Laboring for Justice
When I think of the history of labor and its saga of sweat and toil, I mostly recall the music.  Everyone knows about John Henry the steel drivin’ man and “Working in a Coal Mine,” and some probably remember a stanza from “Pie in the Sky,” the famous Wobblie ballad about preachers who promise glory in the hereafter rather than decent wages in the here-and-now.  It was probably Pete Seeger who did the most to keep the old ballads alive, like one written in the 1940’s but that might have been written yesterday, called “Banks of Marble.”
I've traveled around this country
From shore to shining shore

And it really makes me wonder 

What the world is coming to?

I see the weary farmer 

Just plowing up the loam
And I see the auction hammer

A’ selling off his home. 

But the banks are made of marble 

With a guard at every door 

And the vaults are made of silver 

That the workers sweated for.

Seeger was singing about unions and bucking the establishment long before he joined a Unitarian congregation—he was a member of our Community Church of New York.  But I suspect that most Unitarians are like most Americans. We’re not likely to be celebrating Labor Day with protest songs or picket signs. We’re more likely to be firing up the barbecue or planning a backyard picnic than singing a round of “Which Side Are You On?”  Because many of us have forgotten or never learned our own past.  In schools, we still study texts that follow the “great man” theory of history, filled with the ambitions of presidents and generals and inventors.  And we’re seldom taught the people’s history of farmers and factory workers and shop girls who, for the most part, were our own mothers and fathers and forebears who built this great land.

My wife’s family, for instance, came from Pennsylvania, from a little town called Nanticoke.  Today it’s an unremarkable crossroads, the home of Luzerne Community College, with the nearest “big city” being Wilkes-Barre.  But a century ago, Nanticoke was at the center of a titanic contest between labor organizers and J.P. Morgan, whose Reading Railroad controlled most of the coal mining in that region.  The United Mine Workers, representing a subterranean army who faced cave-ins, gas leaks and flooding to dig seams of black anthracite, wanted an eight hour day and higher wages, and took 100,000 workers out on strike. The union proposed meditation, suggesting an eminent body of clergymen be appointed to investigate and report on actual conditions in the coalfields.  (Sounds reasonable to me, but then I am an eminent clergyman.)

The railroad turned it down, observing that “anthracite mining is a business, and not a religious, sentimental, or academic proposition” and promising that “the rights and interests of the laboring man will be protected and cared for—not by the labor agitators, but by the Christian men to whom God in His infinite wisdom has given the control of the property interests of the country.”  The strike finally ended six months later when Teddy Roosevelt established a commission for binding arbitration.  In his closing argument to that commission, the railroad CEO testified that “These men don't suffer. Why, hell, half of them don't even speak English.” While on behalf of the miners, attorney Clarence Darrow, the son of a Unitarian minister, delivered an eight hour oration without notes, winning the miners at least part of what they’d asked for.

But it was a very partial victory, for just three years later, a U.S. government report found thousands of children still laboring underground and above the surface as breaker boys, picking out chunks of coal by hand from mountains of slate, dodging the cars that came rattling down the chute.  And as I said, this was in the town where my wife’s family originated.  Her great-grandfather Balliet died of black lung, as did her great uncle Ellis.  Grandmother Jeanette told stories of her younger brother Evan, who was so small when he trudged off to the pit that his lunch bucket literally dragged the ground and who perished in an accident at age fourteen.  Lewis Jones had a wooden leg and a mangled arm from his mining mishaps, for which he received a compensation check of $500, enough to build a simple house without heating or plumbing, which is where my wife’s father grew up.  George, her maternal grandfather, left school in second grade for work down below, days that started at 5:00 in the morning and saw the children traipsing home at 6:00 at night, covered in soot, six days a week.  George eventually escaped the mine, sold horseradish from a wooden cart for a while and eventually started a grocery store, but went broke giving away food to the miners during that long 163 day strike.  So the history of labor in this country is my wife’s history, it’s our family history.  It’s not some antiquated, dusty tale from the textbooks, but a story whose repercussions are still felt, even today.

Labor Day got its start in an era that may seem long ago but isn’t really.  It began with a financial panic in 1893 that has a number of parallels to the economic meltdown of these recent years.  Step back in your imagination, if you will. That was an era of robber barons, when Vanderbilts and Carnegies accumulated vast fortunes, much of it gained through backroom politicking and speculative investments.  Waves of bankruptcies ensued when these tycoon’s risky gambles went bad.  Frightened depositors made a run on the banks, which also went belly-up, wiping out the life savings for millions of ordinary working families, who then couldn’t make their mortgage payments and defaulted on their homes and farms, that went into foreclosure.  With their balance sheets in the red, companies cut their payrolls and trimmed already meager wages, leading to walkouts like the ones in the coalfields in Nanticoke and the big Pullman strike of 1894, where federal troops smashed the union and the government threw its leader, Eugene Debs, into the penitentiary for sedition.

Facing re-election that year, President Grover Cleveland declared a “Labor Day,” a paid holiday to mollify the miners and steelworkers whose dreams he’d destroyed.  He lost at the ballot box.  But it would be many more years, not until Franklin Roosevelt came to office, that reforms and regulations were initiated that would  actually address the boom-bust cycle that left so many ordinary Americans at the mercy of the Wall Street barons who are now known as the Masters of the Universe. 

Which brings us to the present, when many of those New Deal regulations from the thirties have been de-regulated,  when banks are again making bets that would make casinos blush, when the gap between rich and poor is even greater than it was in the era of Jay Gould and J.P. Morgan, when one percent of the population now owns forty percent of the nation’s wealth, when the CEO of Walmart earns more in an hour than the girl at the cash register earns in a year, when ninety percent of all Americans are putting in more time at the office and spending less time with their families than two generations ago to maintain a level of income that’s been essentially flat since 1973.

True, most of those Americans still consider themselves “middle-class,” not working class or poor.  But that’s because they’ve gone deeper into debt than ever before to buy that college degree and leverage the middle-income homes their actual earnings can no longer justify. They’ve gone into debt for soaring medical bills that have made a bad diagnosis a road to the poor house. Thinkers like economist Raghu Rajan at the University of Chicago and David Moss of Harvard Business School, neither institution known as communist hotbeds, suggest that growing income inequality has been at least partly responsible for the current financial mess, while Robert Reich, Clinton’s Secretary of Labor, pointed out in The Nation that 
When most of the gains from economic growth go to a small sliver of Americans at the top, the rest don’t have enough purchasing power to buy what the economy is capable of producing.  Under these circumstances the only way the middle class can boost its purchasing power is to borrow, as it did (during the subprime lending crisis) with gusto.  As housing prices rose, Americans turned their homes into ATMs.  But such borrowing has its limits.  When the debt bubble finally burst, vast numbers of people couldn‘t pay their bills and banks couldn’t collect.

As in 1893, many of those banks went bust, while millions of ordinary janes and  joes lost the roof over their head and saw their nest eggs evaporate overnight. But now as then, the boys at Goldman Sachs and J.P. Morgan Chase did all right, paying out billions in bonuses to their top employees, with not a single Wall Street exec prosecuted for his shenanigans. Perhaps the biggest difference between today and a century ago is in the public’s reaction.  Instead of a Populist or Progressive movement, we have the Tea Party. Instead of Eugene Debs and Clarence Darrow we have Donald Trump, whose counterintuitive claim is that he’s above corruption because he’s a billionaire.  
Every time a politician dares mention income redistribution, he’s accused by Fox News of inciting class warfare, disguising the fact that there has been an undeclared war on the poor and middle-classes of this country for at least the past thirty years, if not the past one hundred and thirty.  The question is, what will we do about it?

I was always taught that there was a dignity to labor.  Over my sixty-one years, I’ve hauled cable and driven taxis, washed dishes and painted houses, and I’ve never felt there was anything demeaning in hard work.  I was taught to be self-sufficient, but I’m also well-educated enough to realize I’m not self-made. Whatever benefits and advantages I enjoy come from living in a land of opportunity that other people helped to build, and who also deserve a share of the riches they’ve worked to create: the farm workers, the child care providers and the garbage collectors, the nurses aides and grocery story clerks who do jobs that are absolutely necessary and ought to pay a living wage but don’t. They deserve more.  We deserve more.  And it’s about time we took it.

So maybe you’ve figured out by now where I stand in regard to old question that Pete Seeger raised in song, “Which side are you on?”  I’m not on the side of trickle down, but on the side of acting up.  I’m not on the side of a rising tide lifts all boats, but on the side of a rising demand for fundamental change. For, 
I’ve traveled round this country
From shore to shining shore. It really made me wonder,


 The things I heard and saw.
I saw the seaman standing
Idly by the shore. I heard the bosses saying


 ‘Got no work for you no more’.
I saw the weary miner,
Scrubbing coal dust from his back; I heard his children cryin’:


 ‘Got no coal to heat the shack’.
I’ve seen my brothers working
Throughout this mighty land; I prayed we’d get together,


 And together make a stand.
Then we’d own those banks of marble
With a guard at every door; And we’d share those vaults of silver


 That we have sweated for.
