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COMMENTARIES 

LABOUR/LE TRAVAIL AT 50: 
VIEWS FROM AFAR 

La bour/Le Tra vail and Ca na dian 
Working-Class His tory: A View from Afar 

Ver ity Burgmann 

THE PE CU LIAR ITIES OF ANY WORKING CLASS and la bour move ment not only mould 
the in ter ests, strengths and weak nesses of that class and move ment, but also of 
those who study them. La bour histo rians write la bour history, but not un der cir -
cum stances of their own choos ing. It is unsurpris ing, then, that an Aus tra lian reader 
should im me di ately no tice re mark able par al lels be tween La bour/Le Tra vail (L/LT), 
and La bour His tory (LH), our Aus tra lian jour nal, which speak to the sim i lar ities and 
congruences be tween our two so ci et ies and the sit u a tions of those who have cre -
ated the wealth of those so cieties; nor is it sur pris ing that an an tip o dean should also 
de tect dis tinc tive in ter ests and con cerns, which re flect the pe cu liar i ties of the Ca na -
dian. 

There are other fac tors at stake, too. In an ac a demic jour nal, it is not just the 
class and the move ment that in form the na ture of the labour history pro duced, but 
de vel op ments within in tel lec tual, po lit i cal, and ac a demic life. The class and the 
move ment af fect the con tent and gen eral di rec tion of la bour his tory research and 

Ver ity Burgmann, “Labour/Le Travail and Ca na dian Working-Class His tory: A View from 
Afar,” Labour/Le Travail, 50 (Fall 2002), 73-88. 
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writ ing, but in tel lec tual and po liti cal forces shape the ap proaches taken to this ma -
te rial and ac a demic con di tions greatly de ter mine the op por tu ni ties avail able and 
the man ner in which these op por tuni ties can be seized. 

Birth 

It is in re gard to these lat ter fac tors — the in tel lec tual, the po lit ical, and the ac a -
demic — that it is ob vious to an Aus tra lian com mentator that the mo ment of L/LT’s 
birth was most pro pitious. When I com mented to a Ca na dian colleague of mine that 
L/LT was a good jour nal, she re plied: “It al ways was.” It al ways was, be cause tim ing 
is all impor tant. 

Con ceived around 1973 and de liv ered in 1976, L/LT was born Thompsonian, in 
rhythm with the new his to riog ra phy, aware that la bour his tory had to be come the 
so cial history of la bour and that “the ory is meant to in form histor i cal in quiry and, in 
turn, to be in formed by his tori cal re search.”1 Not just Thomp son, but Eric 
Hobsbawm, Her bert Gutman and oth ers ef fected the trans for mation of la bour his -
tory in the pe riod be fore and co in cid ing with the found ing of L/LT.2 Un der such in -
tel lec tual in flu ences it was un derstood that the new la bour history could never be 
another spe cialism like eco nomic his tory be cause its sub ject matter could not be 
iso lated; that it was an all-embracing kind of his tory writ ing in formed by a model of 
how the dif fer ent as pects of so ci ety were con nected, which re fused to sep a rate the 
so cial and cul tural from the material as pects of be ing, or the po lit ical ideas and con -
scious ness of the working class from its liv ing and ma te rial en viron ment. 

So L/LT was self-consciously “new la bour history” from the out set. It ex pressed 
the new found historiographical sen si tiv ity to wards the cul ture of the ex ploited, 
while stand ing upon a foun dation of acute aware ness of the im por tance of ma te rial 
cul ture, as Bryan Palmer noted in the first is sue.3 It started life with a the o ret i cal 
bang, thanks to the in ter est ing in tel lec tual con junc ture at which it ap peared. In its 
own strange way, “To the Dartmouth Station,” which also ap peared in the first vol -
ume of L/LT, at tests to this sig nif i cance of this con junc ture. This off-the-cuff sa tir i -
cal es say, con structed as a tran script of a tav ern con ver sa tion in Hal i fax, where the 
jour nal was launched, opted for a mock ing voice, in which one fic tional com men ta -
tor notes: 

1Bryan D. Palmer, A Cul ture in Con flict: Skilled Workers and In dus trial Cap i tal ism in Ham -
ilton, Ontario, 1860-1914 (Montréal 1979), xii-iv, quoted in Da vid J. Bercuson, “Through 
the Looking Glass of Cul ture: An Es say on the New La bour His tory and Working-Class Cul -
ture in Re cent Ca na dian His tor i cal Writ ing,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 7 (Spring 1981), 96. 
2Her bert G. Gut man, Work, Culture, and Society in Industrializing America (New York 
1976). 
3Bryan D. Palmer, “Most Un com mon Com mon Men: Craft and Cul ture in His tor i cal Per -
spec tive,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 1 (1976), 7. 
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That old Eng lish commie, Thomp son, has got more fol low ers down here and up in Can ada 
than he’s got amongst the Limeys. Your ba sic Ca na dian la bour his tory has got all for eign. 
Used to be real Ca na dian, just like the rest of Ca na dian his tory, it was all about lead ers and 
in sti tu tions and pol i tics, about trade un ion cen tres and all the backstabbing that went on in 
them. Now they keep talkin’ about so cial his tory and somethin’ they call ‘work ing class cul -

ture’.4 

In the words of Greg ory S. Kealey and Pe ter Warrian: “Workers must be stud -
ied ‘in a to tal ity:’ al most ev ery as pect of the life and work of work ers must be in -
cluded.”5 This to tal ity did not exclude and never in tended to exclude the study of 
un ions and labour poli tics. Nor did it ever call for a his tory sim ply “writ ten from the 
bot tom up,” since it al ways placed the re la tion ship be tween classes at the cen tre of 
the story. The con tin u ing in ter est in the more for mal ex pres sions of mo bi li za tion, 
such as in dus trial or ga ni za tions and po lit i cal par ties, was sup ple mented now by an 
em pha sis on work ing-class ex pe ri ence, con di tions, cul ture, class con scious ness, 
class con flict, class re la tion ships in both their tan gi ble and in tan gible forms, and 
the more tra di tional ex pres sions of mo bi li zation were sub jected to new forms of 
scru tiny. This kind of fo cus is evi dent from the very first is sue.6 In its inclusivity, 
depth, and breadth the new la bour his tory consti tuted a maxi mum programme for 
la bour his tory; and in the Ca na dian case, Gregory S. Kealey de serves men tion ing in 

4John H.O’Rourke and Mi chael S.Cross, eds., “To the Dartmouth Sta tion: A Worker’s Eye 
View of La bour His tory,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 1 (1976), 194. 
5In tro duc tion to Greg ory S. Kealey and Pe ter Warrian, eds., Essays in Canadian Working 
Class His tory (To ronto 1976), 7-8, quoted in Bercuson, “Through the Looking Glass of Cul -
ture,” 95. 
6For ex am ple, ar ti cles such as: Palmer, “Most Un com mon Com mon Men,” 5-31; Greg ory S. 
Kealey, “‘The Hon est Work ing man’ and Workers’ Con trol: The Ex pe ri ence of To ronto 
Skilled Workers, 1860-1892,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 1 (1976), 32-68; Wayne Rob erts, 
“Ar ti sans, Aris to crats and Handy men: Pol i tics and Trade Union ism among Toronto Skilled 
Build ing Trades Workers, 1896-1914,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 1 (1976), 92-121 (look ing at 
the pro found up heaval in the To ronto build ing trade in dus try 1896-1914 and its ef fects in 
terms of la bour-mangement re la tions and work ing-class con scious ness in a range of lo ca -
tions within that class in that in dus try, for “the build ing trades were not a ho mo ge neous con -
glom er a tion of skills and con di tions” [93]); and Paul Larocque, “Aperçu de la con di tion 
ouvriere a Que bec (1896-1914),” Labour/Le Travailleur, 1 (1976), 122-38 (on the con di -
tions of work ing-class life in Qué bec and the so cial ge og ra phy and liv ing con di tions of 
work ers in Montréal in par tic u lar in the 1896-1914 pe riod). Da vid Bercuson ar gued in is sue 
7 that the new la bour his tory was new more for the “how” rather than the “what”: “re stricted 
but in ten sive stud ies of work ers in dif fer ent places and at dif fer ent times which will even tu -
ally form a new syn thesis of Cana dian so cial his tory.” He cites Palmer’s A Cul ture in Con -
flict, xii-iv, which de scribes the method as in volv ing the use of “sharp de tail of lim ited 
chro nol ogy or re stricted re gion to il lus trate the hu man di men sions of the past.” Bercuson, 
“Through the Looking Glass of Cul ture,” 96. 
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dis patches for leading the charge, then guiding L/LT success fully through the next 
couple of de cades. 

L/LT also ar rived bearing the birthm arks of the new social move ments. This is 
appar ent from the sec ond is sue on wards, in the jour nal’s in ter est in the prob lems 
sur round ing ra cial, ethnic and gendered di vi sions within the work ing class and its 
or gani za tions. For in stance, the sec ond and third is sues fea ture arti cles on: im mi -
grant la bour;7 ra cial and ethnic ten sions amongst sil ver min ers;8 work ing-class 
women in Montréal;9 a Jew ish rev o lu tion ary;10 the French-Canadian com mu nity 
of Lowell;11 19th-century rit u al ized mech a nisms of com mu nity con trol over the 
sex ual ac tiv i ties and do mes tic re la tions of work ing peo ple;12 women workers and 
the 1907 Bell Tele phone Strike;13 and eth nicity and class in the Al berta beet sugar 
in dus try dur ing the 1930s.14 Sub se quent is sues also brought a gendered anal y sis to 
the study of the far left, such as Linda Kealey’s ar ti cle “Ca na dian so cial ism and the 
woman ques tion 1900-1914”15 and Joan Sangster’s “The Com mu nist Party and the 
woman ques tion, 1922-1929.”16 

In ter est in gen der, eth nic ity, and race had deep ened even fur ther by the time of 
L/LT’s tenth an ni ver sary as sess ments of the state of labour and work ing-class his -
tory. The Ed i tor’s Note to is sue 19 in Spring 1987 com mented that the “gen eral 
tenor” of these dis cus sions “sug gests that gen der and eth nic ity will re ceive 
ever-increasing at ten tion in L/LT and that our the o ret i cal and po lit i cal dis cus sion 
will sharpen.”17 Both pre dictions were re alized, as the jour nal con tin ued its pub li -

7Stan ley Scott, “A Pro fu sion of Is sues: Im mi grant La bour, the World War, and the Cominco 
Strike of 1917,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 2 (1977), 54-78. 
8Doug Baldwin, “The Life of the Sil ver Miner in North ern On tario,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 
2 (1977), 79-107. 
9Ma rie Lavigne and Jennifer Stoddart, “Les travailleuses montréalaises en tre les deux 
guerres,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 2 (1977), 170-83. 
10Irving Abella, “Portrait of a Jewish Professional Revolutionary: The Recollections of 
Joshua Gershman,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 2 (1977), 185-213. 
11Frances H. Early, “Mobil ity Poten tial and the Quality of Life in Working-Class Lowell, 
Massachusetts: The French Canadians ca.1870,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 2 (1977), 214-28. 
12Bryan Palmer, “Dis cor dant Mu sic: Charivaris and Whitecapping in Nine teenth-Century 
North Amer ica,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 3 (1978), 5-62. 
13Joan Sangster, “The 1907 Bell Tele phone Strike: Or ga nizing Women Workers,” La -
bour/Le Travailleur, 3 (1978), 109-30. 
14John Herd Thomp son and Al len Seager, “Workers, Growers and Mo nop o lists: The ‘La -
bour Prob lem’ in the Al berta Beet Sugar In dus try Dur ing the 1930s,” Labour/Le 
Travailleur, 3 (1978), 153-96. 
15Linda Kealey, “Ca na dian So cial ism and the Woman Question, 1900-1914,” Labour/Le 
Travail, 13 (Spring 1983), 77-100 
16Joan Sangster, “The Com munist Party and the Woman Ques tion, 1922-1929,” Labour/Le 
Travail, 15 (Spring 1985), 25-56. 
17Ed i tor’s Note, Labour/Le Travail, 19 (Spring 1987), 6. 
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ca tion of high-quality ar ti cles, in vari ably sen si tive to such is sues, if not ex plic itly 
aimed at ex am in ing them. The spe cial is sue on women and work in Fall 1989 was 
not planned but, as the Edi tor’s Note ex plained, “grew or gani cally from work sub -
mit ted ... in dic a tive of the quantity and qual ity of work be ing done in our area in the 
field of women’s stud ies.”18 As Joan Sangster noted more than another de cade 
later, in is sue 46, “gen der, eth nic ity and race re vi tal ized the study of class, stretch -
ing out its bound aries, in terms of sources, themes and in ter pretative possi bil ity.”19 

It was not only the new so cial move ments that made the 1970s a good mo ment 
po lit i cally; it was also a time of up turn in work ing-class ac tiv ity, which in vig o rated 
and sustained la bour studies. This was the pe riod when Serge Mallett wrote in The 
New Working Class about a work ing class character ised not only by the best tra di -
tions of mil itancy but by the best in no va tions in val ues.20 It was a time when there 
was a gen eral expectation that the strug gles of the new so cial move ments would 
com bine with work ing-class or ga ni za tions and lead to sig nif i cant so cial trans for -
mation. In the 1960s and 1970s, accord ing to Kevin Mc Don ald, “the im por tance of 
the la bour move ment to the new so cial move ments was re garded as self-evident: 
they were en gaged in sim i lar so cial strug gles that would con verge in the prac tice of 
build ing so cial ism.”21 

As it turned out, these hopes were not re al ized. In stead, dur ing the 1980s and 
1990s new so cial move ment the o rists and ac tiv ists be came in creas ingly hos tile 
towards the la bour move ment. How ever, af ter nearly two de cades of neo-liberal re -
ac tion, work ing-class re treat, and the ebb ing of new so cial move ment rad ical ism, 
prom ises and hopes are present again, as we view ev i dent signs of both 
remobilization and reuni fi ca tion of old and new so cial movem ents in the cam paign 
against cor po rate glob al iza tion. The im pact of these de vel op ments can be seen in 
the last few is sues of the jour nal. 

L/LT also ap peared at a mo ment not only of radi cal iza tion of cam puses, but of 
expan sion in ac a demic life and of in creased ac cess to higher eduation. The com bi -
nation was power ful. As one of the char acters in “To the Dartmouth Sta tion” 
suggested of labour history at this point in time: 

G.S. Five years since you coulda’ read the whole lot over a cou ple of beers. Now those guys 
in the uni ver si ties are pourin’ it out so fast there’ll soon be more books and ar ti cles than there 
are work ers. I fig ure it’s be cause some work ing class kids got into the uni ver sity and they’re 
in ter ested in writing about their own his tory, their own fam i lies’ his tory.... All that New Left 

18Ed i tor’s Note, Labour/Le Travail, 24 (Fall 1989), 6. 
19Joan Sangster, “Femi nism and the Making of Ca na dian Working-Class His tory: Ex -
ploring the Past, Pres ent and Fu ture,” Labour/Le Travail, 46 (Fall 2000), 163. 
20Serge Mallett, The New Working Class (Nottingham 1975). 
21Kevin Mc Don ald, “The un mak ing of the la bour movement,” So cial Al ter na tives, 6 (No -
vem ber 1987), 12. 



78 LABOUR/LE TRAVAIL 

trou ble at the uni ver sity helped start it too, when they found out the kids in Poli Sci 202 were -
n’t all there was to the prole tar iat.22 

From Au tumn 1980, the jour nal’s reg u lar bib li og ra phies on Ca na dian la bour 
his tory reveal the ex ten sive outpour ings of books, the ses, and ar ti cles. These com -
pilations, ever-expanding, re placed and ex tended ear lier bib lio graphic work of the 
Com mit tee on Ca nadian La bour His tory that had ap peared in the CCLH’s News let -
ter (1972-1975; 7 is sues, ed ited by An dre Le Blanc) and in its Bul le tin (1976-1979; 
8 is sues, edited by John Battye).23 

By con trast, Aus tra lia’s La bour His tory was launched in 1962. Not only were 
its early years spent in the shadow of the Cold War and its dire ef fects on po lit i cal 
and ac a demic life, for its first ten years it was barely af fected by the Thompsonian 
historiographical rev o lu tion. De spite the 1963 pub li ca tion of The Making of the 
English Working Class, it took a while for its impact to be felt for there was not a 
criti cal mass of labour his tori ans in formed by the new approaches and able to em -
ploy them; it was not un til the 1970s that uni versity expansion proceeded apace. 
More over, launched be fore the rise of the new so cial move ments and the 
large-scale en try of women into ac a demic life, LH be fore 1970 was both in suf fi -
ciently crit i cal of rac ism and de cid edly “blokey.” Ad mit tedly, L/LT made that faux 
pas with “the im plicit sex ism”24 of its orig i nal ti tle, re scinded af ter Vol ume 12, but 
the con tents of the first 12 vol umes (at least af ter the first is sue) con tra dicted the ti -
tle. By con trast, LH’s first ed i to rial re ferred to LH’s in ter est in an a lyz ing “the role of 
the la bour movem ent and the men who made it” — and the con tents fit ted this state -
ment.25 

La bour His tory was there fore rem ade com pletely dur ing the 1970s,26 but a lin -
gering im age problem re mained, due to the leg acy of the old la bour his tory re -

22G.S. con tin ues by ob serv ing: “And, then, some of them are just tryin’ to live with the fact 
they’re fat and pros per ous now. You get them uni ver sity rad i cals to a meet ing, they stand out 
like a sore thumb: they’re the ones dressed like lum ber jacks when the rest of us has got shirts 
and ties on. Looks to me like equal parts of lefty pol i tics, nos tal gia, and guilt.” O’Rourke and 
Cross, “To the Dartmouth Sta tion,” 194. 
23For full bib lio graphic de tail on the con tents of the News let ter and Bul le tin see Greg ory S. 
Kealey, “An In dex to the Pub li ca tions of the Com mit tee on Ca na dian La bour His tory, 
1972-1981,” Labour/Le Travail, 8/9 (1981-1982), 431-61. 
24Ed i tor’s Notes, Labour/Le Travail, 13 (Spring 1984), 5. 
25R.A. Gollan, “La bour His tory,” Labour History, 1 (Jan u ary 1962), 3. Not until issue 8 was 
there an ar ti cle that fo cussed on fe male par tic i pants in the la bour move ment and it was writ -
ten by a man. It was is sue 21, in No vember 1971, be fore there was an ar ti cle writ ten by a 
woman about work ing women. But then the de luge began. 
26Its ar ti cles and ed i to ri als ex pressed the new mood very ob vi ously and it even pro duced a 
spe cial is sue on Women at Work in 1975 and a spe cial is sue on Rac ism and the Working 
Class in 1978. The jour nal had strong links with the women’s lib er a tion move ment in par tic -
ular. 
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flected in the 1960s and early 1970s is sues of the journal. It was an un fair and 
un war ranted im age prob lem, given the dra matic changes un der gone in LH by the 
mid-1970s, which ren dered la bour history con sider ably more sen si tive to is sues of 
gender, race, and ethnic ity than other his to ri ans were to matters of class. None the -
less this pre-history of la bour his tory did exacer bate the prob lem en countered by la -
bour history from the 1980s on wards: be ing outcompeted within ac a dem ia by 
sub-disciplines such as women’s history, Ab origi nal history, the history of eth nic 
minor i ties and gay and les bian history. The trendi ness of these sub-disciplines and 
the rel ative de cline in popu lar ity of work ing-class his tory re flected the rise of the 
new so cial move ments and these move ments’ in creas ingly crit i cal stance to wards 
the la bour movem ent.27 LH’s sit u a tion was again ren dered more prob lem atic be -
tween 1983 and 1996 with the La bor Party in gov ern ment fed er ally. These peri ods 
of La bor in power seemed to con firm all the worst prej u dices of new so cial move -
ment the ory, which had been artic u lated from the late 1970s on wards, about the 
work ing class’s lack of transformative po ten tial.28 

Cir cum stances: Aus tra lian and Ca na dian 

In its run ning state ment of in tent, L/LT de scribes its in tel lec tual pro ject as rec ti fy ing 
“an all too gen eral Cana dian ig no rance” of the leg a cies of la bour and re dress ing the 
fact that “Ca nadian his tory lacks a suf fi cient un derstand ing of the lives of work -
ers.” By con trast, Aus tra lian la bour history has had to op er ate in a so ciety all too fa -
mil iar with the Aus tra lian La bor Party as a dom i nant po lit i cal force and aware of 
the trade un ion move ment as an en trenched in sti tu tion, pro tected until re cently by 
the com pul sory con cil i a tion and ar bi tra tion sys tem, and with re cord den sity by in -
ter na tional standards for much of the 20th cen tury. In Aus tra lia, too, pop u lar cul -
tural forms have re peat edly mythologized the ru ral worker but mythologized this 
worker be yond rec og nition. Aus tra lians think they know much about the leg acies 
of la bour, so labour his tori ans “down un der” have had to wrestle with the par tial 
and dis torted na ture of wide spread un derstand ings of la bour. A more icon o clas tic 
ap proach to the fa miliar labourist main stream was po lit i cally in di cated for us. 

27Ver ity Burgmann, “The Strange Death of La bour His tory,” in Bede Nairn and La bor His -
tory, La bor His tory Es says, Vol ume Three (Syd ney 1991), 69-81. 
28For some of the clas sic state ments of new so cial move ment the o rists in re gard to the out -
moded na ture of the la bour move ment, see Alain Touraine, The Post-Industrial So ci ety: To -
morrow’s Social His tory: Classes, Con flicts and Cul ture in the Pro grammed So ci ety 
(Lon don 1974), 75-6, 9, 17, 61, 73, 11; Alain Touraine, The Voice and the Eye: An Anal y sis 
of So cial Move ments (Cam bridge 1981), 13; Jürgen Habermas, “New So cial Move ments,” 
Telo s, 49 (Fall 1981), 33-5; Clause Offe, “Work: the Key Sociological Category?” in Claus 
Offe, Disorganised Capitalism: Contemporary Transformations of Work and Politics, 
(Cambridge 1985) esp. 133-6, 141, 148; Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, 
“Post-Marxism With out Apol ogies,” New Left Re view, 166 (November/December 1987), 
103, 106; and Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemoney and So cial Strat egy. To -
wards a Radical Democratic Politics (Lon don 1985), esp. 183. 
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This con trasts with the Ca nadian sit u a tion, where there are many la bour par ties 
to res cue from “ill-deserved his tor i cal ob scu rity.”29 Ac cord ingly, in L/LT there are 
many in trigu ing ex am i na tions of labourist mo bi li za tion, of ten all the more fas ci nat -
ing because the po ten tial ex ceeded the re al ity. Craig Heron has noted that 
labourism is often the ne glected child of the Cana dian left, and “has lan guished in a 
dimly lit cor ner of Ca na dian in tel lec tual inquiry.” But then, “the flood of new re -
search into in di vid ual work ing-class com mu ni ties in Can ada in the late nineteenth 
and early twen ti eth cen tu ries has brought to light the par tic u lar his to ries of sev eral 
lo cal La bour par ties.”30 He de tails the contri bu tions of ar ti cles pub lished in L/LT in 
this re spect. 

This di ver sity of labourist and so cial dem o cratic ex pres sion is ab sent in Aus -
tra lia, due to the early emer gence and con tin u ing dom i nance of the Aus tra lian La -
bor Party. With La bor form ing govern ment in the var i ous states of Austra lia from 
1899 on wards and fed er ally from 1903 on wards, there are no in tel lec tual imag in -
ings, as in L/LT, of what might have been in terms of po lit i cal rep re sen ta tion of the 
more mod er ate as pira tions of the working class. Instead, we Aus tra lian la bour his -
tori ans have seen the labourist fu ture and of ten write about the ways in which it has 
not worked. 

For ex am ple, in LH there is a wel ter of ar ti cles on in stances of La bor gov ern -
ment be trayal of the working class or of in di vid ual La bor pol iti cians who joined the 
nega tive pantheon of “rats.” Ratting takes two forms: out right deser tion of the La -
bor Party for more con serva tive pas tures; and be trayal of fun da men tal prin ci ples 
while re main ing, for mally, within the La bor po lit i cal fold.31 That an Aus tra lian 
word ex ists for the practice is perti nent; and our con tin u ing historiographical in ter -
est in rats is tes ti mony to the ex tent to which the po lit i cal party formed by trade 
unionists to do their bid ding has suc cess fully in verted that re lation ship. By con -
trast, Mi chael Welton be rates Ca na dian la bour his to ri ans for re luc tance to ex am ine 
the spe cific fail ings of the so cial dem o cratic imag i na tion and po lit i cal will — “so -
cial de moc racy’s lack of cour age and vi sion.”32 

The dom i nance of Labor in Aus tra lia also af fected working-class organisa -
tions to its left. So, while both L/LT and LH are en am oured of the In dus trial Workers 
of the World and the One Big Un ion (OBU) move ment, there is a dif fer ence. Larry 

29Craig Heron, “Labourism and the Ca na dian Working Class,” Labour/Le Tra vail, 13 
(Spring 1984), 75. In is sue 5, Al len Mills’ study of the Man i toba ILP re fers to “the wel ter of 
competing post-war labour … parties and organizations in Manitoba.” Allen Mills, “Single 
Tax, So cial ism and the In de pend ent La bour Party of Man i toba: The Po lit i cal Ideas of F.J. 
Dixon and S.J. Farmer’, Labour/Le Travailleur, 5 (1980), 56. 
30Heron, “Labourism and the Ca na dian Working Class,” 45. 
31Mar i lyn Lake, “John Earle and the Con cept of the ‘La bor Rat’,” La bour His tory, 33 (No -
vem ber 1977), 29. 
32Micheal R. Welton, “Con flicting Vi sions, Di ver gent Strat egies: Wat son Thomson and the 
Cold War Politics of Adult Education in Saskatchewan, 1944-6,” Labour/Le Travail, 18 
(Fall 1986), 137. 
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Pe ter son ar gues that, “com mon to the po lit i cal stance of all rev o lu tion ary in dus trial 
union ists was not hos til ity to ward po lit i cal par ties as such. Rather, it was a po si tion 
criti cal of the dom i nant wing of labour and social dem o cratic par ties be fore 
1914....”33 Austra lian la bour histo ri ans could not write this, be cause the Aus tra lian 
IWW was hos tile to ward po lit i cal par ties as such. The Aus tra lian IWW stance was in -
formed by the ex pe ri ence pecu liar to Australasia of the du plicity of La bor gov ern -
ments, the role of the La bor Party in dis cour ag ing in dus trial mil i tancy and of the 
way in which par lia men tary pol i tics gen er ally drained en ergy and re sources away 
from more ef fective forms of work ing-class ac tion.34 

Other sim i lar i ties and dif fer ences be tween Can ada and Aus tra lia have been 
sum ma rised ef fec tively by Greg ory Kealey and Greg Patmore in the joint is sue in 
Fall 1996.35 Nat u rally, these simi lar i ties and dif fer ences are ex pressed in the ar ti -
cles in L/LT. 

As set tler so ci et ies, there was much back-breaking work to be done in both 
coun tries in the pro cess of dis pos sess ing the in dig e nous in hab it ants and sub du ing 
the earth. Many L/LT ar ti cles at test to this pro cess, though the in dus tries are 
somewhat differ ent: hence Ca nadian ar ti cles fo cus on class con flict and work ing 
con di tions in ca nal build ing,36 in the fur trade,37 or in the fish ing in dustry,38 in tem -
per a tures and ter rain Aus tra lian la bour his to ri ans are un able to com pre hend, as we 
churn out ar ti cles on shear ers, stockm en and cane-cutters. 

33Larry Peterson, “The One Big Union in International Perspective: Revolutionary Indus -
trial Union ism 1900-1925,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 7 (Spring 1981), 52. 
34Verity Burgmann, “Antipodean Peculiarities: Comparing the Australian IWW with the 
Amer i can,” Labor History, 40, 3 (Au gust 1999), 371-92. 
35Greg ory S. Kealey and Greg Patmore, “Com par a tive La bour His tory: Aus tra lia and Can -
ada,” Labour/Le Travail, 38 (Fall 1996)/ La bour His tory, 71 (No vem ber 1996), 1-15. 
36Ruth Bleasdale, “Class Con flict on the Ca nals of Up per Can ada in the 1840s,” Labour/Le 
Travailleur, 7 (Spring 1981), 9-39; and Wil liam N.T. Wylie, “Pov erty, Dis tress, and Dis -
ease: La bour and the Con struc tion of the Rideau Ca nal, 1826-1832,” Labour/Le Travailleur, 
11 (Spring 1983), 7-29. 
37Rob ert C.H. Swee ney, “Un der stand ing Work His torically: A re flec tion prompted by two 
re cent stud ies of the fur trade,” Labour/Le Travail, 41 (Spring 1997), 243-52; and Car o lyn 
Podruchny, “Un fair Mas ters and Ras cally Ser vants? La bour Re la tions Among Bour geois, 
Clerks and Voyageurs in the Montréal Fur Trade, 1780-1821,” Labour/Le Travail, 43 
(Spring 1999), 43-70. 
38Sean Cadigan, “Bat tle Har bour in Tran si tion: Mer chants, Fish er men, and the State in the 
Strug gle for Re lief in a Lab ra dor Com mu nity dur ing the 1930s,” Labour/Le Travail, 26 (Fall 
1990), 125-50; Mir iam Wright, “Young Men and Tech nol ogy: Gov ern ment At tempts to 
Cre ate a ‘Mod ern’ Fish eries Workforce in New found land, 1949-1970,” Labour/Le Travail, 
42 (Fall 1998), 143-60; Sean Cadigan, “The Moral Econ omy of the Commons: Ecol ogy and 
Eq uity in the New found land Cod Fish ery, 1815-1855,” Labour/Le Travail, 43 (Spring 
1999), 9-42; and Charles R. Men zies, “Us and Them: The Prince Rupert Fish er men’s Co-op 
and Organized Labour, 1931-1989,” Labour/Le Travail, 48 (Fall 2001), 89-108. 
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Is sues of im mi gration and eth nic ity are as prom i nent in Aus tra lia’s new labour 
his to ri og ra phy as in Can ada’s, but we have no equiv a lent to the French pres ence in 
Canada. Ob viously, this affects not just the con tent of L/LT but also its form, an im -
pres sive endeavour that deserves com men dation. How ever, there is rel a tively lit tle 
in L/LT, com pared with LH, on in dig e nous peo ples and the labour move ment. This 
might re flect a greater de gree of disarticulation be tween indig e nous and 
non-indigenous Ca na di ans’ pro duc tive ac tiv i ties, com pared with the sit u a tion in 
Austra lia. La bour was in much shorter supply in Aus tra lia given the rela tive re -
mote ness from sources of Eu ro pean im mi gra tion, so Ab orig i nal la bour was cru cial 
in the de vel op ment of Aus tra lian pas to ral cap i tal ism, which un der pinned White 
Aus tra lian pros per ity.39 From the early 1970s onwards, en cour aged by a sig nif i -
cant up surge in in dig e nous po lit i cal ac tiv ism, LH played an im por tant role in re veal -
ing the im por tance of Ab orig i nal la bour in the pas to ral in dus try and ex pos ing the 
com plic ity of la bour move ment or gani sa tions in the ra cial seg men ta tion of this 
workforce un til the mid-1960s, when the trade union move ment fi nally em braced 
equal pay for Ab origi nal work ers. In 1978 a spe cial issue of the jour nal can vassed 
such is sues.40 

Both L/LT and LH reg u larly ex am ine and re-examine par tic u lar strikes. How -
ever, some strikes are more equal than others. Ca na dian labour histo ri ans, un der -
stand ably, are fix ated on Win ni peg 1919; Aus tra lian la bour his to ri ans are al most as 
ob sessed with the 1917 gen eral strike in New South Wales. Like wise, both journals 
have reg u lar ar ti cles on sur veil lance, po lice, and spies. La bour his to ri ans from both 
coun tries clearly con sider it part of their re spon si bil ity to keep a ret ro spec tive 
watch on those who watch the work ing class and its or ga ni zations and ac tiv i ties. 

The re la tion ship with Brit ish im pe ri al ism is com pli cated in the Ca na dian case 
by the loom ing prox im ity of a far greater power and many L/LT ar ti cles speak to the 
in flu ence of the Amer i can in ter na tional un ions and de bate the con se quences of 
their pres ence in Can ada. Dis tance pro tected Aus tra lia from the same de gree of in -
ter ference, so the much more lim ited influ ence of Brit ish unions has never be come 
quite such an historiographical is sue. 

There is a sim ilar tim ing in the emer gence of re cent themes. For ex am ple, in 
L/LT Ste ven Maynard writes on the social con struc tion of mas cu lin ity in work -
ing-class his tory in Spring 1989, three years af ter a sim i lar inves ti gation in LH.41 

39Mi chael Quinlan and Mar ga ret Gardner, “Strikes, Worker Pro test and Un ion Growth in 
Canada and Australia, 1815-1900: A Comparative Analy sis,” Labour/Le Travail, 36 (Fall 
1995), 190. 
40Ann Curthoys and An drew Markus, eds., Who Are Our En emies? Rac ism and the Aus tra -
lian Working Class (Syd ney 1978). Scholars closely as so ci ated with Labour History — no -
ta bly Ann Curthoys, An drew Markus, and Ann McGrath — have been at the fore front of 
re search into the role of in dig e nous Aus tra lians in the workforce. 
41Ste ven Maynard, “Rough Work and Rug ged Men: The So cial Con struc tion of Mas cu lin ity 
in Working-Class His tory,” Labour/Le Travail, 23 (Spring 1989), 159-69; and Mar i lyn 
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Nine years later in Fall 1998 the spe cial is sue on mas cu lin i ties ap pears, with ar ti cles 
by Todd McCallum on the OBU and rad ical man hood; Deborah Stiles on mas cu lin -
ity and the north Amer i can sole leather tanning in dus try; Mike O’Brien on man -
hood and the mili tia myth; Mir iam Wright on young men and tech nology in 
New found land fish er ies; Donna Gabaccia and Franca Iacovetta on work, women 
and protest in the Ital ian di as pora; Anne For rest on the in dus trial re lations sig nif i -
cance of un paid work; and Tatiana van Riemskijk on gen der in an tebel lum pol itics 
and cul ture.42 Is sues of sex u al ity and ho mo sex ual lib er a tion ap pear at sim i lar mo -
ments in both jour nals. In L/LT in 1995 Franca Iacovetta noted that the his tory of 
sex u al ity had be gun the im por tant work of problematising het ero sex u al ity but that 
Cana dian gay/les bian his tory was under-developed; in 1997 Car olyn Strange re -
viewed re cent works on sex u al ity in United States his tory; and in 1998 Ste ven 
Maynard consid ered queer mus ings on mas culin ity and his tory. In 1999 LH pub -
lished its first se ri ous study of gay and les bian is sues in the la bour move ment.43 Ex -
plicit attention to envi ron men tal pol i tics co mes late to both jour nals, in 1999; 
though six years ear lier Rich ard A. Rajala’s L/LT ar ti cle on the North Amer i can 
West Coast log ging in dus try ar gued per sua sively that tim ber cap i tal sought dom i -
nation over na ture not as an end in it self, but to secure con trol over the ac tiv i ties of 
those they em ployed.44 

Turn ing the Tide 

Both L/LT and LH have had to con tend with the al leged death of class from the late 
1980s, a cor oni al ver dict that strikes at the heart of our shared in tel lec tual ori en ta -
tion. As Joan Sangster has ob served, “the den i gration of class and the de ri sion of 
emancipatory pro jects ... hang, like a dense fog of in dif fer ence and scep ti cism, over 
our pres ent ef forts.”45 The cover to is sue 46, the mil len nium is sue, de picts the prob -

Lake, “So cial ism and Man hood: The case of Wil liam Lane,” Labour History, 50 (May 
1986), 54-62. 
42Labour/Le Travail, 42 (Fall 1998). 
43Franca Iacovetta, “Manly Militants, Cohesive Communities, and Defiant Domestics: 
Writing about Immigrants in Canadian Historical Scholarship,” Labour/Le Travail, 36 (Fall 
1995), 217-8; Car o lyn Strange, “Bad Girls and Masked Men: Re cent Works on Sex u al ity in 
US His tory ,” Labour/Le Travail, 39 (Spring 1997), 261-75; Ste ven Maynard, “Queer Mus -
ings on Mascu lin ity and His tory,” Labour/Le Travail, 42 (Fall 1998), 183-98; and Gra ham 
Willett, “‘Proud and Em ployed’: The Gay and Les bian Move ment and the Vic to rian 
Teachers’ Un ions in the 1970s,” Labour History, 76 (May 1999), 78-94. 
44Cadigan, “The Moral Econ omy of the Commons,” 9-42; Ver ity Burgmann and Meredith 
Burgmann, “‘A rare shift in pub lic think ing’: Jack Mundey and the New South Wales 
Builders Labourers’ Federation,” Labour History, 77 (No vem ber 1999), 44-63; and Rich ard 
A. Rajala, “The For est as Fac tory: Tech no log i cal Change and Worker Con trol in the West 
Coast Logging In dus try, 1880-1930,” Labour/Le Travail, 32 (Fall 1993), 73-104. 
45Joan Sangster, “Femi nism and the Making of Ca na dian Working-Class His tory: Ex -
ploring the Past, Pres ent and Fu ture,” Labour/Le Travail, 46 (Fall 2000), 165. 
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lem graph i cally: “Swimming against the Ac a demic Tide. Un safe.” I would con -
tend, how ever, that it is only a mat ter of tread ing wa ter for a while, be cause those 
who were fond of mak ing ac a demic fash ion state ments got it wrong. 

A most re markable aspect of the en thu si asm for pro nounc ing the death of class 
was that it oc curred at a mo ment in history when class di vi sions were hard en ing and 
so cio eco nomic in equal i ties wid en ing dra mat i cally. As trans na tional cor po ra tions 
em barked upon an es pe cially ag gres sive cam paign to in crease prof its and de crease 
work ers’ wages and work ing con di tions across the globe, aca dem ics were busily 
debating the death of class. Such pro nounce ments are rem i nis cent of those equally 
inept proph ecies of Raym ond Aron and Daniel Bell, who an nounced the end of ide -
ology just be fore the rise of the anti-Vietnam War movem ent, Black Power, the stu -
dent move ment, and women’s lib er a tion. As Os car Wilde might have observed, to 
be wrong once is un for tu nate, whereas to be wrong twice is sheer care less ness.46 

Certainly, in tel lec tual trends in the 1990s be came more and more out of step 
with de vel op ments in the real world, where the in ju ries of class and the con sol i da -
tion of class di visions were be com ing in creasingly appar ent. Al though those pro -
nounc ing upon the death of class liked to point to declin ing levels of class 
con scious ness to jus tify their de nial of class, the as cendancy of their po si tion in in -
tel lec tual cir cles ex ac er bated rather than di min ished the grow ing gap be tween the 
ob jec tive im por tance of class and its sub jec tive im por tance. The chasm be tween re -
al ity and per cep tion has only re cently started to close, as re vealed in the rise of 
anti-corporate pol i tics. 

Canada staged one of the im por tant pre ludes to this new move ment — the On -
tario Days of Ac tion. In Aus tra lia we heard that in 1996-97, “sus tained col lab o ra -
tion be tween la bour and com mu nity groups” re sulted in the mo bi li za tion of two to 
three mil lion peo ple in five months of strikes, ral lies, and dem on stra tions as part of 
a wide revolt against the aggres sive neo-liberal pol i cies of the pro vin cial gov ern -
ment.47 

Since this time I de tect a height ened mood of po lit i cal en gage ment, occasion -
ally pes si mis tic but of ten op ti mis tic, in L/LT. It was hinted at as early as Vol ume 35 
in Spring 1995 when Wil liam Carroll and R.S.Ratner re sponded to the misplaced 
confi dence of new so cial move ments that they have sup planted the labour move -
ment as the mid wife of his tory.48 In Vol ume 39 Don Wells in quired in a re view es -
say what the de cline of Fordism and the rise of “dis or ganized” forms of cap i tal ism 
meant for the fu ture of class pol i tics. He noted that the books re viewed, in clud ing 

46Terry Eagleton makes this po lem i cal point in re la tion to Fran cis Fukuyama’s “End of His -
tory” the sis. Terry Eagleton, “De fending Uto pia,” New Left Re view, 4 (July/Au gust 2000), 
174. 
47Nancy Jack son, “A Taste of our Power,” Australian Options, 13 (May 1998), 5-8. 
48Wil liam K.Carroll and R.S. Ratner, “Old Un ions and New So cial Move ments,” La -
bour/Le Tra vail, 35 (Spring 1995), 195-221. 
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Bryan Palmer’s Cap ital ism Comes to the Back Coun try, “un derstand the fu ture as 
con tested.”49 

From Vol ume 40 onwards, ar ti cles are no tice ably more pres ent and fu ture ori -
ented than in all the ear lier is sues, and with a greater sense of im me di acy and ur -
gency.50 Some ex am ples: Greg McElligott ar gues pro gres sive po lit i cal ac tion is 
still possible on the front lines of the state, based on the ex pe ri ence of the CEIU;51 

Belinda Leach ex am ines the press ing prob lems of in dus trial home work, eco nomic 
restruc tur ing, and the meaning of work;52 Paul Bowles’ note on APEC re minds read -
ers that, while the APEC lead ers an nounced they had taken more steps to usher in a 
brave new world of free trade and in vest ment in the Asia Pa cific re gion, it is a world 
in which work ers’ rights have not been con sid ered;53 and Kim Moody, whose won -
der ful Workers in a Lean World outlined the rise of “social-movement union ism,” 
in quires whether re cent de vel op ments in Amer i can union ism are ad e quate to meet 
current chal lenges in the work place.54 Sim i larly, Paul LeBlanc re views re cent 
books touch ing on la bour in cap i tal ist Amer ica, in clud ing the re cent Parker and 
Gruelle man ual on re build ing unions from the bot tom up, “a tool for those who will 
ac tu ally make la bour his tory in the early de cades of the new cen tury,” the out come 
of which will “help clar ify the fu ture of Marx ism, de moc racy, the work ing class, 
and the hu man condi tion.”55 

These pre oc cu pa tions are very ev i dent in the mil len nium is sue. Bryan 
Palmer’s “In tro duction” ex plains that the cover 

offers an artistic representation of the possibilities present as the working-class and its 
movements en ter a new his tor i cal pe riod. It also il lus trates some of the constraints that will 
loom, threat en ing and large, as la bour strug gles to have its var ied voices heard and its comp -
lexly di verse agen das rec og nized into the 21st cen tury.56 

49Labour/Le Travail, 39 (Spring 1997), 243 and 260. 
50A more as ser tive and pug na cious tone is also ev i dent in com ments and asides, such as 
Lawin Armstrong’s re view of Land and Free dom, which noted that: “The mes sage is par tic -
u larly wel come at a time when the left is rush ing to shed its so cial ist princi ples in favour of 
neo-liberalism....” Lawin Armstrong, “Film Re view. Land and Free dom. Di rected by Ken 
Loach, 1995,” in Labour/Le Travail, 41 (Spring 1998), 327. 
51Greg McElligott, “Cli ents and Con scious ness: Draw ing Mil i tancy from Con fu sion on the 
Front Lines of the State,” Labour/Le Travail, 40 (Fall 1997), 171-98. 
52Belinda Leach, “In dus trial Home work, Eco nomic Re struc turing and the Mean ing of 
Work,” Labour/Le Travail, 41 (Spring 1998), 97-115. 
53Paul Bowles, “APEC: No Place for La bour,” Labour/Le Travail, 41 (Spring 1998), 330-1. 
54Kim Moody, “Is U.S. La bor Changing as Fast as the Work place?” Labour/Le Travail, 43 
(Spring 1999), 217-28. 
55Paul LeBlanc, “Labour in Capitalist America: Ideology, Bureaucracy, Insurgency,” La -
bour/Le Tra vail, 45 (Spring 2000), 279-92, esp. 292. 
56Bryan D. Palmer, “In tro duc tion. La bour Con fronts the Mil len nium,” Labour/Le Travail, 
46 (Fall 2000), 7. 
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Desmond Morton notes the harsh eco nomic cli mate and its re cent ef fects on the la -
bour movem ent and labour his tory.57 An thony Giles de plores the state of in dus trial 
relations as it fails to come to grips with the sweep ing changes that have oc curred in 
la bour mar kets, the work place, and the wider po lit ical econ omy. In his sur vey of 
100 years of Ca na dian so cial ism, Ian McKay re fers to the re group ing of so cial ist 
move ments in the 21st century.58 Joan Sangster notes that work ing peo ple have rea -
son to be pes si mistic about their fate in the new mil len nium and points to the dis -
junc ture be tween such re al i ties and ac a demic em pha ses: 

Surely, as glob al ized cap i tal ism and the de cons truc tion of the welfare state be come more 
menac ing forces ... some of the tra di tional top ics of la bour his tory, in clud ing wage work, the 
sexual division of labour, consumer organizing, and socialist politics, should seem more, not 
less pre scient.59 

Murray Smith ar gues Can ada’s con tem po rary eco nomic trou bles are at trib ut able to 
the “nor mal” cri sis ten den cies of an ad vanced cap i tal ist econ omy, as an a lyzed by 
Marx, and should not be seen as the prod uct of “for eign dom i na tion” of the Ca na -
dian econ omy.60 

In Vol ume 47 Dennis Soron sur veys the con tem po rary left and the pol i tics of 
utopia and co mes down on the side of Daniel Singer’s contention that rad i cal pol i -
tics in the dawn ing mil lennium must be both “re alis tic” and “utopian.”61 In Volume 
48 Meg Luxton an alyzes the 1996 Women’s March as an ex am ple of work ing-class 
women’s is sues and left-wing pol i tics be ing kept alive in an era of “neo-liberal at -
tacks and mi sog y nist back lash.”62 And Jacques Hamel pon ders notions of work 
and cit i zen ship at a time when they are threat ened.63 Not just the pe cu liar i ties of the 
Cana dian work ing class and la bour move ment, but now too the im pact of 
globalisation on work ers ev ery where, is in form ing the na ture and flavour of ar ti -
cles in L/LT. 

Com mit ment to the cause of work ers has al ways been pres ent in L/LT but it is 
rather more ex plicit in re cent is sues. For ex am ple, Bryan Palmer’s in tro duc tion to 
the three obit u ar ies in Fall 2001 re it er ates: “The study of the work ing class and 

57Desmond Morton, “Some Mil len nial Re flec tions on the State of Ca na dian La bour His -
tory,” Labour/Le Travail, 46 (Fall 2000), 11-36. 
58Ian McKay, “For a New Kind of His tory: A Re con nais sance of 100 Years of Ca na dian So -
cial ism,” Labour/Le Travail, 46 (Fall 2000), 69-126. 
59Joan Sangster, “Fem i nism and the Making of Ca na dian Working-Class His tory,” 127, 164. 
60Murray E.G.Smith, “Po lit i cal Econ omy and the Ca na dian Working Class: Marx ism or Na -
tion al ist Re form ism?” Labour/Le Travail, 46 (Fall 2000), 343-68. 
61Den nis Soron, “Back to the Fu ture: The Con tem po rary Left and the Pol i tics of Uto pia,” 
Labour/Le Travail, 47 (Spring 2001), 203-16, esp. 215. 
62Meg Luxton, “Fem i nism as a Class Act: Working-Class Fem i nism and the Women’s 
Move ment in Can ada,” Labour/Le Travail, 48 (Fall 2001), 63-88, esp. 87-8. 
63Jacques Hamel, “Sur les no tions de tra vail et de citoyenneté à l’heure de la précarité,” La -
bour/Le Travail, 48 (Fall 2001), 109-24. 



NOTEBOOK 87 

com mitment to its causes is cen tral to what this jour nal is about.”64 In the millenium 
is sue he stated: 

This jour nal was con ceived more than twenty-five years ago in the spirit of rec og niz ing and 
re vers ing the class in equal i ties and the blindspots of our age and of many pre vi ous his tor i cal 
ep ochs. Want and need al ways stalked the men, women, and chil dren of the work ing class, 
while abun dance and in dul gence marked the priv i leged lives of those who owned and lived 
off a large piece of their var ied pro duc tions. At some point in the next mil len nium, surely, 
this state of bed rock dif fer ence can be over come.65 

How? Appadurai has ap pealed recently for new forms of dia logue be tween ac a -
dem ics and ac tiv ists. This dia logue would be aca de mia’s gift to the new move -
ments chal lenging cor po rate globalisation, con trib ut ing to new forms of ped agogy 
(in the sense of Paulo Freire) that could level the the o ret i cal play ing field for grass -
roots ac tiv ists in in ter na tional fora.66 The o ret i cal re flec tion is im pov er ished with -
out prac ti cal en gagem ent with the is sues at stake; equally, in volve ment is ren dered 
more effec tive when in formed and knowl edgeable.67 

Both LH and L/LT have sought to attract more un ion mem bers and or gan isers 
and left-wing activ ists to read er ship of the jour nals. Af ter conducting a sur vey of its 
read er ship, in 1986 L/LT ac knowledged its fail ure to at tract such read ers and posed a 
dif fi cult ques tion: 

Why is it ... that a jour nal de voted to im prov ing the “un der stand ing of the lives of the work -
ers” has so few read ers from non-academic cir cles? The or dinary worker is not with us, and 
the worker’s insti tu tional rep re sen ta tive is also not there or, per haps, these read ers are less 
likely than ac a dem ics to re spond to ques tion naires. When Labour/Le Travail came to be, a 
de clared ob jec tive was to work with or ga nized la bour to help fur ther work ers’ his tor i cal 
con scious ness. The na ture and num ber of our re spon dents be lie this as pi ra tion.68 

This prob lem of au di ence can not be re solved on the terrain of the jour nal be cause 
of the rules and reg u la tions, stated and un stated, that gov ern the pro duc tion of ac a -
demic journals, and in creas ingly so these days. 

64Bryan D. Palmer, “In tro duc tion: The Year 2000 and the Deaths of Three Who Made La -
bour His tory,” Labour/Le Travail, 48 (Fall 2001), 9. 
65Bryan D. Palmer, “In tro duc tion: La bour Con fronts the Mil len nium,” Labour/Le Travail, 
46 (Fall 2000), 8. 
66A. Appadurai, “Grass roots globalisation and the re search imag i na tion,” Pub lic Cul ture, 
12, 1 (2000), 1-19, cited in Josee Johnston and James Good man, “Ac a demics, ac tiv ism and 
the ivory tower: Freirean les sons for globalisation research,” Pa per presented to 
Globalisation On line Con fer ence, Adelaide, 13 July-10 Au gust 2001, <http://lorde.arts. 
adelaide.edu.au/ARCHSS/globalisation/goodman_johnston.asp.>, 3. 
67Johnston and Good man, “Ac a demics, ac tiv ism and the ivory tower,” 3, 9. 
68André LeBlanc, “Labour/Le Travail Reader Sur vey: A Re port,” Labour/Le Travail, 18 
(Fall 1986), 317. 
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Yet, at the same time as la bour his to ri ans meet these de mands aris ing from our 
lo ca tion in ac a demic workplaces, it is im per a tive that we con tinue to reach out in 
other ways to au di ences be yond the acad emy. It is ever more im por tant in the dif fi -
cult times in which we live to con tinue to place our knowl edge of labour’s past, 
height ened and sharp ened by our ac a demic journals, at the ser vice of move ments 
concerned to contest the cir cum stances of the work ing class in the pres ent and fu -
ture. In this way, the schol arly er u dition and intensity of de bate in L/LT through out 
its first 49 vol umes con sti tutes much more than mere or na ment to ac a de mia, but 
serves a more fun da mental — and higher — purpose in deepen ing the un der stand -
ing of those who write for the jour nal. From this van tage point more mean ing ful ex -
changes and in ter ac tions have been de vel oped with work ers and their 
spokespeople, con trib ut ing fur ther to the store of col lec tive knowl edge con tained 
in the minds of those as so ci ated with L/LT. More over, the un der stand ing gained 
through the processes of pro duc ing an ac a demic journal has been — and will be — 
trans lated into more ac ces si ble and pop u lar forms, such as on-line and hard-copy 
non-academic pub li ca tions, pub lic lec tures, and talks at var i ous forms of gath er ing, 
videos, phys ical show cases in mu seums, and many other ways. 

La bour histo ri ans are well placed to re mind work ing peo ple that it is they who 
make his tory, that they have done so in the past, and that the circum stances un der 
which they make his tory may be chal lenged in var ious ways. With the man tra sur -
round ing cor po rate glob al iza tion de pict ing it as a re morse less, nat u ral pro cess that 
can not be de nied, it is all the more ur gent that it be un derstood in stead as a con -
scious policy by rul ing classes to aug ment their power and wealth at the expense of 
the pro duc tive classes. There are al ter na tives. Zapatista leader Subcomandante 
Marcos sees: 

A world made of many worlds opens its space and con quers its right to be pos si ble, it raises 
the ban ner of be ing nec es sary, it pen e trates into the mid dle of the re al ity of the Earth to an -
nounce a better fu ture. A world of all worlds that re bels and re sists the Power, a world of all 
worlds that in habit this world op pos ing cyn i cism, a world that fights for hu man ity and 
against neoliberalism.69 

In its open ness to the “many worlds” of the work ing class and the la bour move -
ment, L/LT and those who have produced it over the past quar ter cen tury and more 
have played their part in re bellion and re sis tance, and I am confi dent they will con -
tinue to do so in the fu ture. 

69Subcomandante Marcos, “First Interconti nental Encounter Against Neo-Liberalism and 
for Hu man ity in Chiapas” cited in Damien Grenfell, “The State and Pro test in Con tem po rary 
Austra lia. From Viet nam to S11,” PhD the sis, Monash Uni ver sity (2001), 253. 


