Teaching Labor History:

Theater, Embodiment, and Transformation
     A few months back when I attended the premiere concert of the newly organized Twin Cities Labor Chorus, I noticed that the young man conducting them looked familiar.  I approached him after the performance and he reminded me that he had played the quintessential villain, Harry Bennett, the head of Ford Motor Company’s private security force, in the Macalester College production of the labor opera “Forgotten: Murder at the Ford Rouge Plant” five years ago!   “I had never thought about the labor movement before participating in that show,” he said to me, “And now I am Campaign Communications Coordinator for the SEIU’s Minnesota State Council and the musical director of the Twin Cities Labor Chorus.”  He smiled, shook my hand, and gave me a business card.
     This charming experience (hey, this Labor Chorus was actually good, when for years we had had a singing group that could turn the most dramatic tune into a dirge) reminded me of the greatest value of teaching.  Under the right circumstances, we can actually foster the transformation of the young women and men who take our courses. 
     I teach at a private liberal arts college in a major metropolitan area.  I am able to shape my own curriculum, and, for the most part, to find colleagues willing to collaborate on various teaching projects.  Our students are bright and highly motivated.  While few come from working-class or union families, the Twin Cities has a rich labor history and has had a lively labor movement, at least until the last 10-15 years.  Having taught at Macalester since 1982, I have built a set of relationships with local organizations and activists which I can mobilize as a resource for my teaching.

     I want to discuss two courses/ projects which I consider the most exciting and satisfying work I have done at the college.  In both cases I sought out an intellectual partner in the arts.  Together we constructed a learning experience that asked students to immerse themselves in an historical experience and embody historical characters.  We were very interested in connecting the past with the present, in making them coexist in provocative ways.  We also reached beyond the campus to connect with working men and women, and with unions, in ways that both informed the students and enriched the workers’ universes.  And we shared the outcomes of our work with the college and wider communities, at least those who were interested in it.  Performers, contributors, and audiences were all moved, to different degrees, and some, I know, were transformed.
     In the fall of 1997, I collaborated with Beth Cleary, associate professor of Dramatic Arts and Dance, around her staging of Clifford Odets’ 1930s play, “Waiting for Lefty.” Determined not to present this play as an historical artifact, Beth placed “Lefty” in the present, cast women and actors of color in historically white male roles, and contextualized it with three short pieces from the 1930s which broadened its racial and gender terrain: Langston Hughes’ “Limitations of Life,” a satirical critique of the film “Imitation of Life”; James Edwards’ “A Day in a Harlem Unemployment Office”; and a movement piece based on Meridel LeSueur’s “Women on the Breadlines”.  After these intellectual hors d’ouevres, “Lefty” opened with Harry Fat, the corrupt union boss, delivering his self-serving opening monologue.  But he was interrupted by waves of characters who swept over the 45 degree raked stage, carrying signs protesting not only the taxi drivers’ union’s timidity but also the dominance of white, male characters in the original play.  A new cast was negotiated on the spot, and then the play proceeded.  Audiences paid rapt attention as the story unfolded, and many were shocked in its penultimate scene, when actors leapt from seats in the audience to harangue Harry Fat, bemoan Lefty’s death, and urge a wildcat strike.  At its end, a “Mother Jones” character emerged to distribute “Solidarity Forever” song sheets to the audience, who were encouraged to stand and sing along with the cast.  
     In preparation for the play, Beth exposed her cast to the labor activism of the past and the present.  She brought Manny Fried from Buffalo for a residency.  A playwright, actor, and union activist (mostly in the UE), Manny had acted in that original New York City production of “Lefty”.  Although he was in his 80s in 1997, he was still going strong (he is, by the way, still going strong today, in his 90s!), and he not only told stories but he also pushed student actors through intensive vocal and physical exercises.  Manny brought the thirties to life for the students.   They would be connected to the activism of the present, too.  In the summer of 1997, UPS workers waged a dramatic strike to turn part-time jobs into full-time jobs, and the media largely represented them as a youthful workforce, the labor militants of the future.  I introduced Beth to local UPS strikers, and they held a series of discussions with the cast, communicating their passion and energy to the actors.  When the play went up, it was often UPS strikers who were the first audience members to rise for “Solidarity Forever.”
     That fall, in tandem with the preparation of the play, I offered a new course, “The US in the 1930s: The Great Depression and New Deal.”  A dozen of the “Lefty” actors and stage hands took it, and they were joined by another dozen or so students attracted to the topic.  The actors brought their issues of embodiment into our classroom, while they brought their enhanced knowledge of the 1930s into rehearsals, where they shared them with other cast members.  After providing an overview of the period, the course dug deeply into social and cultural history.  Our most important readings were Liz Cohen’s MAKING A NEW DEAL, Robin Kelley’s HAMMER AND HOE, Barbara Melosh’s ENGENDERING CULTURE, and Michael Denning’s THE CULTURAL FRONT.  Our attention ranged from long-term changes in class, racial, gender, and ethnic formations and identities in the first three decades of the 20th century and the particular challenges that the Great Depression posed to them, to the ways that activists engaged them in their efforts to mount responses to the Depression and the ways that artists and cultural workers constructed and employed art in the 1930s.  We got out of the classroom to tour St. Paul’s City Hall, which was completed in the early 1930s and is brimming with the aesthetics of that era.  We of course read “Waiting for Lefty” and other plays, looked at New Deal visual art, and listened to popular music, from Aaron Copeland to Billie Holiday.  Most valuable in our class discussions were the reports about “Lefty” rehearsals and cast conversations reported by the actors and stage hands in our midst.  Class discussions frequently explored parallels and connections between “then” (the 1930s) and “now” (the late 1990s), as well as the ways that cultural work can be organized around political goals.  All the students in the class attended the college production of the play, which came at the very end of the semester, and many of them participated in the post-show discussions which followed each performance and brought students together with the union activists and working people who also attended.  
     Six years later, when a friend returned from the Great Labor Arts Exchange insisting that I look at a video of a working performance of a newly written labor musical/jazz opera, I reflected on how well the “Lefty” experience had gone.  I loved everything about this new piece, “Forgotten: Murder in the Ford Rouge Plant,” written by Steve Jones, and I began to think about how I might use it as a learning tool in my Labor History work at Macalester.  “Forgotten” is set in 1937, when Lewis Bradford, a Methodist minister turned union organizer and radio host (his “The Forgotten Man’s Hour” ran against Father Coughlin’s anti-communist “Hour of Power” on Detroit area radio stations) died mysteriously in the Ford Rouge plant, the largest factory in the world.  Bradford had run afoul of Harry Bennett, Ford’s henchman, and he was found in a remote area of the plant on November 30, 1937, his skull fractured.  Although the company doctor termed his death an accident, union activists and his own family always suspected foul play.  Steve Jones (who was Bradford’s great-nephew) used this mystery as the basis for a story of workers’ struggles to organize in the Great Depression, told, as an opera, in song.

     I turned to a colleague, Music Professor and Choral Director Bob Peterson, and asked him if he would be interested in directing this musical and helping me teach a new course called “Telling Labor’s Story Through Music.”  Bob was not only willing, but as we got deeper and deeper into the project, he soon forgot our agreed upon goal of a “concertized production” (no sets, lights, or costumes) and set his – and our – sights on a fully-staged production.  We were all having too much fun.

     The course was open to students with no prior knowledge of labor history or experience in musical performance.  While we required every student in the course to participate in some way in the ultimate staging of the musical, producing publicity, taking tickets, or working backstage, if not in the cast itself, Bob insisted on auditioning performers for the lead roles with the goal of putting something of quality on stage.  In the course itself I sought to give students an overview of American labor history, an introduction to the place of music and song within working class culture and the labor movement, while Bob exposed them to different musical genres and styles, placed within historical contexts.  We listened to a lot of music in class.  We paid particular attention to the 1930s given the play’s setting, although we began with slave work songs and the blues and ended with hip hop, our readings ranging from Leroi Jones’ BLUES PEOPLE to Tricia Rose’s BLACK NOISE, with other gems like Ruth Glasser’s MY MUSIC IS MY FLAG and Robbie Leiberman’s MY SONG IS MY WEAPON also providing great material.  Our most valuable reading proved to be Benjamin Filene’s ROMANCING THE FOLK: PUBLIC MEMORY AND AMERICAN ROOTS MUSIC, as his argument about the impossibility of the quest for “authenticity” in folk music became a framing device for the students’ exploration of their own abilities to cross class lines and play blue collar workers on stage.  It also informed our appreciation of Steve Jones’ eclectic musical score for “Forgotten” rather than expecting it to sound like a 1930s period piece.
        Bob and I secured additional support from the college, which enriched our work. We were able to travel to Detroit to see a professional, unionized production of “Forgotten,” which inspired us.  We were able to pay honoraria to guest presenters.  Benjamin Filene was Director of the Museum and Exhibits Division of the Minnesota Historical Society (just down the street), and he made some guest presentations to the class and became a part of our project’s extended family.  We were able to bring composer Steve Jones to St. Paul twice, once to work in rehearsals with the cast and, of course, to talk to the class, and a second time to see our end product (which made not only the students nervous, but Bob and me, too).  We also brought Illinois public intellectual and folksinger extraordinaire Bucky Halker (who happens to have a Ph.D. in American Studies from the University of Minnesota), to provide an in-class presentation on how he approaches working-class music as a living legacy meant to be revised by each performer.  Bucky also performed a rocking campus-wide concert which illustrated his ideas and raised interest in our project.  

     Most importantly we were able to form a partnership with UAW Local 879 at the St. Paul Ford truck assembly plant.  I thought it was vital that students have a sense of the work performed in an auto plant and also that they get to know some of the workers, get a sense of the kinds of people that they are.  The plant had been closed to tours since 9/11, but the union shop chairman was able to get us access and to lead our tour himself.  We also attended a union meeting and had several focus group discussions with workers at the union hall.  While it was obvious – and unsurprising – that these experiences had a big impact on the students, it became clear that the conversations meant a lot to the autoworkers, too.  They felt seen and heard, their work appreciated.  They were also genuinely interested in the students.  Some connections persisted well after the play was staged.
     And the play was staged twice, one night in the college’s concert hall and a second at the union hall.  On both occasions, we played to a full house.  Some students went to the union hall and some union members came to the college.  The audiences were enthusiastic and the student performers were moved – and inspired to quite terrific performances.  Composer Steve Jones was knocked out by what had started out to be a “concertized” production by young people at music stands.  It rocked. And it moved.  And it was followed by lively discussions with audiences – and among cast and course members.
     The “Lefty” and “Forgotten” courses and projects stick with me because so many students were engaged, moved, and, even, transformed.  Today, twelve years and five years later, not only are some of those young people union members, organizers and staffers, but others of them are community organizers, teachers, actors and directors, writers, arts instructors, arts administrators, and more, all with a sense of understanding labor history at its best, from the inside.  “When the union’s inspiration through the workers’ blood shall run,” are not just lyrics on a page to them.  
     “There can be no power greater anywhere beneath the sun.”  Indeed.  
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