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Labor History after the Gender Turn:
Transatlantic Cross Currents
and Research Agendas

Laura L. Frader

Northeastern University

Abstract

The examination of the cultural and linguistic production of gender and of gender rela-
tions in society has had a serious impact on the study of labor history over tlie past twen-
ty years. Work on the role of gender has linked culture and ideas to politics and policies
and has shown how ideas about masculinity and femininity shaped notions of the wage,
skills, and work, as well as labor and employer practices, union strategies, and labor strug-
gles. But this important methodological move and the new knowledge it has produced has
had a limited impact on the field. The tendency to think of gender as a synonym for women
has obscured the more radical potential of gender as an analytical tool. The problematic
status of gender outside of North America and some parts of Western Europe, as well as
the role that labor history itself plays in national histories, has also limited its impact. New
research on the intersection of race and ethnicity with gender (including masculinity) and
class—instead of treating gender, race, and class as distinct variables—has the potential
of moving these investigations forward, especially in the European context.

Since the mid-1980s, labor historians in the United States have attempted to in-
troduce gender as a category of historical analysis into the study of labor histo-
ry, with reference to the labor histories of both sides of the Atlantic. These ef-
forts were shaped by feminist theory and scholarship; they were profoundly
influenced by the linguistic turn or cultural turn.! Many of them shifted from
merely acknowledging the gender division of labor and/or chronicling the ex-
clusion of women to critiquing how the categories of class, work, skill, and the
wage, for example, were constituted on the basis of perceptions of masculinity
and femininity. Many of them have interrogated how workers’ own understand-
ings of what it meant to be a worker rested on the meanings of sexual difference.
These same studies have investigated how ideas about masculinity and feminin-
ity shaped class, wages, notions of skill, and notions of who could be considered
legitimately a worker. They have shown how gender also determined who would
be hired, for what jobs, how performance would be assessed, who would be re-
tained and who would be fired. Additionally, studies have illuminated the ways
that gender structured mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion in the labor move-
ment and have shown how race operated alongside gender in shaping the mean-
ings of class and class practices.? The very best work of this kind not only point-
ed to the ways that gender inflected and constituted key categories, but also
showed how labor’s gendered taxonomy and gendered meanings made a differ-
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ence in labor and employer practices, union strategies, and labor struggles “on
the ground,” at the point of production.? Other scholars looked at the meanings
of gender and race both at work and in labor movement activism and showed
how gender and sexuality shaped workers’ identities and understandings of
class.* Linking the discourses, ideas, and rhetorics of sex and gender to practice
and policy in labor history, this work has produced a major methodological shift.
But looking back at these important and, in some cases, pathbreaking interven-
tions, one is still left with the question, how far have we really come? That is,
have the introduction of gender and the rich and productive interrogation of the
old categories of analysis, with the new knowledge it has produced, really rat-
tled the old paradigms? To what extent has it moved the field as a whole for-
ward? Are historians of gender and labor principally talking to themselves?

At some level, there is cause for pessimism. One reason has to do with the
status of gender as a subject of inquiry and as methodology. In the United States,
despite widespread claims to the study of gender, there has been some reluctance
to accept gender in its more radical incarnation as the cultural construction of
masculinity as well as femininity. Much of the work on gender that has appeared
over the past fifteen years has really been about women; gender at most levels
of academic and intellectual enterprise is most often used as a code word for
women.> Inquiry into how knowledge about sex and gender are produced has
been left to the cultural historians, but has less often entered the domain of so-
cial history or labor history.® Part of this reluctance has been reflected in the crit-
icism that analyzing the production of knowledge, or the production of cultural
and linguistic meanings given to sexual difference, amounts to abandoning the
central aim of social and labor history: the study of the lives of ordinary peo-
ple—particularly women—who have been excluded from the historical canon.
Thus, in the debate about gender versus women as the subject of investigation
that began in the 1980s in the United States some scholars rejected claims about
the important role of language as a key to understanding culture and therefore
gender, particularly in labor history. They opposed cultural analysis to social his-
tory and argued that social history provided the most useful methodologies for
the study of women. These scholars worried that giving attention to culture and
language meant ignoring the material realities and struggles that shaped the lives
of historical actors.” Such disagreements had international repercussions, even
as scholars in Europe and elsewhere were attempting to take the crucial first step
of legitimating the study of women in the academy.® They had particular reper-
cussions in France, for example, as I shall discuss. However, beyond disagree-
ments about the importance of culture and language versus material conditions
in the lives of our historical subjects, it has become clear that gender itself does
not have universal meaning everywhere.

Thus, a second reason for pessimism has to do with the meaning of the term
gender outside of Western Europe and North America: the concept of gender
has different valences in different cultural contexts. The term gender does not
exist either in Chinese or in Japanese, and even the concept is often contested
as a Western notion that is not meaningful to feminists’ efforts in these countries
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to place the history of women on the agenda.” Moreover, there is a real and le-
gitimate concern about the meaning of the term that surfaced in debates over
common resolutions at the 1995 Fourth UN World Conference on Women in
Beijing.!? In many parts of the globe Western feminist debates about gender
seem irrelevant to historians who are still struggling to be able to write about
women or find a job in a university. As the Beijing conference showed, they also
seem irrelevant to feminist activists who are struggling for women’s human rights
and basic legal equality. These differences and different definitions of what con-
stitutes a feminist agenda point to the limits of our own analytical tools to have
meaning beyond issues primarily of interest to women in the Western acade-
my.'! But they also point to the importance of culture and language, along with
material life, in defining the interests of women (and also of men) and hence to
the plausible cultural contingency of gender meanings. However, there are oth-
er reasons for pessimism about the extent to which gender has changed the ways
we look at labor history.

The status of gender in France provides an example of the difficulties of in-
tegrating this analytical lens into historical scholarship and particularly into the
study of labor history. When one scholar recently published an article in a French
journal, although gender appeared throughout the article, in the published ver-
sion the word was omitted from the title. The editors substituted the term les
rapports sociaux de sexe as though the only way of thinking about sexual differ-
ence was through the concept of “social relations between the sexes.” This shift
in terms obscures the project of understanding how knowledge about sexual dif-
ference and its social meanings is created in different historical contexts. Like-
wise, it obscures the problem of the production and enforcement of difference
implicit in gender. But this experience is only symptomatic of a larger resistance.
In her survey of women’s history, Ecrire Uhistoire des Femmes, Francoise Thébaud
devoted some attention to gender’s problematic status in France, where it had
been interpreted as the “history of representations.”'? This, indeed, has been
one of the difficulties in the French reception of the term, where scholars have
viewed representations and culture as separate from political practice and where
there seems to be some reluctance to acknowledge that language and represen-
tations can shape social and political practices. But this has been only part of the
problem.

In France, the status of gender as a subject of inquiry has been problemat-
ic for several reasons. First, although there has been much excellent work on
women in France, writing the history of women has been highly contested with-
in the French academy. This has much to do with the prominence of male histo-
rians and intellectuals who act as gatekeepers both in the university and in pub-
lishing historical scholarship. As Gerard Noiriel pointed out, the two are linked.
The centralization of hiring is one factor: the government defines the major pri-
orities and directions of university development and the Ministry of Education
controls the labor market in universities, publishing available jobs in the Bulletin
official and fixing salaries.!3 Although there are increasing numbers of women
in the academy and in departments of history (at Toulouse, Aix, Paris VII, Paris
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VIII, Lyon, Angers, and Rouen, for example), the reluctance to acknowledge
women’s history as a legitimate field of inquiry has meant that feminist histori-
ans of women are few and far between. As of February 2001 there was only one
full professor historian of women in the entire Paris university system officially
able to direct theses. Moreover, as Noiriel pointed out, unlike historians in Brit-
ain and the United States, French historians have remained dependent on com-
mercial presses for the publication of their work. “Historians have adapted to
this situation by attempting to occupy important positions both in the large pub-
lishing houses and within the state institutions that control the discipline.”!*
These men regulate and control the diffusion of “acceptable” knowledge. To be
sure, this is changing. There is now a respected journal of women’s history, Clio,
published by the Presses universitaires de Mirail at Toulouse, and houses like
Albin Michel have begun to publish works on women’s history with some regu-
larity.'® But the problem of how key institutions regulate the production and dif-
fusion of knowledge remains.

Another reason for gender’s problematic status as a category of analysis has
to do with the place of history and the particular foundational historical narra-
tive that has marked definitions of “French identity.” It is a narrative in which
the founding myth of the Republic, one and indivisible, takes center stage, and
where the republican myth of equality requires the submersion of difference in
universal rights. To argue that women have been poorly served by this myth, as
scholars Joan Landes, Michel Riot-Sarcey, Joan Scott, and many others have
done, or to raise the possibility of difference is to challenge the foundational sta-
tus of the myth. This is a problem that is not confined to the history of women
but to all those who claim separate or disparate histories on the basis of differ-
ence. But in labor history the resistance seems even stronger. In this very male-
dominated field, if we look only at the labor history that has appeared in France
over the last four years, only three works examine women (one, an extremely
detailed and useful exploration of women, labor markets, and professional tra-
jectories during the 1920s and 1930s); none look at gender.'® Sociologists have
been more successful in publishing on women, and some very interesting con-
temporary studies have appeared over the past ten years, so there may be some
disciplinary differences here, although even among sociologists gender seems
virtually absent. But there are other reasons that may account for the difficult
history of gender in France.

Some of that difficult history has to do with reluctance to engage gender’s
more radical interrogation of masculinity (as well as femininity). Despite the fact
that the labor movement in France is currently in decline, the history and the
memory of a heroic past still carry weight. The corporate foundations of French
labor, based in the experience of a relatively homogeneous class of skilled
French men, constituted a powerful legacy. The legacy of masculine skill was
able to endure through much of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth
century, owing to the relatively small size of French firms and the persistence of
skill traditions. This legacy remained powerful in discursive terms, even as the
French industrial male workers who were at the forefront of organized labor be-
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came progressively less skilled and as immigration in the 1920s dramatically al-
tered the ethnic, national, and racial contours of the “working class.” But think-
ing about difference and about how difference has come to be constituted, as
historians of gender have done, poses some uncomfortable challenges to the
myth of the unitary working class, challenges that French labor historians have
been unwilling to take up. Additionally, I want to hypothesize that labor histo-
rians’ resistance to gender may be linked to the role the labor movement played
in the constitution of French masculinity itself. This, in turn, may have some-
thing to do with how scholars identify with the subjects whose stories they tell
and with the emotional work of scholarship to which American historian Kath-
leen Blee recently called attention.'” To study labor history on the basis of a uni-
versal and unquestioned model of masculinity is to reaffirm a familiar and com-
fortable model of manhood as part of national history. To analyze gender,
however, is to interrogate the production of masculinity (or of femininity) and
simultaneously to interrogate the stability of the concept. This is arguably a po-
tentially more threatening move, but one which is precisely the power of gender
analysis. Finally, it may be that the staying power of the French myth of the male
working class may reside in politics: the ability of a powerful Communist labor
movement in the pre-war and immediate post-war years to maintain itself
through its appeal to male workers. Eric Weitz pointed to the relative stability
of the masculine worker as a trope of the Communist labor movement in which
masculinity appeared as a standard, a model, and symbol of labor’s strength. In-
deed, one is struck by the representation of men in the illustrations on the mast-
heads of French labor press—square-jawed muscular men with shirtsleeves
rolled, biceps bulging, often triumphantly raising their fists—or the photographs
of the virile working men that appeared in the illustrations of magazines like Le
Regard in the 1930s.'® These representations not only reflected prevailing vi-
sions of masculinity but also helped to create the model of the masculine work-
er. Indeed, in France this would have been a tough model to question: despite
the Communist labor movement’s efforts to mobilize women workers, women
counted for only a small minority of union members in the interwar years and
only one percent of Communist Party membership.'?

On this side of the Atlantic the study of gender can still produce important
historical knowledge even if the full analytical potential of gender has not been
entirely realized. It may be true that by dichotomizing sex and gender we have
reduced sex to a “biological” category and placed sex on the shelf as an already
assumed “given.”?0 Reintegrating the study of sex, and particularly the question
of how sexualities are constituted in the study of gender, may yield valuable his-
torical insights for feminist historians.?! However, more broadly, studying the
production of all forms of difference still offers the most radical potential for his-
torical analysis. There are several lines of inquiry that feminist labor history
might pursue. These are not new areas of investigation, but it seems to me that
we can do more.

The first has to do with race. Feminist labor history, justifiably, has placed
much emphasis on the problem of exclusion, notably the exclusion of women.
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This has meant that much of our work has called attention to how the meanings
of “the feminine,” of femininity, of the female body, reproduction, and social re-
production have colluded in the exclusion of women from jobs, from unions,
from politics. Historians are increasingly looking at how exclusionary mecha-
nisms operated on the basis of race. The work of Laura Tabili on Britain and
Eileen Boris, Jacqueline Dowd Hall, and Dolores Janiewski on the United
States are several examples that have illuminated the “intersections and colli-
sion courses” of race, ethinicity, and gender at work and in labor struggles.?? In-
deed, we need to pay attention also to how complicated our categories really are.
Arguably, those of us who work on Europe have to be careful about importing
American categories: “race” does not have the same valence in France as it does
in the United States. Until very recently, it has been very difficult to talk about
race in France. Although the term and the concept certainly existed and were
used rather abundantly and loosely throughout the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, the experience of Vichy, which employed racial classifications in
carrying out racist policies, made the category impossible to use. It is still illegal
to specify “race” on the census in contrast to common practice in the United
States. Here again, the Republican myth of inclusion and integration and the
flattening of difference also made it impossible to consider how race figured in
social policy or in citizenship. Even historical studies of immigration in France,
although they have explored ethnicity and the constitution of difference through
nationality, have rarely examined race.?> Moreover, few scholars have examined
how race operated along with gender as a foundation of differential treatment
or exclusion in the French working class.?* For labor historians of France, a po-
tentially rich field of inquiry to explore is how the meanings of racial difference
are produced and what their significance is in class terms.

A second area of investigation that might be fruitfully explored in the
French context is masculinity, fundamental to the meaning of gender. Recently,
labor historians working in the United States and Britain have looked at the way
masculinity has shaped the meanings of work, skill, and citizenship and has de-
fined the terms of workers’ struggles for citizenship.?> I believe that we could de-
vote more attention to how ideas about wages, work, and labor activism reflect
masculinity as well as to how they are constitutive of masculinity. The work of
Mrinalini Sinha, although it is not labor history, stands as an example of how one
might study, first, the construction of masculinity through the law and state poli-
cies in the context of an imperial social formation and, second, the ways in which
institutions and cultural and social practices produce different versions of mas-
culinity even as they attempt to reify it.2° It has not just men but masculinity as
a cultural construct and as a shaper of cultural practices that have contributed
to the problem of exclusion that labor historians have been grappling with. And
here there are important nuances. Masculinity and femininity are not, nor have
they been, stable concepts. Nor does gender mean only one thing. If sex and gen-
der are inseparable, both in their usage and in their meanings, then we need to
look at the multiple meanings of gender as well as the multiple meanings of sex,
rather than assume maleness or femaleness as clearly defined, universal binary
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opposites. Labor historians need to avoid adopting these categories as though
we already know what they mean and to do that means paying attention to the
intersections of these different components of subjective identity and making
their production a problem for study.

A third area of investigation concerns intersections. Are gender, sex, race,
and class ever really separate? Are sex and race ever separate? Tyler Stovall’s
work on racial tensions between colonial workers and white French workers
during World War One has shown that racial violence erupted over fears of
mixed-race coupling and the corruption of French women workers. Stovall
showed how those tensions were neither about class alone, nor about race alone,
but about gender, sex, race, and class. On a more global level, studies of colonial
policy and the relations between colonial subjects and whites have suggested
provocative ways of thinking of these intersections in social relations as well as
in colonial legislation.?’” We can learn much from them about how nation states
produced femininity and masculinity even as their policies drew on concepts of
gender already embedded in the culture. When French ergonomists performed
studies of work and fatigue in the 1920s and 1930s, they developed a taxonomy
of racial difference among male workers that reflected racist thinking about the
“inferiority” of Asian and Southeast Asian immigrant workers or Arab work-
ers. Their conclusions also helped to produce racial difference in relation to mas-
culinity and to constitute the “masculine” as a function of racial difference.?

Finally, the political and institutional dimensions of difference are tremen-
dously important. Over the past few years much labor history, in an effort to cap-
ture the lives and actions of ordinary workers, broadened the scope of what
could be considered “politics.” It shifted the focus from the history of organiza-
tions and institutions, including the state, to the labor process, “collective ac-
tion,” and popular resistance. There were good reasons for this. The institutional
history that decades earlier had passed for “labor history” foreclosed the possi-
bility of telling the stories of women as well as of men and certainly did not al-
low for excavating the cultural dimension of those stories. Now that we have
honed our analytical tools, it is time to return to the state as an interlocutor in
the constitution of gender and to institutions as the places in which policies that
incorporate gendered assumptions are made and implemented. New work on
the politics of gender, the family, and employment in Eastern Europe has re-
minded us of just how important the state could be under both the postwar so-
cialist and in postsocialist regimes.?® And recent work on the development of
labor legislation in Britain, France, and Germany in the nineteenth century is
one example of how labor historians might understand the gender and class
dimensions of state policies.’ But there are other ways in which we might con-
sider state policies, and this leads to a more comparative question: how do dif-
ferent political regimes produce differently gendered effects and what are the
consequences for workers? Here the question of rights surfaces, social as well
as political: how are these protected—or not. The question of whether rights
are gendered and raced also has implications for labor history. In France dur-
ing the Depression, for example, unemployed women living with men who were
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still employed or who received unemployment benefits lost the right to such
benefits as individual workers. How the state created these policies and the as-
sumptions about who had the right to work and the right to be considered a
family provider revealed the gender bias of state policy and helped to reinforce
the position of men in the family. However, the state’s understanding of mas-
culinity in its intersections with race or ethnicity proved more complicated.
Many immigrant men living in France who found themselves unemployed in
the 1930s had no right to benefits, even though they may have been family pro-
viders, thus revealing the contradictions of the male-breadwinner thinking in
interwar France.?!

Many of us doing labor history from a feminist perspective have seen it at
least partially as a political project. It has been a way to make visible the strug-
gles for rights of men and women that had been invisible in the institutional his-
tories and histories of great men. It was a project that sought to identify the
grounds of exclusion and to expose the contradictions between the logics of ex-
clusion and the reality of most working peoples’ lives. It was a project that was
stimulated by the utopian claims of left politics around the world. But our pro-
ject was not to accept the terms of debate or the categories that had defined the
field previously. In the age of globalization, when neoliberal and “third way” pol-
itics are flourishing, the labor movement in many European countries is on the
decline. But I would argue that this is not a reason to give up the project. We need
to redefine and relocate our subjects of analysis. The working class has not dis-
appeared, but its contours and composition have changed dramatically. It is no
longer overwhelmingly white, male, and heterosexual; it is female, black, and
brown: its members’ sexuality is not always already defined. It is by incorporat-
ing into our work the intersections of these differences that we can create more
powerful analytical tools for understanding the past and perhaps also the present.
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