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Preface: Labour History at War

Between 1970 and the present, there has been a sea change in the study
of labour history. From the commanding heights of the 1960s, when a
generation of British scholars transformed labour history into one of
the most robust and dynamic fields of historical research, there has
been first an erosion, and then a fragmentation, of the agenda of labour
history, Some of the sources for this decline were apparent. Most labour
historians had operated ona materialist agenda in which work was the
centre of social life, and when conditions of work changed, so did the
industrial and political forms workers adopted and shaped to defend
their interests and to advance their goals. As machines changed, so dlid
men and their politics. In a nutshell, this was the modus operandi of a
generation.

This perspective fell apart over the following 20 years. The
sources for that unravelling of approaches and agendas were multiple,
and it is their coming together which presented the most serious
challenge to the discipline. First, a wave of de-industrialisation swept
through Western Europe and the United States, shutting down the old
staples of production, coal, textiles, shipbuilding, and destroying the
communities which had thrived when these industries dominated the
industrial landscape. The shift into the service sector presented problems
of workplace organisation and time-discipline of an entirely different
order than that prevailing during the in the factory era, and very high
levels of unemployment broke the power of the trade union movement
to do anything about this massive transformation in the world of work.

At the same time, Marxist theories of society (how change
happens) and theories of action (what working-class people can do about
it) slowly but surely fell apart. This was not simply a reflection of the
failure of the Soviet bloc to compete with the West, but the increasing
evidence that there was never going to be a transition from capitalism
to socialism led by communist parties. East Berlin in 1953, Budapest in
1956, Prague in 1968 proved otherwise, and the internal collapse of the
Soviet Union simply put a punctuation point on the statement that state
socialism was a failed experiment which had cost the lives of millions
of people.

The period of labour history as labour movement history by
and large came to an end in the 1990s. Instead, labour history took
gither an anthropological or a linguistic turn, and sometimes both. By
anthropological, | mean the search for the history of everyday life, which
finally registered the fact that half the working popu lation of the world
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was female. Feminist historians were pioneers in the development of
oral histary, which is a goldmine for popular historians of all kinds.
Through works such as Michel de Certeau’s The Politics of Everyday Life
and the exploration of migrant labour from the global “south” to the
“north,” different perspectives emerged which turned labour history
into the social history of working men and women globally, And the
greater tendency of historians to use visual images and sources turned
the history of material objects into a powertul tool of analysis of workers
and their world.

At the same time, the undermining of materialist approaches led
mevitably to a more idealist approach to the language workers used to
express their aspirations. Gareth Stedman Jones ran a coach and horses
through earlier interpretation of the Chartists in his collection of ESSaYS
significantly entitled Languages of Cliss, emphasizing the religious origins
of the Chartists’ outlook, and the absence in their imagination of how
to arrive at a different kind of social order, however defined.

Both these initiatives turned some social historians into cultural
historians, though the difference between their approaches was
relatively slight. Cultural history in this sense is the study of signifying
practices in the past, of ways contem poraries have tried to make sense
of the world in which they lived. Labour historians had investigated
such matters for decades, but now that task took on a different meaning,

The field of cultural history expanded exponentially at the same
time as both labour history and economic history were dwindling to
relatively minor elements in the study of contemporary history. Part of
the reason for the growth of cultural history was its focus on war. I can
recall at the Warwick Centre for Social History in the early 1970s, Edward
Thompson telling me that 1 had lost my way; his point was simple:
“we” don’t do military history; “they” do. I should have answered him
with Trotsky’s adage that you may not be interested in war, but war
Is interested in you. Unfortunately, he intimidated me into silence, but
not into changing the work I was doing linking labour history and the
history of the Great War. Over the followin g decade Edward Thompson
changed his mind, especially with regard to nuclear weapons, but by
then the damage to the field had been done. Labour history had lost its
dynamism and has been searching for a new identity ever since.

This selection of essays shows how far labour historians have
come since those old antinomian days. Now labour historians engage in
the study of war for the simple reason that you cannot write the history
of working men and women in the twentieth century and after without
dealing with the upheavals of war. Scholars have used oral history to
great effect in sketching out the hidden injuries of war in the lives of the
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