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ABSTRACT Although the "labor question" has carried various political, eco-
nomic, and sociological meanings in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
for the labor archivist it has been a question of preservation and control. Efforts
of labor archivists and academics to collect, preserve, and make available the
records of organized labor in the United States are traced from the early decades
of the twentieth century through the 1980s. The state of labor's records can-
not be separated from the state of the movement that created them. Labor
archivists, too, must adapt to the changing environment facing organized labor
in America if they are to construct their project "for the long haul."

There are two anecdotes in American labor's legend and lore that illustrate
the "labor question" vis-a-vis the labor archivist.

First anecdote: Sam Gompers was defeated for the presidency of the Ameri-
can Federation of Labor once in his career. The Convention of 1894 voted John
McBride in and Sam Gompers out. Following his defeat, Gompers returned
to the federation's New York City headquarters to complete some work and
to tidy up his files. There he encountered August McCraith, the newly elected
secretary of the AFL. In his autobiography, Gompers wrote that "McCraith
was a printer and an anarchist. He held what Henry Ford later declared, that
history is bunk, and cared nothing for historical material." Apparently seized
by some extreme notion of proto-modern records management, McCraith was
going through the voluminous historical files Gompers had collected over the
years, happily weeding materials he considered nonessential to the daily oper-
ation of the American Federation of Labor's national office. "There were two
big heaps on the floor over six feet high when he had finished," Gompers wrote.
He gathered up what he could that day, intending to return to salvage the rest.
But the next day, to his chagrin, Gompers found the AFL offices devoid of any
remaining historical files-the night janitor had disposed of them.'

Second anecdote: Miners' Union Day was a workingman's tradition in Butte,
Montana. The day's events consisted of a parade, rousing speeches, and general
imbibing. The parade of June 13, 1914, was led by Frank J. Hayes, vice-
president of the United Mine Workers of America. The celebration this year,
however, was marred by internecine strife between the conservative leadership
of the Butte Miners' Union and the "progressives," a radical faction of the local
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membership. The preeminent Montana historian K. Ross Toole describes the
progressives' attack on the union headquarters:

As the parade approached the corner of Park and Dakota Streets, a mob
surged in from Park Street. The union leaders were de-horsed and chaos
broke out in the streets. The sheriff, Tim Driscoll, was brushed aside, and
he and his deputies were helpless. The embattled union officials, Hayes
in tow, managed to fight their way into the Broadway Theater, whence
they escaped by the rear door, bruised and bleeding. The mob then surged
on down the street to the Miners' Union Hall, which they proceeded to
ransack. The union records were cast out the second-story window to the
street below. Furniture was splintered to pieces... All day the riot con-
tinued. The safe was dragged from the building and dynamited. The
police stood by but did not interfere.2

The terms "labor question" and "labor problem" were used often and vari-
ously in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. :' In general, they referred to
the impoverishment of the industrial wage earning class, and to the consequent
social unrest-the danger among this class. To moderate reformers, the solu-
tion to the labor problem was general uplift and improvement brought about
by providing workers with a higher standard of living and enacting protective
legislation. For radicals, the solution was the abolition of the wage system itself
and the establishment of some form of working class political rule, some form
of socialism. (Both these solutions found expression in the American labor
movement.),

Technically, the labor question has been one of political economy and
sociological analysis. For the labor archivist, the labor question has been one
of preservation and control. The two anecdotes recounted above represent an
archivist's nightmare: the willful and uninformed destruction of the documen-
tary record on the one hand; on the other, its willful and violent destruction
by its own creators.

In working through to a historical understanding of what labor archivists
do, the labor archives project is posed against the backdrop of a compound
appreciation of the labor question, keeping in mind organized labor's attitude
toward its own record and the American public's attitude toward the labor
movement over time.5

Labor's attitude toward its own record is really a matter of organizational
development, of institutional growth. When Sam Gompers lost part of the
record with the evening trash, the AFL was still in its infancy. When he wrote
about that event, circa 1923, his own days were numbered but his organization
stood solid and poised, ready to enter a new period-a period of greater organi-
zational coherence, though not necessarily one of increased membership.

In the Gompers era, the names Ely and Commons are the hallmark names
for the labor archives project in the U.S. This period has been admirably
described by Harry Miller among others. University of Wisconsin professors
Richard Ely and John Commons worked diligently with their associates for

-some twenty years to gather and publish key documents relating to the Ameri-
can labor movement and the development of industrial society in the New
World.! Though Gompers never fully trusted intellectuals, he seems to have
been on good terms with Ely and Commons. Whether or not they discussed
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the need to collect and preserve the record of American labor is not known,
but there is considerable documentation of each man's understanding of the
need to gather and disseminate information on the aims of organized labor
and of the role of schools and universities and of intellectuals and scholars in
this endeavor."

It is in this broader conception of the labor archives project that the 1920s
and 1930s-the post-Gompers era take on some importance for our historical
self-understanding. In the 1920s and into the 1930s, the Rand School for Social
Science produced its American Labor Yearbook and other informational pub-
lications on a regular basis. "' Throughout this period, the Rand School
Library was collecting materials of an archival nature as well: Socialist Party
records, the papers of American labor figures, pamphlets, and newspapers that
would otherwise have been lost.

This Rand School activity, though not an official function of the AFL, was
not so far from the national center's aims as one might think. William Green,
Gompers' successor, was personally close to or politically allied with some of
the key supporters of Rand School activities, such as Alexander Baroff, David
Dubinsky, Harry Lang, and Lucy Robbins. The importance of information
was not lost on William Green. Early in his tenure he expanded the AFEs
library services and created two new information-related departments: a pub-
licity and a research department. Interesting for present purposes are two clear
indications of Green's awareness of the power of information and of the impor-
tance of its organized gathering and storage. In 1927 the Workers' Education
Bureau (a semi-official AFL function) published a small pamphlet entitled
"How To Keep Union Records" by Stuart Chase. That same year the AFL pub-
lished "Organized Labor and Research," a reprint of an article by Morris L.
Cooke." Cooke, of course, had been a pivotal figure in converting a hostile
AFL to critical support for scientific industrial management. And Stuart Chase
went on to become one of the main publicists for the concept of enlightened
human relations in the machine age. 1

2 Two years earlier, soon after his ascen-
dancy to the AFL presidency, Green first expressed his appreciation of infor-
mation's role in the work of modern trade unionism:

The trade union movement has been passing through that period when
physical controversies and the tactics of force were most effective; it is
now in a period when its leaders must seek the conference room, and there
by exposition and demonstration, convince conferees of the justice of
Labor's position. In such service Labor is finding a special need for trained
representatives and effective information."

In the mid-1930s an historic breach took place in the ranks of organized la-
bor that impaired the AFEs institutional modernizing efforts. The CIO's split
from the House of Labor created bitter rivalries, often expressed publicly, that
took their toll on the membership as well as on the leadership of organized labor
in America."' The labor archives project in these years may be best exempli-
fied by the work begun at the Commons Research Library in Madison to
process the materials gathered by Ely and Commons some time before. But
lacking a.national effort supported by a single national trade union center, the
mid-to-late thirties was a period of stasis for the labor archives project. The
establishment of the Division of Labor Department Archives at the National
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Archives in 1938, however, may be regarded as the moment of inception for
the project as we view it today. Division chief Paul Lewinson not only argued
for a systematic approach to the gathering of labor related records in the fed-
eral government and beyond, but he also sought to include labor representa-
tives in the process." Indeed, Lewinson supported two of his staff members,
Hamlin Cannon and Herbert Fine, in compiling a short description of sources
in the National Archives for labor history which was published in the AFEs
monthly organ, the American Federationist.'"

World War II brought with it the call for labor unity on the home front.
AFL and CIO peace negotiations started in 1942, and perhaps more symbolic
than not was the inclusion of both national labor federation presidents, Bill
Green of the AFL and Philip Murray of the CIO, among the sponsors of the
American Labor Archives and Research Institute, centered at the Rand School
in New York.'

Looking at the stated program of this institute, labor archivists can only
applaud the professionalism in the formulation of its mission. The institute was
to function as a repository for labor source materials and as a clearinghouse
for information on the location of sources not housed there. However, a close
look at its track record makes it obvious that the institute's bold agenda was
only minimally realized. The organizational and financial complexities of the
proposed enterprise never quite squared with what could be achieved. The
institute never won the practical support of the labor movement. In short, it
never got off the ground, existing in a perpetual planning stage until 1949,
when, after a futile attempt at reorganization, it was dissolved.

The 1950s was the crucial decade for the labor archives project in the United
States. It was in the fifties that a number of forces, events, and individuals came
together to generate a broad professional appreciation of the need to collect
and preserve the records of labor on a national basis and in a sustained way.
But a look at the organizational history of this coming together of forces, events,
and people reveals that, while the need could be articulated in national terms,
the project could not be sustained on a national level. The fifties was indeed
a decade of progress for the labor archives project, but its progress was limited,
so that, to paraphrase the title of a pamphlet by Lenin, for every two steps taken
forward, one step was taken back.

As early as October, 1951, Paul Lewinson's interest in the fate of labor union
records was taking organizational form. In his quarterly report to the Archivist
of the United States, he noted that he had conferred several times with a
member of the Society of American Archivists' committee on the archives of
labor organizations and that the committee was considering a survey of such
materials.'8 Lewinson became chairman of that committee, properly called
the Committee on Labor Union Archives, in 1953.' In 1954, The American
Archivist published Lewinson's first article on the subject of labor archives. "The
Archives of Labor" was a brief and very general discussion of where labor
sources could be found in government archives, in labor movement archives,
and in international agencies in the United States and Europe. It was the "first
shot" in the Lewinson committee's long range program, whose goal was to con-
duct a thorough survey of source materials held by labor organizations and
other agencies and to produce a union listing of these sources. But this work
was slow going and ultimately unsatisfactory. In 1957, Lewinson reported that
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the committee had been frustrated in obtaining the blessing of labor's hierarchy
for a thorough survey.20 Lewinson had sought the AFL-CIO's endorsement of
the SAA committee's plans for a guide to labor records in the U.S. in 1956. His
correspondence with George Meany shows the AFL-CIO president's personal
sympathy for the project on the one hand, and his reluctance to act without
the expressed approval of the AFL-CIO Executive Council on the other.2 It
must be remembered that in March, 1956-the period of Lewinson's correspon-
dence with Meany-the AFL and CIO had only recently merged. The two
national headquarters had merged, but merger at the state and local level
would take place at a slower pace, and in some cases only at the direct insis-
tence of the national office.2 It also must be remembered that in 1956 the
question of corruption was raising its head both inside and outside the
AFL-CIO. In 1957, the Teamsters and Bakers were expelled from the AFL-CIO
on charges of corruption and in 1959 the Landrum-Griffin Act, the Labor-
Management Reporting and Disclosure Act, was passed, which had a profound
impact on the records-keeping procedures of unions, by bringing public
scrutiny to many aspects of labor union administration, including the finan-
cial dealings and business practices of union officers and their"employees.2
Given these internal and external difficulties-the labor question writ in
the language of the 1950s-it becomes significant that organized labor in
America did, in fact, formally take up the matter of archives at the 1959 AFL-
CIO convention.21

Lewinson's final report, published in 1962, draws mixed conclusions about
his committee's work over time. The report, entitled "Labor Union Records
in the United States," admits the fundamental incompleteness of the
committee's survey of labor union archives in the United States, yet it points
to the continuing interest of labor unions and of the AFL-CIO in the process
that had begun. And important for the present and future concerns of Ameri-
can labor archivists, it clearly identified the next step in the national labor ar-
chives project:

Further investigation should take the form not of a questionnaire sent
to unions, but a survey made on the spot by substantive scholars and
archivists working in cooperation. The interest shown both by the
AFL-CIO and the 118 organizations that troubled to respond to our
queries, permits the hope that over a period of time such an endeavor
could be carried quite far.25

What is not addressed is the means by which this enormous and, as today's
labor archivists know, daunting, effort should be carried out.

The AFL and the AFL-CIO's relationship with SAA is only one aspect of
the thrust and progress of the labor archives project during the 1950s. The fed-
eration's dealings with the historical profession merits some elucidation. In
1952, historian Vaughan Bornet was allowed to examine certain historical files
housed in the basement of the old AFL building in Washington, D.C. In the
course of his research, Bornet compiled a rough inventory and general descrip-
tion of the archival holdings of the AFL. Bornet discussed his findings in "The
New Labor History: A Challenge for American Historians,' published in TheHistorian of Fall 1955. In replying to Bornet's published assessment, AFL
secretary-treasurer William Schnitzler noted that a microfilming project had



66 THE MIDWESTERN ARCHIVIST Vol. XII, No. 2, 1987

gotten underway in the three years since Bornet's visit and that the AFEs non-
current records were no longer in the condition or shape described.2' This
microfilming program and the general work of streamlining the AFEs records-
keeping practice had become an area of concern for other representatives of
the historical profession. Clifford Lord, director of the State Historical Society
of Wisconsin, made inquiries about the status of noncurrent AFL records as
early as 1953. In following years, he met with George Meany in Washington
and ultimately secured an agreement for the transfer of such files to the State
Historical Society of Wisconsin. With the acquisition of the AFL national
files (along with other non-Wisconsin materials), the State Historical Society
of Wisconsin became the center for labor history research in the United States.
Yet this institution was mainly concerned with the labor movement in Wis-
consin.2 This contradiction between the State Historical Society's regional
interest and its national collecting scope would determine the labor archives
project in the U.S. for the next two decades. It would provide for the preserva-
tion of important bodies of endangered records but it would also serve to inhibit
the development of a cooperative agenda for the collection and preservation
of labor records nationally.

As the work of the Lewinson committee was winding down, the Committee
for the Preservation of Labor Archives was beginning its work. This committee,
which emerged from a conference initiated by the Tamiment Institute in
November, 1958, was instrumental in the passage of the 1959 AFL-CIO reso-
lution in support of labor union archives. Its ongoing and practical aim was
to publish periodic descriptions of the labor-related holdings of various
American repositories in the pages of Labor History, a journal launched in
1960. These miniguides, it was hoped, would ultimately be brought together
as a comprehensive guide to labor holdings in the United States. Numerous
miniguides appeared, including a special archives issue of Labor History, but
the work of national compilation and publication fell by the wayside.:"

The 1960s and 1970s could be characterized as an era of massive collection
of labor source materials. The very success of this effort brought about a
rethinking, not only of archival collection priorities, but of the physical capa-
bilities of collecting institutions as well. The establishment of the Archives of
Labor and Urban Affairs at Wayne State University, the ongoing and expanding
work of the Labor-Management Documentation Center and Catherwood
Library at Cornell, the continuing work at the State Historical Society of Wis-
consin, the emergence of the Southern Labor Archives at Georgia State and
of the Urban Archives Center at Temple, the inclusion of labor records in the
collection policies of various university archives and special collections depart-
ments, and the Wagner Archives program which gave a new thrust to the NYU/
Tamiment Library all this has meant that literally thousands and thousands
of feet of labor-related materials have been gathered and are being preserved
under the best archival conditions available. But with these massive acquisi-
tions, new problems of access and use have cropped up; problems of day-to-
day management of information have begun to overtake the older, more genteel
problems of a national agenda and a national coordination of efforts. But, like
labor martyr Joe Hill, those old questions never died: they were central concerns
for the SAA Committee on Urban and Industrial Archives established in 1969,
and of the Labor Archives Committee that spun off from it in 1973.1 But a
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look at the broader American socio-economic scene will uncover something
about the failure of labor archivists to resolve these concerns. In the mid-1970s
the guns, butter, and welfare politics of the Great Society came under critical
public scrutiny to put it mildly. The gathering momentum of reaction, cul-
minating in Ronald Reagan's election victory of 1980, brought home the finan-
cial difficulties inherent in the expressed desire of both labor archivists and labor
historians to establish national control over the collected record of American
labor.

The sobered expectations of interested professionals are noticeable in the
"Report of the Conference on the Records of American Labor," sponsored by
the National Historical Publications and Records Commission and held at the
George Meany Center for Labor Studies in November, 1980. Eighteen represen-
tatives of labor, academia, and government archives discussed the situation in
terms of the new fiscal realism. The costs of developing a systematic national
information network were deemed prohibitive. Space problems, it was noted,
were leading repositories with ongoing labor records programs to modify those
programs. Participants felt that their efforts should be concentrated on helping
unions to help themselves. These conclusions, though grim, should not be inter-
preted as the product of political demoralization or custodial backsliding. After
all, once the bleak picture had been drawn, conference participants outlined
positive, feasible projects, and generated specific recommendations for the con-
sideration of the AFL-CIO. One suggestion was that a national labor archives
service system be established at the Meany Center that could: (1) provide con-
sultation and advice on placing materials and on beginning records manage-
ment programs for unions, and (2) coordinate the gathering and dissemination
of information on the location and extent of collected materials. Both projects
were to be supported by a consortium of cooperating institutions. It was
specifically suggested that the AFL-CIO appoint an archivist to begin the work
of processing its historic records and to initiate a records management program
for the national trade union center. This specific recommendation has been
and is being carried out. :

Moreover, since the 1980 conference, three significant regional labor archives
projects have been launched: the New York City local union survey, the Con-
necticut labor records survey, and the establishment of the Labor Archives and
Research Center at San Francisco State University. New labor collections have
been brought into the University of Massachusetts at Amherst and the Univer-
sity of Vermont, and a collecting project is being planned for the state of
Montana. Since 1980, labor representatives and labor leadership have become
very much involved in planning and promoting regional projects or in estab-
lishing archives departments in national and international unions. :  These
activities, along with the formation within SAA of the Labor Archives Round-
table in 1984, indicate a significant positive momentum for the labor archives
project in the United States. But this momentum needs to be consolidated, and
consolidated around the labor archives service system idea proposed by the 1980
NHPRC conference. The George Meany Memorial Archives has the potential
to serve as a clearinghouse of information, given adequate staff and space, and
the Labor Archives Roundtable is the embryo of a "consortium of cooperat-
ing institutions." What is missing is the human element-the person or per-
sons available and willing to devise a plan of action and to generate the
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necessary consensus among the obvious participants to sanction such a plan.
So the question remains: Will American labor archivists be able to take the
next few steps forward without having to relinquish one or two steps in the
process? Put another way: Can American labor archivists maintain a viable
organizational vehicle to insure the continuity of their project?

The latest manifestation of a national effort to coordinate the labor archives
project in the U.S. is SANs Labor Archives Roundtable. Initially organized at
SANs 1984 annual meeting in Washington, D.C., the roundtable has shown
great promise in the area of developing communication among the various la-
bor archives user groups, that is, among trade unionists, labor historians and
researchers, as well as among labor archivists themselves. This is being accom-
plished primarily through Labor Archives News. As important as communi-
cation is, however, it is not enough. The roundtables organizational apparatus
must develop to allow it to provide definitive leadership in service to its con-
stituencies. If activity involving the creation and use of labor archives continues
to increase as it has in the last five years, this organizational issue will become
an increasingly critical concern for the Labor Archives Roundtable.

The labor problem today involves the erosion of historic union gains and the
threat of new impoverishment for middle and lower income wage earners.
Some social observers envision the future as a "two-tier society" in which the
best-paying jobs are held by a highly-trained technocrat minority while the
rest of the working population subsists on low-paying service jobs or slowly sinks
into the ranks of the permanently unemployed. 1 Labor unions have begun to
address this threatening vision, to insist on retraining programs in the event
of job loss through automation or to insist on notice well in advance of a plant
shutdown. Some unions are turning to a new militancy to win back what may
have been lost through concession bargaining in the past. Other unions are ex-
perimenting with new forms of membership- associate memberships and
new membership privileges. Most unions have entered the computer age and
are learning how to use new audio-visual technology to put their message
across-both to the general public and to new members.3

Labor leaders like to point out that the labor movement is built for the long
haul, that as long as the labor problem exists, so will its solution in the form
of voluntary association, which is to say, trade unionism. Labor archivists, too,
must consider the long haul, not only in the abstract or on the ad hoc organiza-
tional basis which has been the traditional practice. To be able to meet the
complex archival challenges to come-challenges that stem from labor's
changing responses to changed conditions-labor archivists must begin to ap-
preciate their work more analytically and more programatically, not merely
to hold the ground that they have stepwise gained (or to recover the ground
they have lost along the way), but to move consciously in step with the creators
of the historical record that they, as labor archivists, maintain.
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resides in Los Angeles.
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