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Dislodging the Center/Complicating the Dialectic: 
What Gender and Race Have Done 

to the Study of Labor 

Laura Tabill 
University of Arizona 

Abstract 

Scholars of race and gender have borrowed heavily from the analvsis of class in formu 

lating strategies to analyze the operation of social stratification In the process the analy 
sis of class itself along with the definition of what counts as work and who counts as a 

worker have been radically revised A more powerful analytical tool has emerged offer 

ing possibilities and flexibilities as well as a better understanding of the interdependence 
of multiple and mutually supporting processes of social stratification 

Who among us was not inspired by the classic labor histories, the heroic narra 

tives of class formation and workers' struggles9 Celebrating the rise of unions 

and labor movements countered Cold War narratives of consensus and rational 

progress, offering alternative stones written "from the bottom up," revealing 

continual contests over power and wealth through which classes and class con 

sciousness were forged Central to these stones were workplace struggles in 

which class took shape dialectically, at the point of production, in the processes 

through which the worker was coercively parted from the fruits of his labor And 

I do mean his For at the center stood the archetypal worker, the adult white 

male whose skill, his mastery over tools, technique, technology, underwrote his 

exclusive bargaining power1 

In spite of women's marginahty to these narratives, feminist historians have 

borrowed heavily from labor and social history, particularly the dynamic view of 

social formations derived from Thompsoman and Gramscian approaches 
2 

Fem 

inist histories have appropriated class analyses' insights into the contingency, re 

lationahty, and contextuahty of all historical processes to illuminate the dynam 

ic interdependence among gender and other power relations We now look not 

just for women but for gender m every historical context 3 

Without rehearsing at tedious length the multiple paths scholars have tak 

en, it seems fair to say that it is no longer acceptable to leave half of the work 

ing class out of our histories of labor Nor is it tenable to leave gender out of our 

accounts of working-class formation Feminist labor historians have shown us 

how half the class was subordinated and marginalized in the process of class for 

mation, with tragic consequences for working people's collective power4 In the 

process, the analysis of class, and with it what counts as work and who counts as 

a worker, have been transformed 
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What Counts as Work? 

Looking for women and gender has made visible workers whom labor histori 
ans overlooked because what they did was not considered work. Real work was 

heroic, performed by real men at the point of production. Class struggle oc 

curred on the shop floor or in the public realm of strikes and mass politics, in 

workers' often violent conflicts with bosses and their allies. 

Women's work, in contrast, historically consisted of an endless round of me 

nial tasks that were low-tech, allegedly unskilled, and underremunerated-if re 

munerated at all: cooking, cleaning, fetching, carrying, mopping up vomit, and 

wiping butts.5 As the husband of a feminist scholar of the 1970s was heard to ex 

claim: "[Studying] housework? Oh my god, how trivial can you get?"6 As this 

remark reflects, all this work was not even included in popular or scholarly def 

initions of labor: often performed behind closed doors in the privatized domes 

tic sphere, "naturalized" as "a labor of love," women's work had indeed been 

trivialized to a vanishing point. 
Thanks to generations of feminist scholarship, we now recognize that labor 

need not be waged to be work, rendering visible not only women's work but also 

other social experience pushed to the periphery of previous labor histories: we 

now have histories of preindustrial household labor,7 slave women's healing,8 
domestic service,9 waitresses "dishing it out,"10 caring work, and sexual labor.11 

We understand too that women's invisible, unrecognized, and unpaid work was 

critical to capital formation: women were "spinning out capital" all the while 

they were reproducing working class experience.12 In the process feminist his 

torians have helped dislodge the center of inquiry from the union hall and the 

picket line, broadening our focus to the whole of class experience, be it the shop 
floor, the kitchen sink, the nursery or the street. 

At the Point of Reproduction 

In addition to redefining work to uncover previously neglected forms of labor, 
women's historians have helped to shift our focus from the point of industrial 

production to sites of social reproduction: child-rearing, mothering, and domes 

tic labor. Feminist scholars have helped us to see class formation, including its 

discursive reproduction, occurring in the physical and ideological work of re 

production: whether describing how poor mothers secured their families' sur 

vival in spite of industrial economic and power relations,13 recounting how chil 

dren learned they were working class through childhoods of deprivation,14 or 

reconstructing how mothers socialized their children to bourgeois norms of com 

portment and behavior, reproducing class in the nursery.15 Child-rearing and 

mothering are now understood as critical to class formation.16 Putting repro 

duction at the center of our analysis of class formation and labor exploitation is 

not that new, really. This is exactly what Friedrich Engels did over 100 years ago, 
and why I return again and again to his foundational text, The Origin of the Fam 

ily.11 
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Dislodging the center of feminist labor historians' attention to refocus on 

social reproduction has had multiple salutary effects. Beyond recognizing moth 

ering and housework as work, putting reproduction at the center illuminates oth 
er types of labor women perform, including waged or social labor. 

It has helped explain why women's labor outside the privatized domestic 

sphere so often resembles housework anyway. Within the paid workforce 

women have been relegated to jobs that mirror reproductive and domestic la 

bor, from nursing and teaching, archetypal women's professions, to less conven 

tional labor, such as sex work. A lot of women's social labor still looks like 

housework writ large: personal service, cleaning up, emotional support (cook 

ing, cleaning, fetching, carrying, mopping up vomit, and wiping butts). Even 

when women's labor has not been reproductive it has often been feminized, do 

mesticated, and naturalized. An example is "the myth of nimble fingers," the 

view that women are naturally suited to fussy, tedious work, such as electronics 

assembly.18 

Tracing our analysis of women's work back to social reproduction also helps 
us to recognize how women's role as infants' primary caregiver has produced 

psychosexual associations with availability, physical comfort, and care of the 

body. These associations help to explain why uninvited sexual advances are such 
a tiresomely routine part of women's working lives19 and perhaps why so many 
folks at work think we are their Morn! 

Gender analyses also enable us to see that, even when women are not do 

ing it, reproductive labor still is regarded as women's work, work that real men 

do not do. To explain their demeaning participation in women's work, men who 

perform the labor of social reproduction have been dialectically redefined as less 

than men: racialized, feminized, infantilized. Such discourses have justified, con 

versely, confining African American or colonized men to women's work as ships' 

stewards or sleeping car porters.20 Should men unavoidably find themselves do 

ing women's work, and as all work increasingly resembles women's work in its 

routinization and restricted autonomy,21 such work is often relabeled, repack 

aged, assigned higher status, imputed higher skill, and enhanced with techno 

logical gadgets: cooks become chefs, dressmakers become designers, and real 

men need a heavy, noisy, smelly gas-powered machine to sweep leaves off the 

sidewalk. Thus, we are prompted to consider the adult male skilled white work 
er anew and ask what makes this worker tick. What myths of brotherhood and 

fatherhood,22 what mystiques of skill,23 what mastery of arcane technologies24 
have sustained adult male workers' status and remuneration, often at other 

workers' expense? "Jack Tar" and the "Representative Artisan" are now scru 

tinized by scholars who find gender operating in every realm of human experi 
ence.25 

Complicating the Dialectic 

But opening labor history to consider women and gender was only a first step. 

Observing the ways gender intersects with class to structure social formations 
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and order subordinations has helped us better understand how other dynamics 
of power and social differentiation, such as race, sexualities, region, age, and the 

complex marginalizations collected under the rubric "Orientalism," have per 

meated divisions of labor and fragmented class experience. The dialectic of class 

formation, we are coming to understand, is vastly complicated by these multiple 
vectors of power and struggle. A more powerful analytical tool has emerged, of 

fering possibilities and flexibilities, as well as a better understanding of the in 

terdependence of these overlapping, mutually reinforcing processes. 

Race: The Final Frontier 

Simply put, we are not there yet. In spite of mounting evidence of their presence 

throughout British and European history, racialized workers remain as invisible 

in many labor and social histories as women once were. We must rely on the most 

race-conscious of historical informants to alert us to their presence, perpetuat 

ing their depiction as anomalous outsiders. Yet such workers appeared in Eu 

rope due to a global traffic in labor and its products making nonsense of such 

parochialism. Even our language is inadequate: we lack a term analogous to gen 

der to de-couple the physical and cultural differences we celebrate from the 

mechanisms of domination that hurt and kill.26 For "skin color," like religious 
or cultural difference, only becomes "race" when articulated with power.27 

Current analyses of "racial formation" and its implication in working-class 

formation cannot yet account for the many forms race and racism have taken. 

Welcome in problematizing the "unmarked category," scholarship on whiteness, 

in changing the subject back to white people, threatens to reproduce the silenc 

ing, marginalization, and erasure of racialized working people. Projecting "white 

ness" beyond our own society, we risk universalizing what is not universal. 

Although 
race and racism are rooted in global processes, there is no evidence 

that they have taken the same forms everywhere. Models exported from the Unit 

ed States cannot explain the most enormous racial crime in twentieth-century Eu 

rope-the genocide of European Jewry, which was not organized around "white 

ness" or "skin color."28 Nor can they illuminate the slippage from nationalism to 

racism so common in European history. Applying the lessons of class and gender, 
historians must interrogate apparent racial fixities to expose their fundamental 

contingency, fluidity, and unpredictability, as well as their relational interdepen 
dence with historical processes of power and wealth. We must specify for each con 

text how racial formation, class formation, and gender formation, among others, 

articulate, mutually constitute, and help form and reinforce, or on rarer occasions 

undermine one another, in what we are coming to understand as an infinitely com 

plex, unstable, and dialectically reproducing circuit.29 

As we celebrate the contribution women's history and gender analysis have 

made to the study of labor and working-class formation, we must renew our com 

mitment to the fullest possible exploration of the sometimes painful history of 

these multiply intertwined dynamics and the power relations they construct and 

reinforce. Rather than gerrymandering the boundaries of class to exclude racial 
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ized working people, labor historians must hear their voices and integrate these 

into class narratives. We must recognize racialized workers and their work as in 

tegral to labor exploitation on a global scale and racialization as a process di 

viding not just individual societies but a global working class. 
In the meantime, racialized workers have not waited around for us. They 

have been acting like a working class by organizing into unions! Burgeoning 
"service sector" unions are largely composed of women, migrants, and workers 

of color, the millions who perform our societies' still largely invisible work of 

social reproduction. In Europe as in the United States such labor has often fall 
en to workers simultaneously racialized and defined as guest workers or out 

siders, even by indigenous labor: Turks in Germany, Algerians in France, and 

formerly colonized workers in Britain. Among the most militant in Britain, such 

workers have often contended with racist unions as well as employers, in strikes 

against Courtaulds's Red Sear mill in Preston (1965), Rock ware Glass in 

Southall, Woolf Rubber Company, Perivale Giiterman, Mansfield Hosiery, and 

Harwood Cash.30 Asian women led a strike against Imperial Typewriters in 

1974 and a prolonged and bitter stoppage in 1976-1977 against Grunwick Pho 

toprocessing in North London.31 British Airways catering staff were led to vic 

tory in the summer of 1997 by Bill Morris, the dynamic and articulate Afro 

Caribbean General Secretary of the Transport and General Workers' Union 

(T&GWU). 
Examples closer to home include the UPS drivers' landmark victory in 

1998, the organization of sweated garment workers by UNITE, Justice for Jan 

itors, and the Hotel and Restaurant Employees of Los Angeles's Local 11. No 

doubt familiar to many here was the "biggest union organizing victory" since the 

UAW's historic 1937 organization of General Motors. That came in February 
1999, when 74,000 Los Angeles county home care workers were successfully or 

ganized into the Service Employees International Union (SEIU).32 
So, how far have we come? We still have some way to go even to catch up 

with the constantly re-forming and re-producing contemporary working class. 

Efforts to integrate gender, race, and other social dynamics into accounts of la 

bor struggle and class formation have deepened our understanding that all so 

cial formations have been fissured on multiple axes of power and the resources 

power commands. The "gender turn," in dislodging the center and complicating 
the dialectic that previously grounded labor history, has opened up an array of 

newly visible categories of work and workers, while inviting us to revisit sites we 

thought were thoroughly worked over. But when we visit these new and old 

scholarly haunts, we must carry with us not just gender but an array of new an 

alytical tools. 
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