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Project 2012: A Collaboration Between the Alberta Labour History Institute and the Alberta Federation of Labour to Commemorate the Centennial of the Fed

My talk is in part about the events that lead to a very successful cooperative project between the Alberta Labour History Institute and the Alberta Federation of Labour to produce a set of labour history materials and events to commemorate the centennial of the Fed in 2012. The other part of the talk is an attempt to be self-critical regarding the work that ALHI did and does, recognizing both the strengths and limitations of a project that links socialist ideologues, academic and non-academic alike on the one hand, and the trade union leadership, on the other, where an ever more tepid social democracy reigns.
     First, a bit about ALHI. We formed in 1999, during the regime of King Ralph, which had demonstrated a few short years earlier that the labour advances that we had thought that we were experiencing in the 1980s were largely illusionary. The fightback against Klein’s neo-liberal assault on state workers and the role of the state in society generally had proved to be limited largely to rhetoric. Two years into the “Klein Revolution”  a rank-and-file uprising of laundry workers in Calgary, outraged that their jobs were about to be privatized, sparked broad public support and the spread of the strike seemed to augur well for the possibility of a general strike, at least throughout the public service. The union leadership made sure that did not happen, and Klein, in turn, stopped the cuts, though jobs and services were not returned to pre-cut levels, not even close. 
For many on the left within the trade union movement and among labour academics, it was clear that something new was needed to rekindle a sense of class struggle in Alberta. And what better way to do that than to record and disseminate the past struggles of Alberta workers. Our chosen instrument was oral history.     

      Who were we? We were a mixture of labour and left scholars, left-wing trade union activists and elders, and small business people who did work with the labour movement (a videographer and a few communications consultants). The trade union elders had the dominant voice and they were principally interested in recording the memories of leading trade unionists who were in their twilight years while they were still willing and able to tell their stories. Unfortunately, that meant that in its early years ALHI focused almost all of its attention on white males, though the participation of two African Canadians, one an education professor, the other an archivist, fortunately insured that at least some African Canadian voices, female and male, were also heard in the interviews done in those early years. 
    Our work was popular within Alberta’s fractured and not especially powerful labour movement, and we were able to get small grants from a number of these organizations that allowed us to employ a part-time administrative person, to pay for videography equipment, and to hire transcript typists as necessary.  Otherwise our work was all done on a voluntary basis. Though these unions had great difficulty working together on present-day issues, they seemed more than willing to cooperate with a labour history group that was focused on past labour struggles and stories of past efforts to create united fronts of workers against capital in Alberta. One long-term staff member of the AFL was a founding member of ALHI and another former long-term staff member who had a continuing relationship with the AFL was also a founding member.  Our early meetings were in the AFL offices though we were completely independent of the Fed and all other labour organizations in the province. 
    We had the good fortune to collect about $80,000 from a federal government program that sponsored projects related to the centennials of Saskatchewan and Alberta becoming provinces, thanks to the work of historian Jeff Taylor and his partner, Ursule Critoph, a consultant to labour organizations. Thanks to that grant, we expanded our early modest efforts to collect interviews, largely restricted to Edmonton, to a variety of places in Alberta.  In 2007, I was able to get a grant as well from  a program called “Voices Less Heard,” a progressive arts alliance set up after Edmonton was chosen by the federal government as that year’s Cultural Capital of Canada, which gave the city a degree of federal largesse for a year. Voices was able to persuade the city of Edmonton to set aside some monies for alliances between the arts community and popular groups. ALHI teamed up with Communications, Energy and Paperworkers to do a video on the workers’ reactions to the closing of the Celanese plant in Fort Saskatchewan. 
     So, by 2007, ALHI was a known quantity in the labour community. We had observed that in 2005, while we had our federal grant, that organized labour itself was neither participating in nor represented in any of the historical commemorations of the province’s centennial. It stood to reason that the AFL, left to its own devices, did not have a plan for a celebration of its own upcoming centennial beyond perhaps a banquet. So we approached the AFL executive and staff and they were quite willing to partner with ALHI to produce historical materials and create a real excitement around this milestone event for Alberta labour. “Project 2012” was the name given to this partnership. 
     The AFL convention in 2007 agreed to provide $20,000 a year for five years for Project 2012 and invited member organizations to pay a small per capita fee for their members to the project. That ultimately raised another $100,000 for the project.  The funds would allow us to buy equipment needed for doing videos, to pay for travel, and to pay for a part-time administrator and office expenses. The three senior staff in the AFL, all of whom were left-leaning, were assigned to participate with the ALHI volunteers on a Project 2012 oversight committee that was established in September, 2007.  ALHI dominated that committee and its chair was Winston Gereluk, who was one of the founding members of ALHI and had had a long history in the trade union movement as a paid staff person at AUPE and later the AFL. 

     The group decided that it would produce a book, a series of booklets, a series of DVDs, a number of posters, a special 2012 calendar (ALHI produces a labour calendar each year, and our sales to unions of this calendar has become the major staple of our budget) and a website as its “deliverables” for 2012. It would also establish a series of community visits to encourage local efforts to commemorate the centennial with local historical projects. Such visits would be combined with interviews with local unionists and other figures important to labour’s story. There would also be a conference that would include both academic presentations and story circles in which workers recounted their own stories.  The oversight committee was unanimous in deciding that while the event we were celebrating placed the Fed at the centre that we wanted our creative projects to focus on the history of all working people, not just the Fed or unions. Our interest was in working-class struggles, not just the history of a labour federation, though its history needed to be told as well.
    I was put in charge of the book project and the relationship with the Fed seemed solid enough that two of the seven authors whom I recruited to write chapters were AFL staffers, who hoped that they might be able to get some time off from the AFL to work on their chapters. Instead, in 2009, both of those staffers along with the other senior staffer who was part of the Oversight Committee, left the AFL after an internal dispute. All three continued to participate to some degree in our work. But the AFL was not able quickly to replace them, and afterwards, though we continued to maintain good relations with the AFL, there was a fairly long period when they seemed to be silent partners rather than active ones. That changed to a degree in the year before the June 2012 celebration of the centennial when the AFL hired Winston Gereluk on a term basis to be, among other things, their organizer for centennial events. In the interim, however, ALHI had decided to hold the conference that would occur in the week before the actual centennial day on its own because it became clear that the AFL’s involvement, both financially and in terms of labour contributions, would be negligible. Fortunately, thanks to the efforts of James Muir, a legal historian at the University of Alberta who is a committed ALHI activist, we were able to secure a SSHRC grant that aided us in organizing this event on our own. 
     We, that is ALHI/Project 2012 produced all of the items that we promised. Booklets on the history of coal miners, packinghouse workers, public service workers, and the Fed itself all sold like hotcakes. The DVDs were equally popular and the book was an Alberta bestseller and is being used by many unions in the province as part of their labour education offerings. 
   So, on the surface, this looks like a win-win for everyone: the AFL was able to take advantage of the free labour of volunteers to produce lasting educational products for its centennial year; ALHI was able to benefit from union financial help to do research and filming that we wanted to do anyway.

   But there is a certain logic to working with the labour movement that ALHI was not really able to escape, and which does limit the extent to which our work can be said either to be critical history or, for that matter, anti-capitalist work. The partnership assumed, even when the AFL was not directly involved, that we would deliver, on the whole, the reformist message of the current labour movement. We were not asked to suppress labour’s radical past, nor did we. But we did not, in my view, sufficiently interrogate issues of labour’s options in different periods and why labour radicalism seemed so often absent in various periods of Alberta history and so important at other times. The book probably goes furthest in promoting a radical look at Alberta workers’ history. But because it is meant to be a popular work and no doubt because we had in mind not biting the hand that fed us, the extent of its critical edge can be questioned. 
   Here’s an example: 

The ALHI interview with Reg Basken, a former AFL president and long-time leader of the Energy and Chemical Workers Union, which later merged with other unions to create CEP,  demonstrated a complicated viewpoint on the part of union leaders that has to be understood not only in terms of the intermediary roles that unions play within capitalism but also in the specific context of social class forces in the province and their relationship to the provincial state apparatus. Here is what Basken claims that he told a senior oil company executive in an effort to get a hearing for his union and to discredit the company union that the executive had been supporting so as to keep the union from organizing the company’s workers, and how he later delivered on his promises to that executive.

I wasn’t very polite to the McMurray Independent Oil Workers. Not at all. I said, they don’t have a concept of what a settlement is. You guys have given so many things to keep the union out over the years, you’ve given crazy things. Do you know that you guys’ insanity went to the extent that if a job became redundant in your mine up there, and somebody wants to stay where they were at their rate of pay, they can do that. But if they choose not to do that, they drop down to a labourer’s rate. But if they choose not to drop down to a labourer’s rate, they stay at their trades rate in a redundant job and play cribbage. Do you know that’s in your collective agreement? You’ve got the kind of stupidity that you’ve got to get rid of. But you offered them so many things to keep them out of the union, and they’re far higher paid than any other oil worker in Canada….We got the essence of an agreement worked out, which took away an awful lot of those crazy fringer ideas that were in there that were not in any other collective agreement, and wouldn’t have been there if their union had been there. Because we wouldn’t have been stupid enough to ask for them. No company would’ve given them to us. But they gave them to keep the union out. And they were successful for damn near twenty years. But their costs were gone through the roof. The mine at that point was in doubt as to whether it would continue. 

    This extraordinary revelation of a union giving up benefits that a company  had provided to a company union would almost certainly not have reached the light of day if it was not for the oral history work of ALHI. But what it means is open to both ideological interpretation and historical analysis. For those who regard Canada’s or Alberta’s labour leaders as divorced from the workers they claim to represent, such a statement of union opposition to too much management generosity and of union leaders’ ability to contain their members’ demands certainly speaks volumes. In the context of Alberta labour history, however, while that interpretation deserves close attention, matters are more complicated. 

     Basken is one of Alberta’s best known labour leaders and New Democratic Party activists whose activities in the labour movement and the NDP have stretched well over four decades. An activist and then leader in the energy sector, Basken confronted the province’s pro-employer labour laws and concomitant determination, particularly during the long Social Credit premiership of Ernest C. Manning, to keep unions out of the profitable oil and gas firms.  Outside of a small manufacturing sector, post-war “Fordist labour relations” in Alberta did not follow the model in which employers traded concessions with unions for labour peace, and union leaders acted as whiphands to enforce employer rules that restricted workers’ shopfloor rights.
  Many male workers in the oilfields benefited from a semblance of Fordist relations because of labour shortages. But, of course, the social democratic union leaders in Alberta, looking over their shoulders at provinces where unions were expanding their operations, wanted to get a piece of the action. They argued that even if the oil workers received good wages that they lacked the social welfare benefits, occupational safety surveillance, and grievance procedures against harassment as individuals that unionists enjoyed. The employers and Alberta government were mostly unwilling to cooperate.

      In the case of oil rig workers, for example, when Basken had signed up a majority, the companies simply shut the rigs down for a few days to scare the workers off from a vote in favour of unionism. This form of intimidation constituted a legal labour practice in Alberta and the Alberta Labour Relations Board had no sympathy for labour’s complaints in this regard. The provincial government actively promoted company unions as an alternative to national and international unions with strike funds and a leadership with some independence from the management of the companies with which they negotiated. Gene Mitchell, a long-time labour official in the province, spoke of his efforts to get a union in a plant making commercial fertilizers in Medicine Hat during the mid-1950s. 

They had quite a system worked out. There were certain legal firms in this province that were well connected with the Social Credit government, who were very instrumental in helping form company unions and setting up constitutions…What the company did was plant people right in the plant. They hired people who were, in fact I know some of those people at that time were traveling around from one plant to another, forming company unions. 

     The company union would sign a “sweetheart deal” with the firm. In the case to which Mitchell was referring, the workers, including some of those who agreed to become officers of what trade unionists called a “donkey council” eventually became frustrated with the company union and joined a real union. But government-sponsored company unionism stunted the growth of the trade union movement in the province, made a mockery of workers’ rights, and no doubt contributed to the majority mindset within the union movement that explains a rant by a leading trade unionist to company officials about them needing a real union to deal with allegedly overpaid, underworked oilsands workers who were driving the company into bankruptcy. So, while I think that many academics would nonetheless regard Basken’s attitude as a reflection of a Fordist wannabe cooperator with capital, it is perhaps unsurprising that unionists with whom I’ve discussed the quotation and who know Basken see nothing of the kind. Here I present Basken’s quotation as worthy of deeper analysis about the ways in which the operations of the capitalist system and the state limit the worldviews and goals of labour leaders. But how far can I go in raising the same issue within the work of ALHI? Only so far. The following paragraph from one of my chapters in Working People in Alberta: A History , essentially an ALHI production, does indeed raise the issue, mentioning various perspectives just as I do here. But the language that I employ in the book does pull punches:

 ECWU leader Reg Basken’s description of the contracts negotiated by the Independent Oil Workers at Suncor indicates the surprising number of worker-friendly concessions that a company union in a tight labour market might sometimes win from an employer desperate to keep out real unions. His description also suggests a degree of pragmatism that some might view as conservatism on the part of certain senior union leaders. Basken certainly felt that the Independent Oil Workers went too far in getting good things for their members to the point where their contracts threatened the viability of Suncor’s operations. Speaking of a discussion with a senior executive of Suncor, Basken recalls the lengths to which one company went to keep unions out: 

    At least I do broach the right issues here, if timidly.  On other occasions, in my ALHI work, I’ve allowed the union’s desires to overrule my own scholarly/ideological analysis. In the Celanese video, for which CEP chose the people to be interviewed, I realized fairly quickly that the descriptions I was getting about conditions in the plant until the last few years when robber barons stripped its resources and gave them to other company plants in other countries were rather rosy. Everyone seemed to think that if the government would only intervene and find and subsidize a Canadian buyer that a post-war Fordist paradise could be recreated. It seemed suspicious but I soon realized that I was hearing the same stories that other oral historians in various countries present from blue-collar workers whose plants have just shut down. Devastated at losing jobs, often held for decades, these workers recall good times and the ways in which their union improved their lot over time. Since the union itself is campaigning for the plant to be saved by government intervention, the membership naturally rallies around that campaign and tries to stick with analyses that make the plant seem worth saving. But there were occasional statements within these interviews that suggested that in fact Celanese had always been an employer that was a bit lax in the area of workers’ safety and that it had a shameful disregard for the environment. An interview with a former worker who was more objective about the closing of the plant—he objected to that, of course, but did not view the firm through rose-coloured glasses—revealed that women had comprised half the work force and did the dirtiest jobs at the lowest pay. But the union had only found only one woman for us to interview and she was not critical of the union or the company, other than its very last owners.  Despite all this, the logic of the “partnership” with CEP combined with the focus on present-day needs of the workers pretty much impelled me to write a social democratic narrative about a good employer of the Fordist era that had been taken over by bad people in the neo-liberal era and now needed to have the good fairy enter the picture and restore happiness ever after. I had evidence of a plant that had always operated according to fairly crude capitalist principles, but the union did not want me to tell an anti-capitalist story, and so I did not.
There is no easy solution to the question of how does an anti-capitalist scholar or for that matter non-scholar work cooperatively with reformist trade union leaders who are seeking to appease capital and are not comfortable with histories that suggest that class conflict is inherent within capitalism and that they need to be thinking programmatically of toppling capitalism. But it is important to always be interrogating our historical practices with critical Marxist lenses. One hopes that over time a more radical labour movement will emerge, one that is not afraid to confront labour’s full past, the good, the bad, and the ugly. In the meantime, it remains important to question a social democratic labour movement’s efforts to create golden ages of capitalism and then harken for their return, but to do so in ways that keep a dialogue with labour leaders going on rather than foreclosing discussions. 
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