























PRELIMINARY EXAM IN AMERICAN
WORKING-CLASS HISTORY
FALL 1991

Choose four of the following guestions and write a coherent essay
to answer each. The premium is on analysis and generalization but
be sure to employ concrete evidence from reading in framing your
essays. Good luck.

1. To a number of labor historians, the 1930s was a period in
which rank-and-file militancy and working-class consciousness and
culture were coopted by "corporate liberals" and an advancing
consumer society. Yet most political historians stress that
working-class ethnics became far more class conscious in their
partisan (i.e., Democratic Party) identifications. Are these two
views inconsistent? What are the strengths and weaknesses of each?
How might one begin to bridge the gaps they represent between
"political™ and "labor"™ history?

2. Beginning from a position of extreme weakness in the early
1930s, American workers had built, by the end of World War II, a
strong and influential labor movement with an expansive,
progressive conception of its role as a movement for social reform.
Yet by the 1980s this movement had been greatly weakened from
within and without and had retreated from its davanced political
positions. How would you explain this "rise and fall of
progressive labor" with regard to economic, political, and social
factors at work in these years?

3. "The story of American wage earners is one of the 'making and
unmaking' of an American working class. Take the two periods 1830
to 1845 (roughly) and 1910 to 1925, for example. In each era you
can observe a process of 'making' in which workers developed their
own ideas, organizations, and strategies, but in each case a
combination of economic depression, repression and social conflict
within the working class along ethnic or racial lines led to an
'unmaking', a fragmentation of the working class." Comment.

4. Discuss the ideas and values of three of the following four
people as more or less representative of American workers during
their own lives: Eugene V. Debs, Terence Powderly, Samuel Gompers,
Thomas Skidmore.

5. Why is the decade of the 1890s viewed as a watershed for labor
as well as political history? Do you see any relationship between
the events and trends displayed in the nineties and the character
of class relations in the following decade?

6. Discuss the strengths and weaknesses of Gordon, Reich, and
Edwards, Segmented Work, Divided Workers with regard to
periodization and causation.



Labor historians have stressed the process of class formation in the
workplace and in the family and community, but often not in partisan
identifications. TIf class grievances and perspectives were as widespread
among American workers in the late 19th and early 20th centuries as these
labor historians claim, why have political historians slighted them,
often in favor of ethnocultural analysis, in discussing American
political loyalties? Can you reconcile these apparently contrasting
emphases of labor and political historians?

Recent talk of the decline of the union movement and its political
influence coincides with laments that "the politics of race" has driven
"3 wedge through alliances of the working classes and the poor™" while
fueling "the drive to establish a national majority inclined by income
and demography to support policies benefiting the affluent and the upper
middle class." Do you accept this claim of declining working class
influence in politics in the 1970s and 1980s? If you do, how do you
account for this decline? (Would you assign racial issues or divisions a
central causative role)? Do the factors contributing to changes in
working class political influence also help explain the "unmaking" of the
labor movement since the 1970s?



