contexts for our work.  Fred Gardaphe (2010 – 2011) addressed the attack on state employees’ unions and urged the need for a united front of labor and working-class organizations.

We are now in the midst of the deepest and longest-running recession since the great depression, brought on in the US by the double disasters of financial crisis and a decade of war.  The response of the federal government and most state governments has been to impose austerity: cutting jobs, pay and benefits, as well as the services that unemployed people rely on – and of course, curtailing labor rights.  The response of workers, students, unions, and professionals of all stripes from Wisconsin and around the country has been to rise up in protest, drawing inspiration not only from deep traditions of labor and political dissent but also from the mass uprisings of the Arab Spring of 2011.

As I write this, the Occupy Wall Street protests are intensifying and spreading to other cities around the US.   Protesters are accused – along with anyone from Obama down who proposes job creation or progressive taxation – of fomenting “class warfare.”  Well it’s about time we were talking about this.   The ruling class in the US has been conducting a very conscious class war from above for the past thirty years.  Globally, they have been busy grabbing up the planet’s land and resources, converting the global proletariat into a “precariat” of impoverished casual labor, fueling (and denying) climate change, and undermining the democratic processes designed to give the rest of us a voice in these matters.  The coming years will reveal whether they have overreached and whether the resistance we are now seeing will prevail.

The slogan “We Are the 99 Percent” resonates widely in this new Gilded Age of extreme disparities in wealth, with bankers, CEOs and allied politicians representing the 1% who have captured 25% of the wealth while real income for the majority has declined.  (Interestingly, a Time magazine poll reported in the October 10 2010 issue indicates 1% of those surveyed consider current economic conditions “excellent.”)  Even The New York Times, having at first ignored the protests, recognized the justice and timeliness of their message in a recent lead editorial (October 9, 2011).  Typically, the Times makes no mention of the working class: it is the “middle class” that is being ground down and “the poor” whose ranks are swelling.
However, the protesters’ 99% to 1% breakdown echoes those in the WCSA who have been calling for a cross-class alliance of working-class and professional middle-class people against a predatory and ascendant capitalist class.  Michael Zweig has argued that clear recognition and correct naming of class distinctions in the US is necessary to identify our common interests and to focus our actions.  In The Working-Class Majority (2000 edition – a new edition is due out this Fall) he calculates working-class membership at around 62%, middle-class at 36%, and capitalist class at 2%.   Give or take a percentage point, could we now be seeing that alliance of the 98%?  Might it include recognition that poverty is something that can happen to middle-class as well as working-class people, and – a further stretch – that labor is not a “special interest”?
What can the WCSA offer to the broader movement for economic justice in these times?  Dave Roediger, in his first letter, explained: “[A]n analysis that takes class as central and presents it as a lived and concrete set of experiences in highly unequal social relationships has a better chance of being heard now than in a long time.  The shop-worn idea that workers have been “bought off” has seldom been so starkly discredited.  Equally gone is the confidence that markets magically solve things.”

Working-class studies can provide data, analysis, historical perspective and cultural expression that brings clarity to the issues and motivates action.  Just this month, for example, the Center for Working-Class Studies released its quarterly report on the “de facto unemployment rate,” compiled by John Russo and his colleagues at Youngstown State University.  It demonstrates that, when discouraged job seekers and other latent job candidates are added to the official unemployed, the de facto rate stands at 26.37%.  Including the prison population and active military personnel takes the unemployment rate to 29.17%.   As a teacher of literature, I can place data like these alongside poems like Mark Nowak’s in Shut Up / Shut Down and video from the Madison protests earlier this year, to create a fuller picture for my students of how we live now and the range of possible responses.

In the face of these world-historical developments, the steps the WCSA needs to take in the coming year to strengthen our association might seem a bit pedestrian. But they require action if we want to grow the resources the WCSA makes available and extend the association’s reach and impact.   I’ll name two tasks that emerged from lively meetings of our membership at the Chicago conference in June 2011.  (And this is the place to say “thank you” to Jack Metzgar and the rest of the team from the Chicago Center for Working-Class Studies – Liesl Orenic, Bob Bruno, Lew Rosenbaum, and Maria Dokes – for organizing such a terrific gathering.)

• We need to expand and diversify our membership.  Jack’s report on that conference tells us that of the 250 people attending about 20% were non-academics (labor and community activists, artists and writers, filmmakers, publishers), and only 13% were people of color.  Conference participation is constrained by issues of funding and logistics and doesn’t necessarily reflect membership at large.  But still, we need to figure out what the obstacles to membership are, what the benefits are, and what it would take make the WCSA as broadly based as the working class itself.

• We need to generate more activity and sharing of resources between annual conferences.  We have a good start on this with the Working-Class Perspectives weekly blog, the reports coming from the Center for Study of Working-Class Life (including the latest, on the class and geographic origins of US war dead in Afghanistan), and our partnership with the journal New Labor Forum.   But the WCSA’s own website could become a much more interactive source of knowledge and conversation, and we could learn how to better use social media for our purposes.

If you have ideas as to how we might accomplish these tasks please write me at the address below.  Other plans generated in Chicago will be taken up by the Steering Committee in the coming months and I’ll report on them in the Spring issue of the newsletter.

Meantime, if you are reading this but not yet a WCSA member, please consider joining the association via our website.   And think about submitting a proposal for the upcoming conference on How Class Works at Stony Brook, June 7 – 9, 2012.   Proposals are welcome through December 12.  For details, see the call for papers in this issue of the newsletter.

In solidarity,
Nick Coles
WCSA President



CALL FOR PRESENTATIONS
A Conference at SUNY Stony Brook
June 7-9, 2012
The Center for Study of Working Class Life is pleased to announce the How Class Works – 2012 Conference, to be held at the State University of New York at Stony Brook, June 7-9, 2012.   Proposals for papers, presentations, and sessions are welcome until December 12, 2011 according to the guidelines below. For more information, visit our Web site.

Purpose and orientation: The conference seeks to explore ways in which an explicit recognition of class helps to understand the social world in which we live, and ways in which analysis of society can deepen our understanding of class as a social relationship. Presentations should take as their point of reference the lived experience of class; proposed theoretical contributions should be rooted in and illuminate social realities. Presentations are welcome from people outside academic life when they sum up social experience in a way that contributes to the themes of the conference.  Formal papers will be welcome but are not required. All presentations should be accessible to an interdisciplinary audience.
Conference themes: The conference welcomes proposals for presentations that advance our understanding of any of the following themes.

The mosaic of class, race, and gender. To explore how class shapes racial, gender, and ethnic experience and how different racial, gender, and ethnic experiences within various classes shape the meaning of class. 

Class, power, and social structure. To explore the social content of working, middle, and capitalist classes in terms of various aspects of power; to explore ways in which class and structures of power interact, at the workplace and in the broader society.

Class and community. To explore ways in which class operates outside the workplace in the communities where people of various classes live.

Class in a global economy. To explore how class identity and class dynamics are influenced by globalization, including experience of cross-border organizing, capitalist class dynamics, international labor standards.

Middle class? Working class? What's the difference and why does it matter? To explore the claim that the U.S. is a middle class society and contrast it with the notion that the working class is the majority; to explore the relationships between the middle class and the working class, and between the middle class and the capitalist class.

Class, public policy, and electoral politics. To explore how class affects public policy, with special attention to health care, the criminal justice system, labor law, poverty, tax and other economic policy, housing, and education; to explore the place of electoral politics in the arrangement of class forces on policy matters.

Class and culture: To explore ways in which culture transmits and transforms class dynamics.

Pedagogy of class. To explore techniques and materials useful for teaching about class, at K-12 levels, in college and university courses, and in labor studies and adult education courses.

How to submit proposals for How Class Works – 2012 Conference
Proposals for presentations must include the following information: a) title; b) which of the eight conference themes will be addressed; c) a maximum 250 word summary of the main points, methodology, and slice of experience that will be summed up; d) relevant personal information indicating institutional affiliation (if any) and what training or experience the presenter brings to the proposal; e) presenter's name, address, telephone, fax, and e-mail address. A person may present in at most two conference sessions. To allow time for discussion, sessions will be limited to three twenty-minute or four fifteen-minute principal presentations. Sessions will not include official discussants.  Proposals for poster sessions are welcome.  Presentations may be assigned to a poster session.
Proposals for sessions are welcome. A single session proposal must include proposal information for all presentations expected to be part of it, as detailed above, with some indication of willingness to participate from each proposed session member.

Submit proposals as an e-mail attachment to michael.zweig@stonybrook.edu or as hard copy by mail to the How Class Works - 2012 Conference, Center for Study of Working Class Life, Department of Economics, SUNY, Stony Brook, NY 11794-4384.

Timetable: Proposals must be received by December 12, 2011. After review by the program committee, notifications will be mailed on January 17, 2012. The conference will be at SUNY Stony Brook June 7-9, 2012.  Conference registration and housing reservations will be possible after February 20, 2012. Details and updates will be posted at http://www.workingclass.sunysb.edu.

Conference coordinator:
Michael Zweig
Director, Center for Study of Working Class Life
Department of Economics
State University of New York
Stony Brook, NY 11794-4384
631.632.7536
michael.zweig@stonybrook.edu

Center and Program Updates

Our Daily Work/Our Daily Lives, Michigan State University

Our Daily Work/Our Daily Lives is a joint program at Michigan State University drawing on the mutual interest at the MSU Museum and in the MSU Labor Education Program in workers culture, labor history and working class life. This collaboration has promoted the preservation, promotion and presentation of workers culture through a variety of activities including film showings, fiction and poetry readings, museum exhibits, and the ODW/ODL brown bag series which entered its 16th year in September.
Last year, along with the activities reported in the last WCSA newsletter, we worked on a cooperative public humanities program based in the staging of both the opera and the stage play based on John Steinbeck's Grapes of Wrath. A “prequel” mixing songs from the opera and scenes from the play was done at the Michigan State Historical Museum in Lansing and at Region 1-D of the United Autoworkers in Grand Rapids, followed by community response panels focusing on the relevance of the work today afterwards.  This year, we also sponsored a number of MSU students who made presentations at the 2011 Working Class Studies Conference in Chicago (of which we were also an organizational co-sponsor).
We will be hosting two exhibits this year on the MSU campus. Les Bartlett's photographic exhibit, "Show Me Your Hands: The Stone Sculptors of Barre, Vermont and their Stone," opens in the MSU College of Law building in October. Susan Eisenberg's installation on the experience of women working construction, "On Equal Terms," opens at the MSU Museum in February.  Both artists will give presentations in the ODW/ODL brown bag series. An earlier MSU Museum exhibit, “Workers Culture in Two Nations; South Africa and the United States” recently opened for the coming year at the Red Location Museum in Port Elizabeth, South Africa.

This year’s brown bag series features career diner waitresses, the labor speeches of Martin Luther King, revolutionary Black workers in Detroit, labor conflicts over jobs and environment with nuclear power, commercial fishermen of the Great Lakes, and occupational masks to name only a few of the topics.  Folksinger John McCutcheon will be performing at the Ten Pound Fiddle Coffeehouse in East Lansing and will do a special musical presentation in the brown bag series in February. Through a partnership with MSU’s Vincent Voice Library, all the brown bags are being recorded, cataloged and made available on the library’s website for anyone’s listening pleasure and convenience.

Center for Working Class Studies, Youngstown State University

Members of the Center for Working-Class Studies at Youngstown State University are working on three key projects this fall.   Sherry Linkon and John Russo are working with staff from the Mahoning Valley Organizing Collaborative to lead a community book group looking at contemporary social and political issues.  This fall, the group is reading Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow:  Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness. The group includes staff and community leaders from MVOC, CWCS faculty affiliates, graduate students from YSU’s American Studies program, and representatives from a variety of community organizations. Alexander will meet with the group and give a public lecture as part of the Center’s annual lecture series in December.

Linkon and Russo are also completing work on an online textbook, Reading Work. The book helps students develop critical, complex perspectives on the social structure, cultural significance, and personal experience of work in contemporary America, while also improving critical reading skills.  It is being used in undergraduate courses at YSU and elsewhere, and revisions are being made based on suggestions from faculty and students.  The project will be completed in January, 2012.  For more information, contact Sherry Linkon at the CWCS.

CWCS Faculty Affiliate Dr. Rosemary D’Apolito is completing work on a two-year project exploring the stories of immigrant women in the Mahoning Valley.  She has conducted extensive interviews with women who have immigrated to the U.S. over the past 25 years, from more than a dozen countries including China, Syria, Liberia, Peru, and Vietnam.  An exhibit featuring excerpts from the interviews and photographs by artist Maria Bleahu, who is herself an immigrant, was on display at the Youngstown  Historical Center for Industry and Labor for a month this fall, along with a video based on D’Apolito’s work, created by Launa Buettell.  D’Apolito is also producing a radio documentary of the project, and the interviews and photographs will be added to the CWCS’s Steel Valley Voices website.

The CWCS will host its 15th annual lecture series this year.  Along with Michelle Alexander, the series will include an exhibit and talk by Dale Maharidge and Michael Williamson, drawn from their new book Someplace Like America, and a presentation and workshop by Wade Rathke, founder of ACORN.

Center for Study of Working Class Life, SUNY Stony Brook

On the tenth anniversary of the start of the current war in Afghanistan, the Center for Study of Working Class Life at the State University of New York at Stony Brook released its report "American Military Deaths in Afghanistan, and the Communities from Which These Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen, and Marines Came," by Michael Zweig, Michael Porter, and Yuxiang Huang.

The study presents a detailed picture of the men and women who have died in the war, and the communities which have lost them.  It compares these findings with people and communities in the country as a whole.  The report is based on a reading of obituaries and tribute pages for each of the 1,446 U.S. military personnel who died in Afghanistan from the start of the war in October 2001 to the end of 2010, and analysis of Census and other data for the communities from which they came. The report addresses the racial and gender composition of the dead, their education levels and reasons for joining the military, and their position in the class structure of the economy.  The report also details the geographic origins of the dead and presents key economic data for their communities.

The findings challenge a number of widely held assumptions about the identity and motivation of Americans who have died in Afghanistan and the economic conditions in their home communities.  Whatever one's views on the war, it is important to know who is dying from doing the work of it.
See the full report and data appendixes.


Book Review:
Jeff Torlina, Working Class: Challenging Myths About Blue-Collar Labor (Lynne Rienner Publishers) 

by Barbara Jensen, counseling psychologist, Minneapolis

Working Class is a welcome and significant contribution to the emerging field of Working Class Studies. It offers an extensive review of the literature on social class, as well as much-needed corrections and additions for any discipline that studies social class empirically. Torlina conducted his research and wrote this thesis, then book, over a 20-year period, while both working as a highly skilled construction worker and pursuing his PhD in sociology.  Working Class is well-written and readable, no small feat for a researcher covering as much ground and complexity as Torlina does.  Working Class is also ground-breaking, while remaining firmly rooted in empiricism and the literature on social class.

Torlina challenges the concept of Socio-Economic Status (or SES) altogether.  He offers compelling counter-arguments to common social science assumptions about class:  Americans do not end up somewhere on a class ladder based on their differing levels of effort, ambition, and intelligence.  Rather, the working-class men he interviewed chose to work blue-collar jobs because they are proud of, and satisfied by, their work.  Several of his interviewees had tried white-collar jobs for a time, and found that work dull and lifeless.  They returned to skilled labor because they prefer it.  

This book offers original research material that confirms what I have also found as a counseling psychologist and in the research I did for my forthcoming book Reading Classes (Cornell 2012): working-class men are hardly lacking in a sense of agency or identity.  They define themselves from the “bottom up,” and they take pride (not shame) from doing the hardest, dirtiest, and most taxing work in American society.  Torlina also confirms the sense of belonging, personal comfort, and inoculation against middle-class scorn that working-class people can still find within their own cultures.  By doing so he also helps establish that there are indeed different cultural assumptions—different cultures—for people in different classes in America.  This crucial point has been overlooked by most researchers until relatively recently; Torlina gives us an excellent study to confirm what is “common sense” to many people from or within the working class.

The research, speculation, and review provided in this book are well-balanced, as Torlina skillfully toggles back and forth between his interviewees -- giving us a satisfying amount of their own words -- and his review and critique of research and theory previously presented about working-class men. It moves along well, and every chapter compelled me to keep reading more.  His research is excellent, and his critique of the literature is exhaustive, nuanced, and deep.  His own research runs the gambit from working-class pride to the mental aspects of physical labor; from how workers see their white-collar counterparts to how (and why) they don’t care how those same folks see them; from the deconstruction of Marxist assumptions about workers’ supposed lack of a sense of agency to the unpacking of assumptions inherent in the very concept of socio-economic status as a legitimate measure of workers’ real lives.

All in all, despite his exclusive focus on men and his primary focus on skilled manual labor, this book is a treasure trove of provocative insights, observations, and theoretical arguments.  Torlina’s work has crucial broader application for the study of working-class life in general and for the field of Working-Class Studies in particular.


Book Review: 
Erik Gellman and Jarod Roll, The Gospel of the Working Class: Labor’s Southern Prophets in New Deal America (U. of Illinois).  

by Robert Bruno, Labor Education, University of Illinois

Working-class Americans are a religious people, and yet how their religiosity actually meshes with their working lives is often unexamined by scholars.  Dissociating faith from the things that workers do to earn their daily bread marginalizes how those workers find meaning in their lives.  But as other authors have demonstrated, faith does matter to working-class believers, and Gellman and Roll’s Gospel of the Working Class offers us a rare and extraordinary view of how the word of God has been used to champion profane as well as spiritual causes.

Largely through the lives of two southern preachers, Owen Whitfield and Claude Williams, the authors tell a story of how the terrible economic pain of the 1930s raised up a moral call to use religion to cry out “against injustice, . . .challenging people to make the world anew.”  The call was heard and forcibly made by Williams, a white Arkansas preacher, who along with Whitfield, a black Tennessee theologian, traveled unpopular roads to speak for the poor, dispossessed and exploited at work.  Unlike so many other heroic accounts of clerics who stood on picket lines for workers and were hailed as “labor priests,” Whitfield and Williams were theologians who became union officials. 
 
The preachers’ lives unified the sacred and the secular spaces where people in need found God’s power, and the authors are right to contextualize this biographical account in terms of the “centrality of religious ideas in social and political movements.” Working at times in remarkably parallel ways in different corners of the rural south, both preachers first rejected conventional approaches to church doctrine, insisting that Christ advocated for the realization of heaven on earth.  In doing so they both questioned religious and other forms of segregation and acknowledged the collective sufferings of southern laborers, tenant farmers, and tobacco workers.  Whitfield, for example, embraced Garveyism and sermonized on the necessity of people taking action to defend their own lives, and Williams reached outside his congregation to invite mine worker union officials to use his church. 

An important point that Gellman and Roll make is that for the preachers Christianity for the masses is as much about living as a true Christian as it is about realizing class equality. It was the deeply held belief that people would only be able to live in God’s benevolent image if their faith was present in their works (James 2:17-18) that compelled both men to a life of activism.  

Williams and Whitfield sought out and worked through labor-oriented schools, labor unions, and left political and cultural organizations to simultaneously advance trade unionism and build the Kingdom of God.  Along the way they combatted “red-baiting,” the Ku Klux Klan (1930s and 1950-60s versions), opposition from within the church, hostile agricultural and mining businesses, rural poverty, housing evictions, and rejection from union officials.  

It’s not easy to weave the life stories of two dynamic preachers turned union firebrands into a coherent narrative, but Gellman and Roll have done good work. They offer the reader a convincing, well researched and detailed account of what many who study religion and working-class life feel strongly is an unacknowledged, uplifting and muscular nexus of class and faith.  Spirituals, Bible passages, church hymns and union organizing against capitalism are really one in the same.  To save your material prosperity and your soul join the CIO!  In a 1945 flyer reproduced in the book, featuring Whitfield and Williams, the public is invited to listen to sermons on housing, health, jobs, elections, reconversion from military production, and collective bargaining. Now that’s a Christology worth celebrating.   


Book Review: 
Owen Jones, Chavs: The Demonization of the Working Class (Verso)

by Tim Strangleman, Sociology, University of Kent

In his passionate and well-written book Owen Jones has laid bare the creeping vilification of the working class in the United Kingdom. For those outside the UK the term ‘chav’ refers to hard-living parts of the white working class, often seen as on welfare and living in local authority housing.  It has become shorthand in the UK for most if not all of the working class. 

The importance of Jones’ book is that he does more than collect examples of demonization of working-class people and their culture. Instead he places this process of othering in the context of the economic, political and social background of the last three decades or more. He systematically shows the way working-class people and their communities have suffered from huge economic shifts and deindustrialization.  Chavs repeatedly highlights the way working-class levels of income have dropped whilst that of the middle and upper classes has expanded. On top of this the working class has also suffered the further indignity of being blamed for their own parlous state as governments of both right and, regrettably, left have reduced economic inequality to a question of individual morality.

In a theme he returns to throughout the book, Jones argues that being openly prejudiced against the white working class is the last acceptable form of discrimination.  Readers may like to place the term ‘chav’ into any search engine to get a flavor of the type of abuse Jones highlights. The point he makes is that the term is a catch-all phrase which masks more than it illuminates, whilst at the same time encouraging people to disassociate themselves from being working class, thus becoming an identity of shame. 

Chavs is also very good at charting the cultural representation of the working class and the way this has changed over the last thirty years or more. Jones shows the way in which the working class regularly featured on mainstream television during the 1960s and especially the 1970s; back then they were far more likely to be rounded and differentiated in their characterization.  Programs and series, dramas and documentary took working-class issues seriously, or at least gave them attention. The profile the working class enjoyed at that time coincided with the era of strong trade unions and a powerful labor movement. Since the highpoint of that power, Chavs argues, the working class has been either largely invisible or held up to ridicule. Jones illustrates his point by highlighting the array of comedians on mainstream UK TV -- themselves often millionaires from solidly middle- or upper-class backgrounds -- who perform sketches at the expense of what they deem to be their social inferiors.
  
The power of the book is that Jones links up many disparate pieces of evidence and weaves them skillfully into a highly readable volume. There are obviously many parallels with similar processes in the USA, but Jones’ focus is resolutely on the UK.  Chavs is a very important piece of work that will hopefully change the vernacular on class in the UK and raise crucial questions about growing levels of social and economic inequality.


BOOK NOTES

Urban Flow: Bike Messengers in the City (Cornell), Jeffrey Kidder
In recent years bike messengers, who deliver time-sensitive materials across town, have been competing with FAXes, e-mail, and now the electronic filing of legal documents.  Though still ubiquitous on city streets, there are now fewer of them, leaving a hard core of messengers for whom their work, and their bikes, is a lifestyle as well as a profession.  According to Jeffrey Kidder, this intense and physically difficult work “requires split-second reflexes, an intimate knowledge of street maps and traffic patterns, and a significant measure of courage in the face of both bodily harm and job insecurity.”  A messenger himself for several years, Kidder provides a sophisticated sociological study of this work culture, both on and off the clock – as messengers work individually but create communities among themselves off hours (and at stop lights).  One of their off-hour enjoyments is “alleycats,” where messengers compete against each other to reach a finish line without any message to deliver.  This inside look at a world most of us see only in fleeting glimpses once again shows the enormous skill, and sometimes panache, involved in what are officially seen as “low-skill” because low-paying jobs.


Trigger Man: More Tales of the Motor City (Michigan State), Jim Ray Daniels
The amazingly productive poet Jim Daniels is still writing prose about his native Detroit, following on his 2003 working classic Detroit Tales.  This collection again brings to life both the “gritty spirit” and the “grim circumstances” of his characters in a continuously deindustrializing motor city.  One recurring theme is the dream of “Up North”—“the idealized country of many Detroit workers’ fantasy — an escape from the concrete and metal reality of their daily lives.”  Movie director John Sayles says: “Jim Ray Daniels’ characters in Trigger Man inhabit an emotional demolition derby, where even the ‘winners’ do as much damage to themselves as they do to others. Stories as close to desperation as the city they’re set in.”


Working South: Painting and Sketches by Mary Whyte (South Carolina), Mary Whyte
An oyster shucker in Urbanna, Virginia; a boatbuilder in Bayou la Batre, Alabama; and an elevator operator in Jackson, Mississippi. A textile mill worker, a tobacco farmer, a sponge diver and a shrimper, a ferryman, a shoeshine man, a hat maker, and a funeral band.  These are some of the workers, some in occupations that no longer exist, in Mary Whyte’s water colors and drawings collected in this book.  "When a person works with little audience and few accolades, a truer portrait of character is revealed," Whyte explains in her introduction.  Southern artist Jonathan Green praises Whyte for celebrating “the spirit of her subjects, their great passion for their work, and their resilience in facing life's hurdles. Her written narratives which accompany these images are as delightful, tender, and moving as the art itself.”


Hog Butchers, Beggars, and Busboys: Poetry, Labor, and the Making of Modern American Poetry (Michigan), John Marsh
John Marsh has an arresting thesis in this book: modern American poetry emerged from poets engaging the “labor problem” of the early 20th century.  Marsh’s canon of “moderns” consists of William Carlos Williams, T. S. Eliot, Edna St. Vincent Millay, Claude McKay, Langston Hughes, and Carl Sandburg.  And he argues that from 1909 to 1922 these poets moved away from rhyming and traditional subjects of love and nature in order to incorporate the reality of working lives in industrial capitalism.  According to the publisher, Marsh shows how modern poetry was “partially the result of modern poets writing into their verse what other poetry had suppressed: the gritty realities of modern life, including the problems of the poor and working class.”  Mark Van Wienen of Northern Illinois University is convinced: "Impressive—Marsh successfully rewrites the founding moment of American Modernist poetry."      


The Girls Club (Bywater Books), Sally Bellerose
The main character is this first novel is Cora Rose, a “young, white, working-class woman” who discovers and then suppresses her sexual desires as misplaced in her 1970s “working-class Catholic world.”  Described as both a coming-of-age and a coming-out story, it is also an exploration of the relationships of Cora Rose and her two sisters, from adolescence into adulthood, as they “help and hinder each other in their struggles to take control and responsibility over their lives.”  Troubled by her “abnormal” sexual feelings, Cora is barely out of high school when she has a child and gets married, but she eventually meets her soul mate in a lesbian bar called The Girls Club.  Meanwhile her sisters “play out their own struggles as Cora Rose leaves her husband, fights to keep her child, and overcomes religious and social prejudices that threaten her personal integrity.”  Publishers Weekly hails Bellerose’s work: “Characters all the more appealing and realistic for their lack of perfection. The portrayal of a lesbian struggling to deny her realities to everyone, including herself, is riveting and at times heartbreaking. A fast-paced, well-written tale with characters who will linger in the reader's memory long after the final page is turned.” 


People Wasn’t Made to Burn: A True Story of Race, Housing, and Murder in Chicago (Haymarket Books), Joe Allen
In 1947 on Chicago’s West Side, a fire killed four of James Hickman’s children, and James Hickman subsequently shot and killed the landlord he held responsible for that fire.  With the death penalty hanging over Hickman’s head, a community campaign and a vibrant legal defense “exposed how working poverty and racism led to his crime and helped win Hickman’s freedom.”  Joe Allen recounts this postwar story with what his publisher says is “a true-crime writer’s eye for suspense and the historian’s depth of knowledge.”  In the process Allen uncovers the struggles of black Americans for justice out of which the modern Civil Rights Movement would emerge a decade later.


Sinners of Sanction County: Stories (Bottom Dog Press), Charles Dodd White 
Set in rural Appalachia – “the Appalachia of cabins, mountain woods, hunting, drinking, dog-eaten corpses” – Sinners of Sanction County is among the latest from Larry Smith’s Bottom Dog Press.  The dog-eaten corpses are from a story about a husband who waits till his grief-stricken and deaf wife goes to sleep before chasing wild dogs who he can hear digging up the recently buried body of their son.  Another story is about a veteran of the Iraq War plotting to kill the meth-addicted widow of his brother.  And another is about an outsider managing a work crew dynamiting a hole in a mountain and who accidentally blows up a group of children.  Knockemstiff’s author Donald Ray Pollock praises Sinners: “Writing in a spare, poetic style that fairly crackles with energy, Charles Dodd White makes his mark as a major new talent as he masterfully explores the raw beauty and pathos of life among tough people caught in bad situations.”


Troublemakers: Power, Representation, and the Fiction of the Mass Worker (Rutgers), William Scott
Focusing on the first half of the 20th century, William Scott argues that as the nature and forms of working-class power changed, so did the fictional representations of “mass workers.”  With fresh interpretations of Jack London’s The Iron Heel, Ruth McKenney’s Industrial Valley, and Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, among others, Scott traces how these workers were “seen alternately as powerless, degraded victims or heroic, empowered icons who could rise above their oppression only through the help of representative organizations located outside the workplace.”  U. of Illinois’ David Roediger says of Troublemakers: "Unfailingly provocative, this is an intelligent book noteworthy for its refusal to be mired in old approaches and its consequent ability to break new ground in the study of both working class fiction and the more general relationship of factory and artistic production."


Reviving the Strike: How Working People Can Regain Power and Transform America (Ig Publishing), Joe Burns
Joe Burns is a labor lawyer and former local union president who has negotiated union contracts in the airline and health care industries.  In this book he argues: “If the American labor movement is to rise again, it will not be as a result of electing different politicians, the passage of legislation, or improved methods of union organizing.  Rather, workers will need to rediscover the power of the strike.”  Steve Early recommends that “union members should not go into bargaining without [this book].” According to Early: “American employers think that the strike is pretty much dead.  On our side of the bargaining table, too many unions seem to agree.  Joe Burns’ new book explains why this traditional tool of worker struggle is still relevant and how it can be used effectively in the 21st century.”



Literary Learning: Teaching the English Major (Indiana), Sherry Lee Linkon
This new entry in Indiana U. Press’ Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (STL) series is not focused on working-class studies, but it is by the co-director of the Center for Working-Class Studies at Youngstown State U. and one of the founders of our field, Sherry Linkon.  A few years back Linkon was voted the State of Ohio’s “best teacher,” and she is a major figure in national STL activities.  U. of Pittsburgh’s Mariolina Salvatori says Literary Learning “provides a model for thoughtful, reflexive, and well-designed teaching in any field, at any level, and at any institution."

The Assault on Public Education: Confronting the Politics of Corporate School Reform (Teachers College Press), edited by William H. Watkins
This collection of essays and studies by leading education scholars intervenes in the national discussion of so-called “school reform” with a special emphasis on how privatization and other free-market approaches will affect urban and poor students and their families.  The upshot is that the current “reform” wave is likely to increase the class stratification of an already highly stratified system.  According to the publisher: “In accessible language, renowned contributors explore and critique corporate school reform to both inform and serve as an organizing tool for teachers, parents, students, and citizens committed to genuine public education.” 

Robin Hood (Thames & Hudson), J.C. Holt
J.C. Holt is a medievalist British historian who is said to have written the definitive work on Magna Carta.  In this “historical detective work,” Holt tracks down the original tale, The Gest of Robyn Hood (which is included in this edition); assesses whether the bandit was based on a real person; and traces how the story has been told and retold in the past 600 years. According to Holt, “the tale originated with the yeomen and hangers-on of the households of noblemen” in the late Middle Ages.  “Parts of the story that we now take for granted—Maid Marian, Friar Tuck, Robin as robber of the rich and giver to the poor, even Sherwood Forest—played little or no part in the original tales, and were added as the centuries passed and the legends grew.”

Real World Labor (Dollars&Sense), edited by Immanuel Ness, Amy Offner, and Chris Sturr
This second edition of articles from and by contributors to the monthly progressive economics journal Dollars & Sense covers a wide range of current and persistent topics.  According to the publisher: “more than 80 articles [address] recent changes in the nature of work and wages; union responses to the global financial meltdown; discrimination by race, gender, and immigration status; militarism and its effects on the working class; and new forms of rank-and-file organizing and resistance.”  The Provost of the AFL-CIO’s National Labor College says this is “the only collection that provides an in-depth overview of labor issues in an accessible manner to anyone interested in understanding the most significant issues facing workers and the contemporary labor movement.”

Learning How: Stories, Yarns & Tales (Bottom Dog Press), Richard Hague 
 The narrator of the title story in Richard Hague’s new collection is searching for approval as a story-teller, trying to tell a yarn that will compete with the best, and eventually discovers that “a story about storytelling can be about both what’s true and what ought to be true.” In 21 other stories mostly set in the Appalachian part of Ohio, Hague spins tales about the Army Corps of Engineers, “Aunt Augie” and her field trip out of her nursing home courtesy of two young (and mischievous) nephews; and a Frenchman trying to start over American style. The reviewer for New York Journal of Books calls Learning How “a storyteller’s delight.”
 

Guest Workers and Resistance to U.S. Corporate Despotism (Illinois), Immanuel Ness
“Guest worker” immigrants are an important part of comprehensive immigration reform for both “sensible” conservatives and liberals – the right way, it is thought, to use immigrant labor to supplement the U.S.’s native labor supply.  But in this book political scientist Immanuel Ness argues that “if government and corporate efforts to replace undocumented laborers with an established guest worker labor force succeed, conditions for all workers will significantly diminish.”  The U.S. is more dependent on migrant workers than any other nation, and Ness details the various ways these workers are exploited “under the guise of filling a shortage of labor for substandard and scarce skilled jobs.”  In fact, Ness says, whether undocumented or official “guests,” U.S. immigration policy is dominated by “despotic practices calculated by key U.S. business leaders in the global economy to lower labor costs and expand profits.”  


Working-Class Studies Association
Call for Annual Award Submissions

The Working-Class Studies Association (WCSA) invites submissions (including self-nominations) for awards covering the year of 2011. Award categories are:

· The Tillie Olsen Award for Creative Writing: Published books of poetry,
fiction, creative non-fiction, and other genres
· Two C.L.R. James Awards, one each in the following categories:
Published books for academic or general audiences
Published articles or essays for academic or general audiences
· Studs Terkel Award for Media and Journalism: Single published articles or
series, broadcast media, multimedia, and film.
· The Constance Coiner Award for Best Dissertation: Completed dissertations.

In all categories, we invite nominations of excellent work that provides insightful and engaging representations of working-class life and culture; addresses issues related to the working class; and highlights the voices, experiences, and perspectives of working-class people.

To be eligible, works must have been published (in the case of books or articles) or completed (in the case of films and dissertations) between January 1, 2011 and December 31, 2011.

To nominate a work for consideration, please send three copies (submit books and dissertations on paper, other materials may be submitted on paper or in electronic form) with a cover letter, identifying the category in which you are nominating the work and a brief explanation of why you think the work deserves recognition. Be sure to include accurate author contact information including address, phone and email address   Nominations are due by January 15, 2012. Submit nominations to:

Fred Gardaphe
The John D. Calandra Italian American Institute
25 West 43rd. Street, Suite 1700
New York, New York 10036
Winners will be announced at the WCSA conference in Stony Brook, New York in June 2012. Winners will receive free conference registration and a plaque.
For more information, contact Fred Gardaphe

WCSA News

Graduate Student Committee Report 
Sara Appel

Having been a member of the Graduate Committee for the last couple years, I was thrilled to see a large number of grads turn out for the graduate student meet-and-greet that Jack Metzger and I organized at this summer’s annual conference at the University of Illinois-Chicago. Right around 20 grads, coming from schools as various as the University of Michigan, the University of Sussex, Georgia State University, the University of Texas, and Wayne State University, met me in the Student Center food court to receive a (delightfully old-school) cash money hand-off of $5 toward their “partially free lunch.” Following such shameless bribery, the group sat down together to learn a bit about each other’s investments in Working Class Studies and class issues more generally, discussing everything from the military recruitment of Latino youth to contingent academic labor, to the meaning and relevance of the “social movement” at a moment characterized by both profound socioeconomic insecurity and the possibility of real social change. 

A number of grads came up to me throughout the weekend expressing both their excitement about the conversations generated by this meet-up and the possibility of getting more involved in the Working Class Studies Association. I have contacted a number of those who expressed interest in serving on the Graduate Committee, and am hopeful that good work, and continued exchange of ideas and thoughts concerning the future direction of Working Class Studies, will come from this. One project that Mike Boyle (Cultural Anthropology, CUNY) and I have begun working on involves setting up a graduate student-run blog. As of right now, we have gotten the blog up—but not quite running—on Wordpress, giving it the tentative title “Social Class Agenda.” We’re envisioning this blog as a lively, active (“social”) space where grad students and independent scholars interested in being a part of our blogroll could contribute brief, more-or-less informal essays on a variety of class-related, archivable topics. One idea that we’re having right now, in terms of soliciting early support for this project, is to have those interested serving on the blogroll send us a 1000-1200 word essay detailing how you “came to class” as an important category of analysis in your work. In other words, why do you care so much about class? Why is class important to you as a scholar, and as a force shaping your personal and political views? If you’d like to send us a draft of an essay for consideration in the blog, or have other ideas involving the blog that you’d like to share with us (including changes to the name, if you have a particularly great idea!), e-mail either Mike or me. You can also check out the (currently VERY skeletal) blog itself. Mike and I will also both be graduating this spring, and are very limited in the amount of time we’ll be able to devote to this project in the coming months, so we’d like to hear from other grads interested in taking leadership roles on this project (especially editing and tech-troubleshooting) or on the Grad Committee more generally. 

Treasurer's Report 
Cherie Rankin

This summer I was elected to the position of Treasurer, and former Treasurer Terry Easton and I are in the last stages of transferring the duties from him to me.  We now have an account set up at Citizens Equity Federal Credit Union in Peoria, IL, and the money in Sun Trust in Atlanta will be transferred by the end of October.

I'd like to remind everyone that you can renew your membership now, and it wil be good for all of 2012.  You can pay through PayPal, or you can mail your payment to me at the address below:

Cherie Rankin
PO Box 264
Emden, IL  62635

Member News
Past WCSA president Fred Gardaphe was featured on the cover of the Fall 2011 issue of On Wisconsin, the alumni magazine of the University of Wisconsin.  The issue contains a feature about Fred entitled "Tracking the Ties that Bind."
WCSA member Lita Kurth published a poem, "Heifers in a Cattle Car,"  about the Wisconsin labor protests in April on NewVerseNews.com, and her poem "March Melt," which also had a working class theme, was published in Blast Furnace.
WCSA member Elizabeth Seton Mignacca, Ph.D. candidate in the Sociology Department at Syracuse University, has won the 2011 Beth B. Hess Memorial Scholarship.  The award is sponsored by the Sociologists for Women in Society (SWS), the Society for the Study of Social Problems (SSSP) and the American Sociological Association (ASA).  The Beth B. Hess Memorial Scholarship is awarded annually to an advanced doctoral student who began their postsecondary education at a community college, in recognition of the student’s research and commitment to social justice.
Critical Approaches to American Working-Class Literature, edited by past WCSA president Michelle M. Tokarczyk, was published by Routledge in June 2011. Contributors include Nick Coles, Renny Christopher, Michele Fazio, Sylvia Cook, Tim Libretti, and other working-class scholars.
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