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The writing of Canadian labour history has always unfolded at the interface of national specificity and international currents of influence, be they in the realm of analysis or activism.  Yet an assessment of Canadian working-class history’s rise and reconfiguration also highlights some ‘peculiarities of the Canadians’.  First, Canada is a big country, but its academic culture is decidedly small. This means that debates within Canadian labour history can and have easily become quite sharp and, even, personalized. Second, with a weak communist tradition but a very strong social democratic presence, a scholarly field such as labour history tended to concentrate attention on contentious differences within the left, especially as these were evident, initially, in social history’s rise and, subsequently, in cultural history’s later challenges. Third, for these and other reasons, working-class history in Canada has arguably had a much greater influence on more general historiographic debates and trends within the country than in other nation-state contexts, where study of workers’ pasts may well be more insulated from the hegemonic mainstream. Fourth, and finally, labour historians have played an important role in the upper reaches of the academic profession in Canada, perhaps moreso than in any other country. All things considered, labour history in Canada has led a charmed life. And yet it is both relatively young and not without something of a tumultuous past. 
The Past as Prologue
Until the modern labour historiography of Canada emerged out of the ferment of the 1960s, professional historians played second fiddle to a band of economists, political scientists, and even specialists in English Literature in writing on the country’s workers and their labour movement.
  Paralleling these academic developments were radical and communist commentaries, but such writing was hardly influential, especially when compared to other English-speaking settings.
  By the1960s communist publications that addressed the history of class formation in Canada and the development of the trade union movement included Charles Lipton’s Trade Union Movement of Canada, 1827-1959 (1966) and Stanley Ryerson’s Unequal Union: Confederation and the Roots of Conflict in the Canadas, 1815-1873 (1968). An autodidactic dissident communist, Jack Scott, expelled from the CPC in 1962, also produced a series of labour history studies over the course of the 1960s and early 1970s. He opened one study with the declaration that, “Historians – with a few honourable exceptions – take virtually no note of the existence of workers in society.”
  
Lipton, Ryerson, and Scott resonated with an emerging contingent of New Left-influenced students in the 1960s, to be sure.
 As a mid-1960s historiographic article in the Canadian Historical Review by Stanley Mealing indicated, however, mainstream historians were by no means convinced that “the concept of social class” was highly relevant to understanding of national identity and the country’s history.
 Canada lacked anything comparable to the influence of the Hammonds, the Webbs, and G.D.H. Cole in England, where the Fabian and moderate socialist analytic stream ran historically deep, with specific currents having a pronounced impact on disciplines and fields such as economics, history, and political thought. Nothing comparable to the American Wisconsin School, associated with the substantial researches of John R. Commons, Richard T. Ely, and Selig Perlman existed north of the 49th parallel.  Liberal individualism on the one hand, and patrician sensibilities, on the other, incarcerated most Canadian historians in an academic aesthetics that shunned approaching the nation and its past in class ways as troublingly base. “[T]he study of the common, or common-place man,” wrote Arthur R.M. Lower in 1929, “if overdone, would no doubt make for common-place history.”

Kenneth McNaught presented a similar barrier to new approaches to labour within the small ‘left’ of academic historiography. McNaught, a committed social democrat associated with the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF), had been schooled in the late 1940s variants of contemporary ‘culture wars’. This education was a battleground that pitted moderate socialists of the parliamentary road against the nefarious ‘reds’, who threatened to bore from within essential democratic institutions, in the process contaminating if not destroying them. So small were the concentric circles of Canadian labour studies in this period that McNaught would leave his mark indelibly on what would come to be a post-1960s rupture of two intimately forged research cohorts.  They began to create modern working-class history in the aftermath of what was arguably the country’s most tumultuous decade.

The Layered 1960s: Modern Labour Historiography and Its Divergent Camps
One significant difference separating the historiography of Canadian workers from that of research and writing in other national contexts was that Canadian labour history gave rise to two roughly identifiable orientations to the study of class in English Canada in a relatively short time frame.  In French Canada, a distinct labour historiography also appeared in the same period.  These metaphorical ‘generations’ of scholarship were marked by decidedly different impulses and engagements, but all emerged from the cauldron of the 1960s.
  
The first English Canadian contingent, which entered PhD programmes mostly in the early-to-mid 1960s, was largely untouched by Marxism and was either liberal or ‘liberal in a hurry’ (moderately social democratic). Arguably the most significant of its authors – David J. Bercuson and Irving Martin Abella – were trained at the University of Toronto by McNaught.  The conception of the working class that animated this loose grouping was one of institution, episodic conflict, material inequality, the forward march of labour as enshrined in the realization of trade union entitlements such as collective bargaining, and an accent on labour politics that privileged the social democratic/labourist traditions.  Framed very much within a national discourse, the scholarship of this specific cohort set new standards of professionalism in the writing of Canadian labour history.
  
This initial production of modern labour history was recognizable in the moderation of its analytic directions as well as in its focus on the more modern period.  Bercuson’s history of the Winnipeg General Strike, for instance, concluded by stressing the “futility and tragedy of massive confrontation combined with hysteria and intransigence,” casting a plague on both the Houses of the militant labour left and the state ideologues and agencies of repression.
 Abella’s discussion of the Canadian Congress of Industrial Organization (CIO) unions, the CCF and the Communist Party acknowledged the often heavy-handed tactics adopted to drive the reds from the unions, pointing out that the expulsion of the left-wing served the workers’ movement poorly.  Nonetheless, in Abella’s view, the main story of the CIO in Canada was the achievement of “an industrial union movement,” albeit one dominated from without, not by communists but by Americans.

All of this was most emphatically a 20th-century story.  It was not uncommon for historians to suggest, as did Abella in an edited collection on major Canadian strikes, that “Labour’s trauma started in Winnipeg in 1919. Until then its horizons had seemed unclouded and propitious.”
  The struggle to achieve working-class rights was thus telescoped into a frame where state-labour relations dominated and victories were won in terms of trade union development, the achievement of collective bargaining rights, and political advances registered in the rise of parties willing to promote the cause of ‘ordinary Canadians’.  Studies of poverty in the industrial city and immigrant radicals  complicated this whiggish narrative somewhat,
 but most Canadian labour history was increasingly understandable against the backdrop of socialism’s so-called early-to-mid 1940s ‘golden age’, when the CCF achieved electoral breakthroughs.
One early figure who problematized this emerging, respectable face of labour history was Michael S. Cross.  Cross studied the 19th century rather than the 20th (in which he also had an interest)
, and was more concerned with the history of riot and raucous confrontation than he was in hitching the cart of workers’ revolt to the wagon of social democracy.  In his exploration of the timber workers’ social and ethnocultural conflict, articulated in a pioneering discussion of the Ottawa Valley Shiners’ Wars of the 1830s, Cross addressed class less as an institution and more as a messy historical happening.
  Cross thus linked metaphorical arms, not only with his generational colleagues who championed implicitly the study of the respectable faces of labour history, but also with a second loose grouping of social historians whose connections to the 1960s were more activist than accidental.
For this new contingent, their experience was often one of engagement with politics to the left of the now renamed social democratic successor to the CCF, the New Democratic Party (NDP).  Never the tightly knit, coherent collectivity that some imagined it to be, members of this soon to be misnamed ‘school’ of ‘new labour history’ gravitated to one another, not so much out of an understanding of what they were for as on the basis of a shared appreciation of what they were against.
 There was relatively common agreement that the history of class formation, rather than conventional accounts of the trade union and the political party, was what working-class history was all about.  This was not to say, of course, that institutions and politics were unimportant, only that they were part of a larger process.  In general, much of the initial research and writing of this cohort addressed the years 1860-1930. Many of these emerging historians of the working class went to graduate schools in the United States, where they were educated in the break from the consensus historiography of Richard Hofstadter and other prominent figures of the 1950s. Others studied at Warwick University in England in the mid-to-late 1970s.  All read widely in the international literature that was, from the mid-1960s on, making working-class history an exciting field, alive with new ideas and fresh perspectives. E.P. Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class (1963) was, for many, an inspiring text, while others found in the circulation of Herbert G. Gutman’s unpublished articles of the late 1960s a samizdat-like body of writing that opened new interpretive possibilities about ways to write about workers and their presence within and influence on civil society. Theory animated this new research agenda, perhaps as it never had before in the writing of Canadian history. Marx was read, of course, but so too were anthropologists like Lévi-Strauss; subterranean thinkers such as Antonio Gramsci and Georg Lukács; commentators on the culture of everyday life, from George Lefebvre to Raymond Williams; and young New Leftists from both sides of the Atlantic: the sociologist C. Wright Mills, the feminist historian Sheila Rowbotham, and the impressively wide-ranging editor of the New Left Review, Perry Anderson.
  
By the time that the first major statements of this loose historiographic approach appeared in the late 1970s and early 1980s, it was apparent that the now contentious field of labour history had in some ways rocked historians of Canada out of a complacent somnolence. My own A Culture in Conflict: Skilled Workers and Industrial Capitalism in Hamilton, Ontario, 1860-1914 (1979), Gregory S. Kealey’s Toronto Workers Respond to Industrial Capitalism, 1867-1892 (1980), and our jointly-authored Dreaming of What Might Be: The Knights of Labor in Ontario, 1880-1900 (1982) were all either nominated for major academic prizes or won such awards. Fair-minded commentators such as Ramsay Cook presented such studies as major breakthroughs.
  Others were less generous. David Bercuson, for instance, took aim at Dreaming of What Might Be and characterized it as “pretentious, problematic, and tedious … a Sunday sermon … dry, boring, and devoid of any feeling for the workers.”
  Debates may well have been, in the words of the country’s foremost historiographic commentator, Carl Berger, “captious, intemperate, and confusing.” They also revealed the analytic fault lines that could run through all historical interpretation, whatever the claims to objectivity, however different the attachment to divergent understandings of political engagement. And Berger was generous in his acknowledgement that writing by those influenced by Thompson’s “humanistic Marxism” had “recovered copious and scarcely suspected details on social life in the Victorian period … [helping] move to the centre of attention the social conflict that accompanied the arrival of industrial society, … [according] a place to ideas and attitudes in history that belied the commonplace image of Marxist scholarship as materialistic ….” Referring to the importance of quantitative methods and their significance within methodological debates in the 1970s, Berger also added, in a comparison that contrasted the approaches of Michael Katz and his highly funded and team-researched social history of stratification and inequality in Hamilton, Ontario with the social histories of workers’ struggle, that writing on late 19th-century class formation “contributed far more to the ultimate clarification of class – and class in history – than the statisticians of social mobility.”
   
At the pinnacle of the national historical culture, the Canadian Historical Review, edited in 1981 by Bercuson and J. L. Granatstein, commissioned a lead article on writing about labour and the left by the doyen of a patrician, social democratic approach to working-class studies, Kenneth McNaught. McNaught suggested that “those young researchers who have been lovingly adapting E.P. Thompson to the mines, production lines, and even the countryside of Canada’s past” needed to get back to appreciating how the “smart union leadership” of the 1930s and 1940s (which had extracted concessions from the employers, beaten back the reds, and negotiated a place in the state-orchestrated system of post-World War II industrial pluralism) was what needed study and emulation.  The goal of that sophisticated layer of union builders, McNaught stressed in the last line of his essay, “was not to defend an Archie Bunker-charivari culture, but, rather, to liberate those who had been entrapped by the economic-cultural constraints imposed by political capitalists.”  The CHR promptly awarded McNaught’s essay, commissioned by partisans and itself a highly partisan statement, the journal’s annual prize as the best article published in its pages.

Years later, J.L. Granatstein, increasingly a spokesman for the view that Canadian historiography had overspecialized to the point of trivializing the country’s past as the study of insignificant servant girls when there were important Prime Ministers to write about and momentous events such as wars and elections to commemorate, would conclude that “the struggle for the past” began in Canada in labour history.  “The old-style institutional labour historians were either driven out of the field or left the field to seek new areas to work in,” Granatstein wrote in 1898, adding, “The Marxists had complete control of the labour history field, including the journals and the students, and they maintain it still, notwithstanding the discrediting of Marxism everywhere in the world. The universities, sheltered from the real world, continue to protect their Marxists.”
 This was Canada’s “end of history.”
   
Francophone historians of Quebec’s working class were, for the most part, uninvolved in these historiographic controversies, nor was their work all that much referred to in the debates. This reflected the undeniable reality of Canada’s “two solitudes,” which historians of the country struggled to bridge.
To be sure, there was evidence of conceptual convergence. One of Gregory S. Kealey’s first forays into the social history of 19th-century workers was an abridged edition of the critically important workers’ testimony before the first Canadian Royal Commission investigating the conditions of labour and capital in the decade of Knights of Labor upheaval, the 1880s. This subject also captivated the attentions of Quebec’s leading sociological commentator on class formation in this period, Fernand Harvey.
  Irving Abella’s counterpart among francophone historians was the prolific Jacques Rouillard, who charted the nationalist course of Quebec’s institutional labour history over the course of the 20th century.
  In both French and English Canada, the early 1970s preface to a spate of new histories was important bibliographic work.

Yet the historiography of Quebec workers had indeed developed differently than had the study of labour in English Canada. Quebec historians, in general, looked more to interpretive trends associated with France, where the Annales school was prominent,
 than they did to the British Marxists, such as E. P. Thompson, Christopher Hill, and Eric J. Hobsbawm or American social historians of working-class life such as Herbert Gutman or David Montgomery.
 Working-class history in Quebec had long borne the imprint of Laval University’s Jean Hamelin. His 1950s sojourn at the École pratique des Hautes Études in Paris had schooled Hamelin in the unique structuralist blend of the materialism of Marxism and an Annaliste concern with the longue durée, especially as it was manifested in the economic conditions of the menu peuple. It was in many ways this intellectual interface that animated the work of Ernest Labrousse who, in turn, influenced decidedly both Hamelin and his most precocious collaborator, Fernand Ouellet. Ouellet would not so much be concerned with labour and workers as he was with a class anlaysis that did not sidestep Quebec’s limitations. He was himself somewhat disappointed that the social history of Quebec’s workers seemed routinized in institutional studies of trade unions and accounts of labour politics, most of which were firmly situated within conventional understandings of la question nationale.
 
The Labroussian accent on long-term trends in the economic formation of society, in which particular points of demarcation were delineated as conjonctures, would factor in Quebec labour history’s early attempts to address strike trends and patterns of class formation.
  However much 20th century studies in Quebec tended to highlight the peculiarities of leadership and organization associated with the province’s Catholic unions,
 there was nevertheless significantly more attention paid to the pre-industrial capitalist era in Quebec than in English Canada, although maritime labour and early 19th-century poverty had been sensitively explored by Judith Fingard.
  Stimulating studies of early artisans and apprenticeship resulted in publications founded upon the different kinds of documents relating to contracted craft training that proliferated because of French Canada’s legal system and the importance of notarial records. They revealed an economic history premised on something other than the staples trade of a mercantile order.
  As the stimulating work of Joanne Burgess suggested, the young cohort of working-class historians emerging in French Canada concentrated their interests on issues of labour recruitment processes and trade training.

Ironic Interlude: Labour History’s Canadian Institutional Formation

Trends in working-class history thus diverged within English Canada, just as the nature of the first sustained waves of labour scholarship in Quebec and the rest of the country seemed differentiated.
  In spite of heated debates, which focused on institutional versus social accents in the writing of history, this was also a period in which the formal apparatus of a labour history society was established and consolidated. Marxists and non-Marxists, social democrats and dissident communist oppositionists, Anglophone and francophone, westerns, easterners, and those in the Ontario ‘centre’  -- all collaborated and worked together to establish the Committee on Canadian Labour History (CCLH).  Historians such as Robert Babcock, whose research was decidedly institutional, worked closely and productively with younger, more socially and culturally attuned, colleagues.
 On occasion this coming together was expressed in textbooks, as in the documentary collections on workers in the 19th and 20th centuries edited by Cross, on the one hand, and Abella and David Millar, on the other.

A subsection of the Canadian Historical Association, the CCLH’s initial meeting took place at Winnipeg in June 1970. Shortly thereafter, the CCLH produced a biannual, bilingual newsletter/bulletin. Discussions ensued about establishing a formal journal of Canadian labour studies.  Founded as an annual in 1976 under the editorship of Gregory S. Kealey and James D. Thwaites, Labour/Le Travailleur was launched as the official journal of the CHA-affiliated CCLH.  Its membership was constituted through subscription to the annual publication and it met once a year during the meeting times of various Canadian academic discipline associations in an annual late May/early June gathering.   Published yearly from 1976-1980, Labour/Le Travailleur would soon be edited solely by Kealey and, incorporating a range of material in its pages, supplanted the Bulletin, which was allowed to lapse. Becoming a biannual in 1980, and changing its name to Labour/Le Travail (LLT) in 1983 in order to transcend the gender-specific nature of its original title, the journal and the CCLH (renamed the Canadian Committee on Labour History in 1991 in order to incorporate broad, transnational interests) which it represented came, by the mid-1980s, to symbolize the coming of age of working-class history in Canada. CCLH President Irving Abella proclaimed with enthusiasm in 1982, “Canadian labour history has finally arrived!”
  
That arrival had been the product of scholarship contributed by varying camps.  The mainstays of the early CCLH Executive were Abella and Kealey, representatives of divergent analytic streams in Canada’s developing field of working-class history. If Kealey provided much of the energy and enterprise in the founding of LLT, the journal’s Editorial Board was always reflective of the breadth of the contentious field. Debates and discussions of what to publish and how to do it were often heated, and disagreements were many, but there was never, in my recollection, a point where the project itself was felt to be either compromised, or on the brink of some destructive implosion. 
Stabilization and Diversity: Fin-de-Siècle Triumphs and Testings
A measure of labour history’s consolidation was the explosion of graduate theses written in the field of labour history in the late 1970s.  Whereas in 1966 the Canadian Historical Association’s Register of Post-Graduate Dissertations in Progress in History and Related Disciplines recorded a total of 9 MA and PhD theses in the field, a decade later the comparable figure was a whopping 99.
  
Labour had become one of those “limited identities”
 much discussed as vanguard topics of consideration in the late 1960s. In barely a decade and a half such subjects managed to find an institutional niche in professional historical circles, where journals, conferences, and societies proliferated on the periphery of a still fairly traditional historiographic mainstream. But that periphery was encroaching upon the centres of conventional historical interpretation, where research tended to concentrate on orthodox political history and narratives of national development.  Topics once considered marginal were becoming increasingly difficult to ignore, and now encompassed women’s history, robust studies of regionalism’s significance on the national canvas, consideration of ethnicity and, unmistakably, the study of class. Moreover, it was in these years that Canadian working-class history consolidated transnational connections, cultivating ties with other societies dedicated to the study of labour history, engaging in dialogue over comparative studies of workers in Canada, the United Kingdom, Wales, and Australia.

To complicate matters, however, the last two decades of the 20th century would be marked by new developments that constantly reconfigured the nature of the historiography of Canadian workers in this period. In what follows immediately below I address the significance of the changing personnel involved in the writing of labour history in the 1980s and beyond.  
First, an older contingent of once influential figures began to vacate the field in the late 1970s, moving away from labour studies to take up new research and writing in such areas as military history (Bercuson, Terry Copp and, to some extent, Desmond Morton, who had always oscillated among histories of the military, the labour movement, and social democratic politics) or ethnicity (Abella).  Second, as the playing field of labour history in Canada seemed to be leveled in ways that left Kealey and Palmer standing firm in their interpretive direction, a new research agenda, differentiating itself from the institutional-political orientation of the McNaught-Bercuson-Abella approach at the same time that it voiced growing concerns with the ostensible ‘romanticism’ of their original critics, surfaced. To some extent this was merely the articulation of analytic differences that had long existed within a broad contingent of historians which happened to encompass a variety of individuals, all of whom were charting new directions, many of them highly cognizant of fissiparous relations and contentious understandings of what constituted a politics of the left.  
At issue, again, was the vantage point of 20th-century/19th-century difference, which, in particular, posed the ‘crisis of the craftsman’ in ways that suggested a divergent politics of understanding. Looked at from the perspective of the 1880s, framed within a research vision that addressed the period from 1860-1914, a number of skilled workers often seemed to be on the cutting edge of class mobilization, robust architects of resilient mechanisms of shopfloor structures of workers’ control and leading spokesmen in bodies like the Knights of Labor, which, for all of its limitations, struggled to promote the politics of labour reform as had no other working-class organization of the 19th century.
Peering  backward at this experience, analyzing it in terms of the knowing depths of skill dilution and the workplace transformations associated with the early 20th-century Second Industrial Revolution as well as awareness of the programmatic clarifications of revolutionary politics in the years 1917-1925, conditioned a different perspective. Craig Heron thus accented “the ambivalence of artisanal culture” and the persistent “defence of craft privilege” that the British historian James Hinton had labeled “the clinging dross of exclusivism.”
  Wayne Roberts tried to bridge this chronological and political chasm, suggesting that sectors of the skilled straddled the traditions of the past and the tendencies of the future, harboring consciousnesses of craft distinctiveness as well as the politics of revolution, but his subtle appreciations of complexity tended to be lost in the hardening  view that one was either for or against the craftsman.

An orientation stressing the possible significance of aristocratic divisions within the working class dovetailed nicely with research increasingly attentive to the labour process, work segementation, and the fragmentation of labour in the 20th century.
 Canadian studies animated by such concerns brought much of the scholarship together in an engagement with and refinement of the arguments of Harry Braverman, whose 1974 Labor and Monopoly Capital had unleashed a plethora of studies and productive debates in the United States, Canada, and England. This labour process literature both highlighted generalized alignments in the study of Canadian workers as well as subtle but emerging interpretive fissures.
    
Of these fissures the most significant was, as it had been in the early McNaught-Bercuson led charge against the supposed Thompsonians, the issue of culture. But the debate now leaned left, relying not on atheoretical and rhetorical labeling of ostensible class-ordered cultural autonomies, as it had in the Bercuson and McNaught critiques, but on a revived Marxist attachment to base-superstructure distinctions, an insistence on the rigours of political economy, and a refusal to concede anything to the ‘dogmas of culture’.  Ian McKay led the charge against what he dismissed as a culturalist “retrospective anthropology.” Along the way, McKay deplored the theoretical cost of accommodating what he presented as the indiscriminate conceptual meanderings of Raymond Williams. In McKay’s words, these had “allowed social historians to indulge in retrospective cheerleading for progressive ideas,” enabling “them to forget that ‘emergent’ socialist values did not, in fact, ‘emerge’ and win the acceptance of the majority.”  E.P. Thompson’s The Poverty of Theory (1978) fresh in his mind, McKay railed against Thompson’s capacity to reel out culture after culture, concluding that conceptually ‘culture’ was little more than a non-explanatory buzz-word designating whatever happened to engage academic interest. “Rather than making this inability to explain a merit in itself,” McKay argued, “we should envisage the creation of logico-historical models by which this realm of consciousness may be made the object of scientific discourse. …We close the logical and political circles only by a return to the concrete: to the determinate abstractions of Capital and to a logical political practice.”
  
This was heady stuff, but it did not quite manage to capture the historiographic moment.  For the most part, the differentiations that emerged in the 1980s played themselves out less at the level of advancing Canadian labour history through recourse to more rigorous scientific Marxist analysis, which was what McKay was attempting to encourage. Rather, more mundane separations ensued. Bercuson’s attempt to understate the voice of Canadian working-class revolutionaries by downplaying the subjective, conscious adherence to anti-capitalist ideas and affiliations in the era of the Winnipeg General Strike, explained the labour revolt of these years in deterministic terms, placing interpretive accent on the environment of the western industrial frontier.  This approach was challenged decisively in Gregory S. Kealey’s pan-Canadian account of the 1919 labour revolt.  Most labour historians, by the late 1980s, accepted Kealey’s claims that the upheaval of the post-World War I years had been national, as opposed to regional. But the developing scholarship tended to accent more ‘labourist’, ballot-box orientations and, with considerable subtlety and sophistication, drew a picture of the rising of the workers that concentrated less on Kealey’s outline of general and sympathetic strikes as rooted in a new adherence to revolutionary program than it did in elaborating the cracks in the walls of working-class solidarity.

Increasingly under fire was Kealey’s and Palmer’s suggestion that the 1880s had been a significant moment of class mobilization, in which the Noble and Holy Order of the Knights of Labor had played a major and, certain limitations aside, laudatory role.
  An entire volume was produced to, in some ways, offset what was felt to be the metropolitan focus on labour in Toronto and Hamilton – Ontario’s preeminent industrial cities – that Paul Craven associated with the Thompsonian-influenced historiography emerging out of the “debate between institutional labour historians and the New Left.” Not surprisingly, the essays in this volume highlight the importance of paternalism, religion, and other cross-class components of plebeian life, stress the linkages of home and work, and detail the limitations of craft organization.
  Echoes of the McNaught-Bercuson position reverberated in this criticism. Those earlier attacks rebounded more forcefully in a polemical shot fired across the Kealey-Palmer bow by a left-nationalist political economist, Daniel Drache, in a 1984 Studies in Political Economy article. Drache downplayed industrial-capitalist development in Canada, adopting an Innisian fixation on the staples trade. He depicted craft unions as little more than vehicles of working-class colonialism constituting a reactionary élite, and insisted that Canadian labour had been historically mired in its internal fragmentations.
     
By the 1990s and into the first decade of the 21st century, there were those who sought to define themselves against what they considered a problematic reading of the 19th-century working-class past. Concentrated at York University, these critics tended to understate class tensions, conflicts, and struggles, and instead focused on experiences of a cross-class character. Thus, Lynne Marks’ account of working-class life in Victorian Ontario used the small town as a prism through which to envision workers’ place in society.  She argued that class, as an analytic category, had been “privileged” to the point that it had become unduly “fundamental.”  If this approach had the potential to interpretively moderate some of the analytics of enthusiasm characteristic of earlier writing, and to develop the historiography by addressing areas long understudied in class ways, such as religion, Marks too often relied on misrepresentation of the actual positions she was at pains to overturn and read too much into evidence that was at best ambiguous and thin.

A contemporary of Marks’, Robert B. Kristofferson, later challenged what he referred to as “the dispossession model” of “the proletarianization of the craftsworker,” associated in Canada with Kealey and Palmer.  Kristofferson researched assiduously in records that allowed him to produce a statement on how, in Hamilton, Ontario, the mid-century years witnessed the march of Marx’s “really revolutionizing path to industrial capitalism,” craft capital transforming itself into industrial capital. Yet he also ignored specific kinds of evidence and interpretive issues inconvenient to his argument. Important quantitatively-derived perspectives on inequality marshaled by Michael Katz and his associates were awkwardly sidestepped. So, too, were fundamental issues of periodization, in which the class-struggle perspectives of work addressing peak labour mobilizations in the 1880s offers a diametrically different chronology than that of Kristofferson’s, which was generated out of the 1850s and 1860s. The result was a book that unnecessarily understated the complexities and meanings of the first stages of class struggle in Canada. As a perceptive review by Douglas McCalla in the American Historical Review has recently noted, Kristofferson’s study too readily caricatures positions in the scholarly literature that it is critiquing.  My own book, A Culture in Conflict, is held up by McCalla as a “particular target” that is mishandled in a variety of ways. Most readers of Kristofferson’s book will rightly wonder what the point is in battling over this old ground, misrepresenting a book published almost thirty years ago, when something new and fresh could have emerged out of his research.

From other quarters the graduate seminars of the 1980s yielded different results. An eclectic mix of graduate students at Queen’s University in the 1980s and 1990s tackled a diversity of research subjects. Peter S. McInnis took up the challenge of McNaught, Morton, and others to develop a sophisticated reconsideration of the reconstruction of Canadian society in the aftermath of World War II, when labour militancy, the emergence of the welfare state, and strategies of incorporation evident in certain government and business circles culminated in a postwar compromise that set the stage for future decades of class relations.
  Stimulating studies of 19th-and-early-20th-century sexuality, in which readings of violence against women, familial disorder, and male same-sex relations were framed within analyses attentive to the importance of a class-divided society, were produced by Karen Dubinsky, Steven Maynard, and Annalee [Golz] Lepp.
  In one of the more creative readings of the history of dispossession associated with the Great Depression, Todd McCallum drew on Paul Lafargue’s The Right to be Lazy and the critical practice of the hobo to reframe analysis of the human meaning of capitalist ‘unemployment’.
   At the interface of the history of workers, the history of ideas, and the mobilizations of the left, Peter Campbell charted a discussion of strands of Canadian Marxism in the 1900-1940 years that separated themselves out from the dominant, and bifurcated, Party allegiances of Social Democracy and Communism.

Equally eclectic were the researches of graduate students emanating from Memorial University in the same period. Much of this work understandably addressed Newfoundland history, where the study of resource work in a political economy of material constraint and marginalization yielded impressive new perspectives on both the colonial condition and the last province to enter into the pact of Confederation, Newfoundland only joining Canada in 1949.
  Undoubtedly the most influential of this revisionist work has been that of Sean Cadigan. His articles, critiques, and books include a recent synthetic statement on the history of Newfoundland from prehistoric times to the present  Cadigan argues a case for seeing the history of one of Canada’s most unique regions as a struggle against environmental odds that have been even further loaded against the masses of Newfoundlanders by the undeniable class inequalities of specific political and economic formations.
  Adding a gender dimension to this kind of rewriting of Newfoundland history has been Miriam Wright’s A Fishery for Modern Times (2001), a book complemented by a growing body of feminist Atlantic Canada writing.
  
Other graduate students of these years made significant interventions into vital issues of national and international significance. Mark Leier was among the first wave of this cohort, and arguably its most proflic, producing studies that historicized appreciation of the making of the trade union bureaucracy and an imaginative and pedagogically inspired text on the case of a notable and intricately complicated West Coast labour spy, Robert Gosden.
  Among the second wave, Andrew Parnaby looked at the dock workers of the West Coast and, in the process, aligned labour history and aboriginal history, outlining an encounter of ‘Indians at work’ that had first been broached seriously decades earlier by the maverick anthropologist Rolf Knight.
  Important studies on Canadian communism appeared at the end of the 1990s, realizing the promise of scholars such as David Frank and John Manley.
 
Working-class history’s developing level of sophistication registered in the quantity of articles published in Labour/Le Travail, as well as the publication program and ongoing annual workshops of the CCLH.  By 2000 the Committee had published almost twenty volumes, most of them oral biographies and memoirs, as well as eight volumes of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police Security Bulletins.
 In addition, the CCLH had organized a Secretary of State-sponsored 1983-1984 lecture series on labour history at four Canadian universities, publishing a selection of the popularly-pitched talks in Lectures in Canadian Labour and Working-Class History (1985) and also making available six of the videotaped lectures. By the 1990s its annual workshop, bringing together trade union activists and labour studies academics in day-long events, was drawing audiences of 100 participants and more. Three ‘surveys’ of labour history were published over the course of the 1980s, and by the 1990s all had been reprinted in revised editions. A 1999 publication of the CCLH, The Woman Worker, 1926-1929, edited by Margaret Hobbs and Joan Sangster, gathered together articles from the Communist Party of Canada’s official newspaper of the Canadian Federation of Women’s Labor Leagues. These articles provide commentary from the late 1920s on women and wage work, protective legislation, social reform, war and peace, women and the sex trade, family, domestic labour, and birth control. The volume suggested how central women had become to the project of labour history.
  
Paradigm Shift, I: Women’s History Reconfigures the Labouring Subject
In Canada women’s history and working-class history emerged in tandem. The institutional consolidation of these fields, with their societies, professional networks, and journals overlapped.  Women were present on the editorial board of Labour/Le Travailleur from its inception, but it would be wrong to discount the extent to which the journal’s making as a durable project and its original intellectual content were largely male enterprises. By 1990, however, fully 8 of the 15-member editorial équipe responsible for Labour/Le Travail were women (the comparable figure for the United States journal, Labor History, was two).  Desmond Morton’s content analysis of Labour/Le Travail from 1976-1999 confirms the significance of this shift. In the 1970s two articles addressed gender issues; by the 1980s that number had climbed to 12; and over the course of the 1990s fully 26 articles could be placed in the gender category, making women’s and gender issues the single most prominent subject written about among studies of industrial relations, strikes, unions, working lives, ethnicity, and politics.  Looking back on these years, Joan Sangster later commented: “Labour history generally welcomed feminist research exploring gender and class. Though some (usually, but not always, male) practitioners saw class as definitive, gender a critical additive, they were always willing to contest this issue with those of us who disagreed. If tensions were there, between class and gender, feminism and socialism, debating ‘who was on top’, in which theory, and why, they were not necessarily negative: they could be productive.”

Research on labouring women often addressed the seemingly perennial question, asked most forcefully in the United States by Alice Kessler-Harris, of what barriers existed in Canada to women working for wages and joining the trade union movement.
  The answers varied from the cultural to the structural.
 Interpretive developments of the 1970s and 1980s produced writing that, in its unambiguous and often rigorous debate over socialist-feminist labour studies and Marxist conceptualizations, catapulted Canadian scholarship into a critically important exchange of views on the meaning and significance of reproductive labour.
 As feminism transformed political economy countless studies began to address women’s work – in the present as well as in the past – in new and rigorous ways.
 This helped stamp the Canadian women’s movement of this period with a radical, socialist-feminist edge and a working-class content that situated it to the left of many of its international counterparts.
 
Bettina Bradbury charted a new course of appreciation of working-class families, her quantitatively-derived discussions of Victorian Montreal emphasizing the complexity of the labouring poor’s domestic economy and the significant contributions made to it by the unpaid labour of women and children.  In establishing definitively the precarious nature of the working-class household, she established the gendered nature of everyday lives bifurcated by public/private and productive/reproductive social constructions.
 Feminist historians of the organized left provided a range of studies that demonstrated the extent to which orthodox parties of communism and social democracy had understated women’s oppression at the same time that they had nurtured a vocal contingent of female organizers, writers, and activists who insisted on bringing the women’s question into the politics of revolution and reform.
  Histories of specific occupational sectors or unions in which women’s work predominated and leftist politics proved influential, such as the garment trades or the United Electrical, Radio, and Machine Workers, might well produce discussions of the organized left and workplace-familial relations.
  Increasingly, moreover, such research emphasized the reciprocities of gender, ethnicity, and occupation. Immigrant women laboured at various jobs, both waged and unwaged, and in a myriad of ways they exposed how fragile were supposedly entrenched adherences to the middle-class ideal of domesticity.
 Indeed, two books that situated their subjects in different ways in the world of the 1920s and 1930s native-born Canadian women revealed that the domestic ideal for working-class women of any ethnic background was more fiction and faith than fact.

Increasingly the study of women was subsumed within a theoretical insistence on studying gender as a system of social organization demarcating the sexes, a project that dovetailed with the emergence of critical thinking at the fin-de-siècle.  As Canadian historians gravitated to gender as, in Joan Scott’s words, “a useful category of historical analysis,” they were also drawn into the complex swirl of conceptualization associated with the rise of postmodernism and discourse analysis.
 
Paradigm Shift, II: Labour History and the Linguistic Turn  
Simply put, what I will designate (largely because it is the most eclectic and open-ended of terminologies) the linguistic turn shifted historians’ perspectives on meaning.  Against the ostensible determinative fix of social history’s loose association with materialism in general and Marxism in particular, in which the structures of political economy established boundaries within which human agency unfolded, the linguistic turn instead suggested the need to complicate analysis by recognizing that all language, including that of individual authors, has shaped both understandings of events and the nature of interpretation in the past and subsequent ‘readings’ and ‘representations’ of such happenings. That this intellectual movement into new understandings of more discursive appreciations of determination and causality took place at the same time that the Soviet Union imploded, and that complicated debates about the “end of history” were reconfiguring not only the liberal, mainstream ‘centre’ but also the left, was, of course, noteworthy. In Canada the context was complicated further by an intensification of reaction against the entire oeuvre of social history as certain well-placed mainstream historians attacked labour, women’s, and regional historians for narrowing Canadian history to a trivializing focus on the insignificant and ignoring the grandeur of the politics of nation building.  The result was a popular front-like unity of all progressives against ‘the Granatsteinian enemy’. In a supreme irony, this was constructed with a rhetorical flourish that papered over quite significant differences among the ranks of seemingly like-minded advocates of an undifferentiated social history.
 

Gendered labour histories became the site where the linguistic turn played itself out most clearly within Canadian historical writing. Over the course of the 1990s gender histories attentive to class subjects abounded and included studies of nursing, agricultural labour, skill and labour reform, working girls and networks of urban leisure, and politics in the automobile industry.
 Collections of essays on ‘gendered pasts’ contained, of course, much that did not touch down on working-class history, but in most cases such texts – whether they brought together previously unpublished contributions or reprinted articles – featured labouring lives prominently.
 

Joy Parr’s The Gender of Breadwinners: Women, Men, and Change in Two Industrial Towns, 1880-1950 (1990) was arguably one of the more influential of a host of 1990s writings. Suggesting that past interpretations of labouring life had been incarcerated in constrained interpretive failure to simultaneously explore the ways in which class and gender ordered being, Parr provided Canadian historians with an admonition that would orchestrate much scholarship for the next decade and a half:  “The challenge now plainly is to think beyond this history of dualisms and its accompanying assertion of an ahistorical hierarchy of oppressions. We need to problematize and unmake the chain of binary oppositions – masculine/feminine, market/non-market, public/private, waged/non-waged – and rethink the categoricalism that cantonizes gender, class, race, ethnicity, and nationality, so as to see past the conceptual signage, which has illuminated the previously invisible but now threatens to obstruct our view of the living space beyond.” Oddly enough, the important empirical findings of Parr’s study relating to labour recruitment, work processes, and the gendered nature of labour-capital relations and class conflict often seemed to emerge against the grain of the book’s insistence on the need to transcend binary oppositions.  Indeed, Parr’s organizing framework was just such a powerful dualism, dependant as it was on the contrasting outlines of work in an ostensible “men’s town” of furniture production and in a “women’s town” of knitting mills. Theoretical strictures aside, gender’s significance usually overshadowed class in Parr’s interpretive history.

Different in tone and orientation was Joan Sangster’s Peterborough-based studies of working women in a manufacturing town. Sangster eschewed the more grandiose promises of postmodernism and settled instead for an exploration of gender at work, concentrating her conceptualization at the conjuncture, rather than the disjuncture, of marxism, feminism, and productive suggestions of the linguistic turn. The result was a book that looked primarily at women’s experience, concentrating on how working women were socialized into their gender and class roles; how they adapted to the gendered division of labour in the home and in the waged workplace; and how they managed, over time, to straddle the fence of accommodation and resistance, embracing understandings of respectability and trade union principles, being mothers and militants.  Sangster’s studies thus convey a sense of gender difference and class solidarity that is attentive to what is distinctive in women’s experience as well as what crosses the boundaries of masculine and feminine in a generalized framing of the relations of labour and capital.
    

Sangster’s approach led to her refusal of the tendency, evident in positions articulated by some gender historians, that women’s history was passé and that only the study of an all-encompassing gender order, constitutive of the normative identities of masculine and feminine, could unlock the meaning of the past.
 Revealingly, one young historian, Steve Penfold, perhaps licenced by the climate of dismissal that was becoming commonplace, was brought to task by Sangster for stating bluntly that, “Until recently, paying attention to gender meant nothing more than discussing women. But under the influence of postmodern theorists, historians  (even those who would reject much of postmodern philosophy) have begun to advance a more complex understanding of gender which focuses on the interplay of ideals of femininity and masculinity.”
  Sangster’s understandable rejoinder --“a revealing pejorative comment, as if this was nothing!” -- was replied to by Penfold.  He claimed that his statement had been directed at “the intellectual posture of gender-blind labour historians.”
 This seemingly inconsequential exchange captured a certain development of the 1990s in which gender history, the linguistic turn, and working-class history could, in the hands of particular practitioners, separate. The more sharply and polemically the linguistic turn was taken the more likely it was that past writing in the field of working-class history would be misrepresented and caricatured.
 Small wonder that one working-class historian posed the question “w[h]ither class” in the writing on his region’s history.
 
Nonetheless, labour history in Canada has not died, and the linguistic turn, while certainly influential, has perhaps slowed of late.  On the one hand, its insights have been absorbed, while an earlier aggressive challenge to a materialist social history of class has softened.
  On the other, attentiveness to language and the social constructions so evident in the past has prodded historians to rethink a range of important dimensions of working-class experience, including its gendered and racialized nature. Indeed, the linguistic turn has been foundational in stimulating new studies of racialized otherness that are central to understanding class formation. Many of them springboard off of concerns with gender, and Labour/Le Travail has often been an original forum in which research has been showcased before developing into a monograph.
   
If working-class history in Canada has not yet quite achieved the totalizing articulation of the interlocking hierarchies of class, ethnicity, race, and gender called for by Ruth Frager in 1999, then, it has traveled a considerable distance in the right direction.
  Ethnicity, class, and gender coalesce, for instance, in the many edited collections on immigrants, transnational diasporas, and state policy emanating from the ongoing research and collaborative study of Franca Iacovetta.
  A reader, designed for use in labour history courses, and first published in 1992, reflected this advance, reprinting a plethora of articles that addressed the nature and meaning of workers’ lives in Canada, especially in terms of how class, race, and gender intersected.

Labour History at the Current Conjuncture

A variety of monographs suggest Canadian labour history’s diversity in the 21st century. Steven High’s Industrial Sunset: The Making of North America’s Rust Belt, 1969-1984  (2003) uses a cross-border comparison of deindustrialization in Canada and the United States to outline the continuing relevance of combining working-class history and political economy. This peculiarly Canadian marriage has spawned considerable comment on the ‘revolution from above’ which has reconfigured contemporary industrial relations. Leo Panitch’s and Donald Swartz’s many editions of what is now titled From Consent to Coercion: The Assault on Trade Union Freedoms (2003) is arguably the most stimulating, politically effective, and widely read of a number of important studies.
 Equally important, Canadian political economy and gendered labour studies have recast the analytic stage on which working-class histories of struggle and resistance are rethought in light of the importance of fundamental structures such as state power and policy, family and economy.
 Legal scholars, in turn, have placed labour’s history before the law.
  
The most recent course-designed reader, Palmer’s and Sangster’s Labouring Canada: Class, Gender, and Race in Canadian Working-Class History (2008) gathers together 28 articles that introduce students to class formation from early colonization and aboriginal dispossession to the state of the unions in an epoch of neoliberal assault and working-class retrenchment.  Gender and race receive considerable coverage, as do state policies, household economies, and class struggles and their advocates. In but one indication of how the field has expanded its inclusiveness, there is an important discussion of sex work, reprinting Becki L. Ross’s critical reflections on exotic dancing, “Bumping and Grinding on the Line: Making Nudity Pay,” which originally appeared in a special ‘millennium edition’ of Labour/Le Travail.

Labour history in Canada, then, has long left behind a debate over whether its focus would be institutions and politics or the social life and cultural experience of working people. On one level this debate was always more of a political disagreement than it was a discussion of the substance and content of actual research and study, as subsequent commentary on industrial legality and the meaning of the post-war settlement would make abundantly clear.
  And this political divide remains, surviving in often complicated ways, even as new work addressing ‘the cultural’ is now seemingly much in vogue.
 Those of us who, decades ago, suggested that there was a need to attend to the cultural realm (which did not, of course, imply that other realms were insignificant and not worthy of study) did so because we conceived of culture as something of a web of “connective tissues of an ambiguous realm of everyday life that bridged the chasm separating class as a silent structure and class as a potential force for revolutionary change.”  Such “tissues were never, however, simply one-way threads tying class place to the realization of class consciousness; more often than not they wrapped themselves around class experience in ways that produced web-like mazes in which little was direct and obvious.”
  Labour history, in this understanding of the moment of a particular birth in the 1970s, was indeed about grappling with class as an agent of social transformation. Those who charted this analytic path ‘self-identified’ as “working-class historians,” and in so doing consciously separated themselves from those who, while they wrote labour history, named themselves differently and would soon be drawn to other fields. 
The political and economic conjuncture in which modern Canadian labour history was formed, however, differs markedly from the current conjuncture. Intellectually, 1970s scholarship was forged out of the crucible of the 1960s, and it rested, as had that decade, on New Left visions and a boundless sense of the possibility of dissidence.  Today’s moment can barely remember such a time, coming after decades of coerced left retreats and material assault on working-class well-being on the one hand, and, on the other, waves of academic fashion that have called into question class-based politics. Marxism had become, by the early 1970s, a viable answer for many New Leftists who discovered, as their movements wound down or fractured into factions, much to appreciate and emulate in an older left’s programmatic grasp of the traditions of inquiry and act associated not only with Marx and Engels but with Lenin and Trotsky.   The turn to class was, in Canada, as elsewhere, a logical political and intellectual move. In 2009, no such grasp is easily within reach.  A new generation of progressive scholars turns to proliferating identities, discursive practices, and a less singular subject. Someone like Ian McKay, whose original studies of the 1970s and 1980s addressed workers, has now turned to the history of the Canadian left enlightenment, which he is at pains to claim is not about “a death-defying mastery of Marx’s Capital, or defeating rivals in theoretical and political combat in the ritualized dialectical duels for which Marxist men have long been famous.”  Well, no, to be sure, no reasonable human being would want to be associated with that!  Instead, what McKay suggests is needed is a “life commitment to shared conversations and collective acts that hasten the day of a more generous democracy.”  And in this conversation, “Canadian leftism cannot be seen as the passive reflection of the working class,” just as, of course, it cannot write the workers off entirely either. Class matters, in the current conjucture, but the project of our times, the making, not of working-class power, but of “a more generous democracy,” can not be reduced to proletarian initiative.
   
Leaving aside the politics of such strictures, with which it is possible to both agree to some extent and disagree in other ways, my point in concluding this discussion of the historiography of Canadian workers is that this positioning serves as a useful suggestion about the actual environment in which labour history now exists. The surroundings of our time are stimulating, productive, and have generated important and fresh perspectives on the lives of Canada’s labouring men, women, and children. But new studies that are doing this are not, for the most part, framed as labour history. Class matters in this writing, but not centrally so. The material social histories of class formation and struggle of the 1970s and 1980s are long separated from the gendered, classed, and raced largely cultural histories that have begun to appear in the post-2005 years.
 There are very few, if any, ‘new’ working-class historians in Canada precisely because it is rare indeed for  graduate students to name themselves ‘labour historians’. To the extent that ‘labour’ is appended consciously to new scholars’ identitites, they tend to come from disciplines such as sociology, political economy, and, most emphatically labour studies, spheres that are welcoming to but different than working-class history.   
Of course this is precisely the kind of interdisciplinary crossing of conceptual and investigative borders that takes working-class history in new directions and that enlivens the field.  Labour/Le Travail, which has always been something of a bell-wether of working-class history in Canada is now very much an illustration of this process. The articles that appear in its pages are seldom easily and narrowly categorized as ‘labour history’, although there are, inevitably, specific pieces that are invariably of this kind. But for the most part, the journal is now what might be designated a ‘cross-over’ publication.  Many of the articles that make their way through our peer review process and into print, do so as examinations of working-class life that cojoin labouring being as class with a host of other considerations, among them gender, race, region, age, sexual orientation, etc. This is to the good. And yet it should also raise concerns.  Because if ‘labour history’ is advanced by its integration into larger analyses of social, cultural, political, and economic life, so too is it the case that when a subject can not sustain its name, it is in danger of losing itself among those many other subjects that have no shyness about proclaiming their identity. 
In this sense labour history needs to perhaps revitalize itself, not in some defensive posture of asserting its claims against other subjects and identities, but in stepping up a sense of the contributions it can make, and what it is that is uniquely significant about the working-class past and its legacies. We need the history of the working class now more than ever. Given the challenges that workers as a class face at the close of the 21st century’s first decade, its institutions, traditions, and well-being threatened by a capitalist crisis not of its making but most emphatically dire in its consequences for labouring people, it is arguably the case that class politics from below need reviving in the face of the onslaught of destructive class politics from above. Just as those class politics from below will never be reinvigorated without an appreciation of the ways in which working-class life and struggle involves dimensions of experience beyond the wage and the workplace, so too is the history of labour’s combativity and defence of its material circumstances centrally important in charting a new politics of resistance.  Such a politics, to be sure, demands much more than a nuanced and radical sense of the past; but such understanding has its small role to play in mobilizing a future. 
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