Reconstructing Alberta Working-Class History via
Oral History: A Challenge for a Politically Engaged
Academic

Alvin Finkel, Athabasca University

Until recently, the literature on Alberta workindass history focused on
institutions and on major events, particularly k& and protestsBut what do
the participants themselves make of their livewaskers and in some cases
militant workers and trade union activists? Whattbey regard as their victories
and their failures? Interviews by the Alberta Labélistory Institute have
focused on letting workers tell their own storyddhat general concept informs
the organization’s publications and videos, inchgla video on the closing of
Edmonton’s Celanese plant and a recent book ohitery of working people in
Alberta. Given that focus on letting workers spiakhemselves, how does an
academic involved in the project go about intermgtwvhat these workers have to
say? This article reflects, from a critical insidepoint of view, the extent to
which oral histories add new dimensions to Albertabour history and the
extent to which they may also create new mythaddggeause of reluctance
either to critique or place in context the evident®ral sources. All of this then
raises the issue of how far an academic, traineglionb all discourses for more
critical meanings, can go if they wish to be pdran endeavour in which they
share with trade unionists an effort to extract meg from labour’s past that is
of use to working people’s struggles in the preseat future.

The Alberta Labour History Institute (ALHI) was foded by labour activists in
1999 with an agenda of recording the history ofkiray people in the province.
The initial founding group invited several laboustbrians to join with them,
beginning with me. | was more than happy to joindaese almost three decades
earlier, as an MA student and well known politiaativist in Winniped, | had

! The standard history on Alberta workers before22@&s Warren Caragatalberta Labour: A
Heritatge Untold(Toronto: James Lorimer, 1979), still an essemfiatie to working-class
militancy in Alberta from the 1880s to the 1960s.

2| was only 22 when this project almost came my watyl had edited the student newspaper at
the University of Manitoba and subsequently seagdssistant editor @anadian Dimension|
had also been a summer reporter for three yeding Winnipeg Tribundefore being blacklisted
by the local media for my role in exposing the Gl Forest Industries scandal in northern
Manitoba, which involved both Conservative and Nf@iRernments handing over between them
$100 million dollars of public money to companibattproved to be fraudsters. Active in the
student movement, the Waffle group within the NB, New Democratic Youth, the peace
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been approached by Roland Penner and Norman Bearieterview a large
group of venerable Communist and social democlaiour activists of the inter-
war period in storied North Winnipeg whom it waarked would soon pass away
without anyone having recorded their impressionthefmovements of which
they had been part. Unfortunately the funding thatPenners had anticipated for
this research project failed to materialize, amah$ in no financial position to do
the work for free in hopes of future funding, asytilsuggested | might consider.
Most of those whom we had planned to interview walie without anyone ever
recording their stories. | hoped that we could dxeter job of capturing the lives
of Edmonton and Alberta’s earlier generations ofkirgy-class leaders than
Winnipeg’s Left had managed to do in the 1970s.

But, like other groups involved in oral history, ALhad an agenda that
went beyond merely recording reminiscences. It e@md use reminiscences to
spark an interest in reviving radicalism amongdbtegent generation of Alberta
workers. And that meant inevitably a certain braterms of who we wanted to
interview, and what stories we hoped they would Bait other biases were more
implicit than explicit. This article attempts to@are, from a self-critical point of
view, the strengths and the weaknesses in ALHI'Ekwo date, both in terms of
whom it interviews and what it does with the infews. The focus is on the
extent to which oral histories add new dimensian&lberta’s labour history and
the extent to which they may also create new mytyiek because of reluctance
on the part of labour historians focusing on orsidry either to critique or place
in context the evidence of oral sources. It loakhea limitations of some of
ALHTI’s earliest work, and later efforts to overcoii@se limitations. It also
examines in the light of ALHI's goals, biases, anethodologiebtwo pieces of
work for which | was placed in charge by ALHI: firshe production of a DVD

movement, and much else, the combination of mytipslimy journalistic and academic
backgrounds made me a logical choice to intervieth lsommunists and social democrats, many
of whom would not sit in a room together.

% Roland Penner and Norman Penner were the somsob Penner, Winnipeg’s long-time
Communist member of city council, and had been Camist activists in their youth who drifted
away from the party after the revelations aboutStadin period during the Khruschev era and the
subsequent failure, from their point of view, oé tBanadian party to change directions
significantly from the Stalinist period. Roland watawyer and law professor at the University of
Manitoba who became Attorney-General in the NDPegoment of Howard Pawley in the 1980s.
Norman Penner became a political science profegsdork University.

* In brief, the goal of ALHI was to record the striof trade union activists with an emphasis on
those who were aging. Its early bias, more imptltdin explicit, was that this meant recording the
reminiscences of white, male trade union officatsl organizers of the period from the 1930s to
the 1970s. The methodology favoured was to allese individuals to tell their story to an
interviewer, usually a long-time friend or acquaimte from the union movement, who would ask
only as many questions as seemed necessary toegetstarted. The camera would roll as the
interviewee spoke to the interviewer.
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dealing with the closing of a major industrial ogsn outside Edmonton, and
secondly the production of a book in conjunctiotivine Alberta Federation of
Labour to commemorate the AFL’s centennial. Whils ts an effort to be
somewhat blunt about labour oral history as pradticy ALHI and similar
groups, my efforts are no doubt constrained by Hhegi@nce to a group which |
serve as an executive officer and long-time adti8sme of what | say here |
would choose not to express within ALHI becaugaight seem to slight our
collective work, work that is in fact invaluabl&ince ALHI is for the most part
an activist group with a partially academic agendeear both an activist’'s and
an academic’s hat within the group and no doubhiwithis article as well, but in
different proportions.

Defining an Agenda and Interpreting Interviews

At its earliest meetings, most of the key membéisLddl were trade union
activists who were already retired or near retiremensurprisingly, they wanted
to focus on aged trade union leaders and activisigt made sense since, as in the
Winnipeg case, we were about to lose a great deabiking-class leadership
experience to the Grim Reaper and time was nouoside if we did not hurry

up and record the reminiscences of the leadersiohization efforts and strikes
from the 1930s through the 1960s. And, as in \WWiegj there was no question
that we would be interviewing trade unionists ofesal political persuasions:
communist, social democratic, liberal, and apditi®ut as the list was drawn up,
it became clear that like our ALHI activists thellwes, most people whom we
would be interviewing were white males. So, notyomére we excluding almost
all workers who had not become at least leadeisedbcal level, but we were
also focusing on the narrow demographic from whedtour leaders were chosen
in earlier generations.

Fortunately, two of our activists were African-@aran women who were
keen to interview both pioneer African-Canadiarchesis and activists in the
Alberta Association for the Advancement of ColouRsbple. So our early
interviews did include members of the province’siegdn-Canadian community.
But, because of the composition of our group, i$ waars until we did any
interview with Aboriginal workers, and we still meompleted very few. Other
non-white groups are also only minimally represeriteour interviews.

Decisions about what to ask interviewees createtestebate in our
fledgling organization. As Alessandro Portelli gsiout, “Oral history...refers
[to]Jwhat the source [i.e. the narrator] and thedmian [i.e. the interviewer] do

® Fortunately we are not the only people doing iritars with Alberta workers. The GWG
project, headed up by Catherine C. Cole, has detemsive interviews with former workers at
GWG, which includes a cross-section of ethnicitaag] a clear female majority.
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together at the moment of their encounter in therirew.”® But we had some
disagreements about what our role in that encowhieuld be. We were all
agreed that we wanted our interviewees to tellaggiatheir work lives and why
they became involved with the union, rather thasitaply tell us about their
roles as union leaders. But did we want to walWith a set list of questions, or
did we want to ask the interviewees to simply asltheir story? We did a bit of
both, but mainly the latter. And most of the intewvees were interviewed by one
of our trade union members with whom they were famso as to make them as
relaxed as possible. Unfortunately, some of thelseed interviews rambled so
much as to be difficult to make use of for any ficat purpose. Most interviews
however leave a great deal for both academic aneanademic readers to think
about. Even allowing for the fact that someone dpanterviewed is engaged in a
performance and likely to speak in ways that lgétrole that they think they are
supposed to be playing, | think that our intervigmgvide important glimpses
into the thinking of Alberta workers who becamedabactivists and then labour
leaders at various levels, if not necessarily theothinking of Alberta workers as
a whole, or even unionized workers as a whole.

Autobiographies of working people can provide aspaal side to the
stories of both class belonging and class strutlpgiearchival information makes
difficult to bring to life. Even in the most freewdling interviews, we did ask
people to describe their early lives and then teeperiences of work. While this
yields varying amounts of personal information, eleging on what an
interviewee is willing to disclose, it also tendsréveal ways in which working
people who rise within union ranks link their perabstories to that of their class
as a whole or at least to workers in a particudata or firm. So, for example,
John Ventura, a union representative, discussimgvbrk at an Edmonton
meatpacking plant for over a decade before he beeafull-time official, ends up
saying very little about himself directly while gyesting a great deal about his
and other workers’ attitudes indirectly. Talkingoab his work at Swifts, he
contrasted good and bad supervisors, difficult easly jobs, cold and hot
temperatures that workers contended with in diffeparts of the plant. New
workers were slotted into particular jobs, andéyt performed well and stayed
long enough, moved up to work that seemed botleeasd better remunerated.
Many of the jobs were monotonous, but Ventura sémhe job, ft was steady
doing the same thing over and over, but you hagldbtime to joke around with
fellow workers so it wasn't batl

® Alessandro PortelliThe Battle of Valle Giulia: Oral History and thetAf Dialogue(Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1992), 4.

" Alberta Labour History Institute, Interview witlbldn Ventura, Edmonton, November 20, 1999.
On the Gainers strike, a pivotal event in Albeatadur history, in which Ventura played a part,
see Alain Noél and Keith Gardner, “The Gainersk8trCapitalist Offensive, Militancy, and the
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This was one of many observations about worketabddly in our
interviews that were largely in the third persond amwhich the interviewee
simply portrayed themselves as part of the crowail&ly, Ventura described
the workforce as somewhat segregated by ethniggrgs, though his own
relationship to fellow Portuguese workers seemambave been especially close
over a long period of time.

But while sociability on the job was important tentura and his fellow
workers, they were not simply content to let managet manage. They had
definite opinions about how the firm was being ramg again Ventura expresses
his opinions here as if they are collective rathan personal. Speaking of the
poor design of the beef department in the planichvivas closed down in 1991,
several years before the plant itself shut dowmdted: ‘It got to the point at the
end that nothing worked. You'd require sometimas dr six guys at the end and
you’'d still have to hold up the line because eveng would get so congested that
it couldn’t be done. ..The very first day they sdrrunning, we were laughing,
we knew it wouldn’t work. Because they didn’t dekworkers'®

But not every union leader whom we interviewed ttduhat employers
should be consulting all workers as opposed torutgaders. The ALHI
interview with Reg Basken demonstrated a complecatewpoint on the part of
union leaders that has to be understood not ortigrins of the intermediary roles
that unions play within capitalism but also in #pecific context of social class
forces in the province and their relationship te pinovincial state apparatus. Here
is what Basken claims that he told a senior oil pany executive in an effort to
get a hearing for his union and to discredit thegany union that the executive
had been supporting so as to keep the union frganing the company’s
workers, and how he later delivered on his promigdkat executive.

| wasn’t very polite to the McMurray Independent @iorkers. Not at all.
| said, they don’t have a concept of what a seglains. You guys have
given so many things to keep the union out oveydhes, you've given
crazy things. Do you know that you guys’ insanigninto the extent that if
a job became redundant in your mine up there, amdebody wants to
stay where they were at their rate of pay, theydamthat. But if they
choose not to do that, they drop down to a labdanexte. But if they
choose not to drop down to a labourer’s rate, te®y at their trades rate
in a redundant job and play cribbage. Do you knbet’s in your
collective agreement? You've got the kind of stiypttiat you've got to
get rid of. But you offered them so many thingsstep them out of the

Politics of Industrial Relations in Canad&tudies in Political Economg1 (Spring, 1990), 31-
72.
8 Interview with John Ventura.

Alvin Finkel, “Reconstructing Working-Class History via Oral History: A Challenge for a 5
Politically Engaged Academic.” Oral History Forum d’histoire orale 33 (2013) “Working Lives:
Special Issue on Oral History and Working-Class History”

ISSN 1923-0567



union, and they’re far higher paid than any othdneorker in
Canada....We got the essence of an agreement waounkedtoch took
away an awful lot of those crazy fringer ideas tate in there that were
not in any other collective agreement, and woultiave been there if
their union had been there. Because we wouldn’ehmaen stupid enough
to ask for them. No company would’'ve given theostdut they gave
them to keep the union out. And they were sucddesfilamn near twenty
years. But their costs were gone through the rdbé mine at that point
was in doubt as to whether it would contiriue

This extraordinary revelation of a union giving hgnefits that a company
had provided to a company union would almost celstaiot have reached the
light of day if it was not for the oral history woof ALHI. But what it means is
open to both ideological interpretation and histaranalysis. For those who
regard Canada’s or Alberta’s labour leaders asrdafrom the workers they
claim to represent, such a statement of union appog$o too much management
generosity and of union leaders’ ability to contdneir members’ demands
certainly speaks volumes. In the context of Albé&tmour history, however, while
that interpretation deserves close attention, msa#ee more complicated.

Basken is one of Alberta’s best known labour les@ed New
Democratic Party activists whose activities in ldd@ur movement and the NDP
have stretched well over four decades. An actaust then leader in the energy
sector, Basken confronted the province’s pro-enmgldgbour laws and
concomitant determination, particularly during thieg Social Credit premiership
of Ernest C. Manning, to keep unions out of thdifable oil and gas firms.
Outside of a small manufacturing sector, post-virrtlist labour relations” in
Alberta did not follow the model in which employéraded concessions with
unions for labour peace, and union leaders actehgsands to enforce
employer rules that restricted workers’ shopflaghts’® Many male workers in
the oilfields benefited from a semblance of Fordéations because of labour
shortages. But, of course, the social democrai@ruleaders in Alberta, looking

® ALHI Interview with Reg Basken, September 2003.

19 The classic account of the ways in which Fordigrarated in Canada, with an emphasis on
Ontario, is Leo Panitch and Donald Swa@pnsent and Coercion: The Assault on Trade Union
Freedoms, Third EditioiToronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003). Tietus is largely on
white male production workers. Joan Sangster rtbgsemployers of women and workers of
colour largely avoided the classic Fordist accomatioth which offered workers job security and
decent wages in return for absolute subordinatiothe job. Women and workers of colour
instead experienced low wages, and a lack of jobriig while being even more subject to
exploitation by employers than the white male paidun workers. Joan Sangster, “We No
Longer Respect the Law’: The Tilco Strike, Labanjuhctions, and the Statd,abour/Le

Travail, 53 (Spring 2004), 47-87.

Alvin Finkel, “Reconstructing Working-Class History via Oral History: A Challenge for a 6
Politically Engaged Academic.” Oral History Forum d’histoire orale 33 (2013) “Working Lives:
Special Issue on Oral History and Working-Class History”

ISSN 1923-0567



over their shoulders at provinces where unions wgpanding their operations,
wanted to get a piece of the action. They arguatdben if the oil workers
received good wages that they lacked the socidbveebenefits, occupational
safety surveillance, and grievance procedures agharassment as individuals
that unionists enjoyed. The employers and Albestzeghment were mostly
unwilling to cooperate.

In the case of oil rig workers, for example, wheasBen had signed up a
majority, the companies simply shut the rigs doamnd few days to scare the
workers off from a vote in favour of unionism. THem of intimidation
constituted a legal labour practice in Alberta #melAlberta Labour Relations
Board had no sympathy for labour’s complaints is thgard. The provincial
government actively promoted company unions adtamative to national and
international unions with strike funds and a leatigr with some independence
from the management of the companies with whicly tregjotiated. Gene
Mitchell, a long-time labour official in the prowee, spoke of his efforts to get a
union in a plant making commercial fertilizers ireticine Hat during the mid-
1950s.

They had quite a system worked out. There weraindggal firms in this
province that were well connected with the Soci&di government, who
were very instrumental in helping form company neiand setting up
constitutions...What the company did was plant peaghe in the plant.
They hired people who were, in fact | know sonteade people at that
time were traveling around from one plant to anoleming company
unions™*

The company union would sign a “sweetheart death whe firm. In the
case to which Mitchell was referring, the workengJuding some of those who
agreed to become officers of what trade unionislied a “donkey council”
eventually became frustrated with the company uaiwh joined a real union. But
government-sponsored company unionism stuntedrthetly of the trade union
movement in the province, made a mockery of workegkts, and no doubt
contributed to the majority mindset within the umimovement that explains a
rant by a leading trade unionist to company officebout them needing a real
union to deal with allegedly overpaid, underworkddands workers who were
driving the company into bankruptcy. So, while ihththat many academics
would nonetheless regard Basken'’s attitude adect®i of a Fordist wannabe
cooperator with capital, it is perhaps unsurprigtmat unionists with whom I've
discussed the quotation and who know Basken sdngodf the kind. Here |

L ALHI Interview with Gene Mitchell, October 2002.
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present Basken’s quotation as worthy of deepelyaisahbout the ways in which
the operations of the capitalist system and thte $tait the worldviews and goals
of labour leaders. But how far can | go in raising same issue within the work
of ALHI? Only so far. The following paragraph framne of my chapters in
Working People in Alberta: A Historgssentially an ALHI production, does
indeed raise the issue, mentioning various persacjust as | do here. But the
language that | employ in the book does pull puache

ECWU leader Reg Basken’s description of the cotgraegotiated by the
Independent Oil Workers at Suncor indicates thpr&ing number of
worker-friendly concessions that a company unioa fight labour market
might sometimes win from an employer desperatesgplout real unions.
His description also suggests a degree of pragmdkiat some might
view as conservatism on the part of certain samaon leaders. Basken
certainly felt that the Independent Oil Workers Wi far in getting

good things for their members to the point whegartbontracts threatened
the viability of Suncor’s operations. Speaking afiscussion with a senior
executive of Suncor, Basken recalls the lengthghich one company
went to keep unions ott:

Reminiscences of Community

If the interviews do not speak for themselves rdmay the complicated relations
of union leaders and members, they also do nokdpeshemselves with regards
to how working-class communities operated. Througmoost of the interviews
with workers and their family members from coal-mgicommunities, pulp mill
communities, construction work crew communities,,@here are constant efforts
on the part of interviewees to suggest that worklags communities pulled
together, with everyone helping each other out,thatiwas how they survived.
Certainly many examples that interviewees giveoaiability, reciprocity, and
unity against the class enemy ring true. But onenofs suspicious that some less
savoury aspects of these communities are not ltkstgssed at all or are being
understated. However, if one digs deep enoughaihtaf the interviews, it is
possible to pull out certain nuggets that demotesttaat working-class
communities were not always harmonious.

Jan Tarasoff, the daughter of a Communist coal mimthe Drumheller
area, joined the majority of our miner and miniagfly interviewees in focusing
on how communities pulled together in times of adie. When their family

12 Alvin Finkel, “The Boomers Become the Workersbéita, 1960-80,” in Alvin Finkel et al,
Working People in Alberta: A Histoffedmonton: Athabasca University Press, 2012), 156.
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home burned down and they were forced to move teamihoto her uncle’s
house, noted Tarasoff:

....Iit was the coalminers in Drumheller who got tbgetand had a huge
shower in the Newcastle Hall and supplied us withadutely everything
we needed for that house, except the big piecksrofure...Nobody had
insurance. Couldn’t afford it, for one thing. Thenemunity was there for
everybody. That was part of my dad’s philosophymndt of the people
who were active in the union there, who were jasiva in the
community*®

But probed a bit further, Tarasoff, while tryingdefend the community in
which she grew up, admits that there was ethnife stithin the community, and
that each ethnic group generally stuck to its oeogbe. As for the broader small-
town community, its prejudices became evident wthermine closed in 1956
and Jan’s parents sought work. Because of heryanaittivism, no small
business was willing to hire either of her pareats] the family had to leave the
Drumheller area altogether.

Another interviewee went much further than Jan 3e@fifan revealing the
dark corners of community life in the Drumhelleeamining communities, and
the limits to the community being “there for eveogly.” Joyce Avramenko, a
coal miner’'s wife, was part of a group of intervessg who were recalling
memories of their former community. While Avramernkdially mainly focused,
as did the rest, on the community’s cohesion,artain point she demurred from
the nostalgia of the others to note:

But it was very common to see women walking arovitidblackened
eyes and bruises. You knew what had happenedgebptepjust took it as
part of what life was. It wasn’t all men like thayt some men were very
cruel to their wife and children. These poor faeslwalked around with
black eyes and bruised cut faces. They were jugtbratal, violent men
and that’s the way it was. People would give thenew support, we feel
sorry for you, or try to help doctor her up. But e really stepped in
and stopped it. In that day and age every man’séhaass his own, and
you didn’t enter it or change things.

A woman that was beaten, if she went to the neighbed just beat her
when she came back more than ever...Some sidesasit a pretty life.
There was a lot of gambling for the young onesnéoesome of the

13 ALHI Interview with Jan Tarasoff, Calgary, MarcB@3.
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married ones. And there was a few houses of iliteepTimes haven't
changed, men cheated on their wiles.

Avramenko’s recollections, in my view, emphasiteel gendered
character of many of the reminiscences that we weltecting. Male coalminers
perhaps believed that talking about the brutatityards women and children that
Avramenko spoke about might make the destructidgh@se communities appear
less tragic. Or, just as likely, they regarded siachily brutality as so
commonplace as not to be worth discussing. In asg,cthe absence of such
stories in their recollections contributed to theation of a mythology about
working-class communities as places where commuamtaalues and a rough
equality of all triumphed over the implicit capisland patriarchal values that
characterized Canadian society more generally.effi@o point faulting the
interviewees who did not mention unsavoury factsualitheir communities. But it
is important to point out how common the failurariention the darker side of
community life is, and not to assume that, as is1¢hse, someone will always
emerge within the oral history stream to put thinghkt. Often, a broader set of
sources would be needed to determine whether thenom narratives that oral
history interviews produce provide the completdyie of a working-class
community or indeed that of any social class, ethmi other type of community.

Nor, in my view, is there any great desire on tag pf ALHI or similar
organizations to play up the brutality that waofthe lot of many women and
children in working-class communitiésTo the extent that our goal is to incite
workers to take ownership of a history of whichytlean be proud and make use
of to create greater social justice in the predéete is no great desire to
emphasize such unfortunate facts as the brutaktgids women and kids that
Avramenko reveals. Similarly, the racism towards-mdnites that pervaded all of
society, and from which working-class communitether than perhaps those
where communists predominated, were not exempftes underplayed. It does
come up in our interviews with non-white workerst barely gets a mention from
white workers.

Perhaps nonetheless we were lucky to get evemberwiewee to break
the silence on a “personal” issue such as famdjevice. Other oral historians
have found a similar reluctance to speak of briytalithin the home, and
especially sexual violence. Stacey Zembrzycki,rinésving working-class
Ukrainians in Sudbury about their memories of beesdn their homes when they
were children, found that her interviewees, botlenaad female, offered little on
the issue of sexual tension between boarders amiigywomen. She had to find

1 ALHI Interview with Joyce Avramenko, Edson, AlbertAugust 2003.
1530, for example, our booW/orking People in Alberta: A Historfails to make use of the
Avramenko quotation or otherwise to raise thiséssu
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information on that subject in the written recdiidstances of boarders guilty of
sexually assaulting the girls with whom they livaah be found within the written
record even if they were not reported by my infontsg™®

The discrepancies among worker interviewees, whey émerge, though
they sometimes sit only in the interstices of wmiws, force the historian to
decide who among them is telling greater truth@uhthe minority voices get
only minority attention? In my view, this complieatimmensely the issue of who
“they” are when we refer to a set of interviewdages a social class, such as
workers, speak with one voice or many? That issis®metimes downplayed in
otherwise wise reflections on the question of hasvshrould view our
interviewees in oral history, such as this one tey&n High (emphases in the
guotation are mine):

In our effort to understand the past, we tend &@@lour evidence into
nicely labeled boxes. We impose order on disotgasing out meaning
from our sources. As an oral historian, | findqually important to
understand how people defittemselveand those around them. How
would theyorganize the past and label those boxes? How vibeid
frame the story being tol4?

Sharing Authority or Being Used?

Many oral historians note that their work sharethauty with the tellers of the
stories. That's true but misleading or at leastrenfse: when historians produce
work based in whole or in part on oral history miale, their approach
determines the extent to which it is the interviewoe the historian who is getting
the last word. If the historian is really justipheer who makes use of nothing
other than the interviews that they have recordad,doesn’t analyze those
interviews to find internal contradictions withindividual interviews or
contradictions across interviews, then indeedwharity belongs to the
interviewees. But professional historians virtualgver cede authority to that
extent. My suggestion in the previous section flogte Avramenko’s revelations
about working-class life in Drumheller deserve sgleattention can be portrayed
as sharing authority with this interviewee. Andtaay if she had not spoken up,
| could not focus so much attention on the issueos¥ women and children were
treated by coal miners. But it is just as easyr¢gm@ that if | really wanted to
share authority with ALHI interviewees more genlgréhat | should be

16 Stacey Zembrzycki, “There Were Always Men in Owrude: Gender and the Childhood
Memories of Working-Class Ukrainians in Depressitma-Canada,l abour/Le Travail 60 (Fall
2007), 96.

7 Steven High, “What Can ‘Oral History’ Teach UsAgtive History(March 2011).
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underplaying her charges for which no one elsetbeegbeven a hint. | made the
decision as an historian to accept her chargesmamihasize them because they fit
in with my understanding, based on historical &tare, of how women and kids
were treated in Canadian society in the perioduestjon. She made these
charges publicly within a group of intervieweesd amo one contradicted her
though no one wanted to confirm what she had teeghgr. But ultimately |

think that the suggestion that | am “sharing autfibhides the fact that | am, in
fact, using the oral history as one of only severahns of getting at what I, not
my interviewees, consider the truth. Further, I@mnaileging certain pieces of the
oral history that seem to confirm other evidenoenf other sources, that | have
seen on the issues in question or perhaps thatyseopfirm my own prejudices.

But if | am insisting on being the arbiter herecofnpeting discourses
from mining community interviewees, the fact isttingthin ALHI, | sometimes
have made other choices. An example is the Celdbgs®nton Workers’
Commemoration Project, which was conceived in #s¢ dlays of operation of the
Celanese plant in Fort Saskatchewan, once theniggditrochemical plant in the
Edmonton region. The City of Edmonton had been ehdxy the federal
government as the 2007 Cultural Capital of Canadapportunity for a variety
of groups to get funding for projects that the @hd the federal government were
willing to label as “cultural.” Thanks to the efterof a group of progressive
people in the city’s arts community, the city hagesed to establish a modest fund
called “Voices Less Heard,” meant to fund projehtd linked the arts
community and popular groups.

ALHI partnered with the union to which the Celanes®kers had
belonged, the Communications, Energy and Paperwsltkeion, to propose a
history of the Celanese plant from the workersspective. | conceived this
largely as a social history project. It would leadh DVD that could be used both
by the unions and the broader community to leaoutthe history of a plant and
jobs about to disappear from the province. Thetgeguest would allow us to
pay individuals to administer the project, arrairgerviews, video the interviews,
transcribe them, and prepare the DVD. The unioressmtatives with whom we
spoke agreed that rank-and-file interviews shoatdhfthe core of the work for
the project. But the union representatives want&aething more to emerge from
this work than workers’ nostalgia and whatever tegmmight recur from their
reminiscences. Instead they wanted a glorificatiba Fordist-era plant in a
largely non-Fordist province, a plant that had jpfed steady jobs at good pay
within a given community that in turn allowed workeo form middle-class
households (in terms of consumption) and to p@die in a broad range of
community activities.

The objective of such a narrative was to condererhtillowing out of the
Alberta economy outside of the area of resourceaetton. Manufacturing
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operations are largely leaving for the countriethefglobal South where workers
are paid far less than in the North. From the usiipoint of view, it is necessary
to oppose this unbalancing of the provincial ecoporhich will no doubt have a
long-term disastrous impact on working people mphovince, particularly after
the petroleum resource is exhausted or provesrnaiooamentally damaging in
the oilsands area to continue. In their view, wHishare, the willingness of the
provincial government to allow resource extracfiioms to export their product
rather than forcing them to upgrade within the prog both deprives the
province of good jobs and creates the illusionilgasaintained when
construction jobs in the oilfields are paying higages, that a one-industry
province is sustainable in the long run.

| incorporated this narrative into our grant apgticn along with the
social history materials. But in the end, the umanrative ended up overtaking
everything else for the simple reason that delung all aspects of the
company’s dealings with its workers and with trmmunities could too easily
blemish the social-democratic narrative and sohgtithat the union proposed.
That narrative worked best if little or nothing wsesd about the employer
exploiting workers or providing a dangerous workiesnment and
contaminating a huge area around the plant.

But the triumph of the union’s narrative was nanhgthing that they
directly imposed upon ALHI. Rather it was the saly#sult of a confluence of
factors. First of all, we were largely dependentlmunion to encourage workers
to agree to be interviewed. It held up its parthef bargain, but not
unsurprisingly, the people who proved willing toibterviewed were those who
were friends of the union officials or who had beewost active in the union. In a
plant where most workers were production workedisproportionate number of
our interviewees had been lab workers, people pogt-secondary education and
higher status and salary than most other membehgeafnion. Of even greater
concern, only two of our 31 interviews were withmen. Yet women had
comprised half the labour force at certain periaad every single one of them
worked in the cigarette toh area, which we leanvad the worst place to work in
the plant from the point of view of labour interyséind the physical work
environment (you breathed in chemicals all day Jpagd not surprisingly, given
the gendered nature of distribution of work in pitent, the area with the lowest-
paying jobs. No one in the union, it should be bagized, discouraged women
from speaking to us. The disproportionate willingmef men to be interviewed
was consistent with the greater willingness geheddlhigher-paid, more
educated, more union-involved workers to grantraerview. Could we have
insisted on interviewing more women and peoplecbdur? Perhaps, but
considering that the interview team had no diriet 1o the Celanese workers, we
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would be courting disaster if we challenged theonts thoroughness in
attempting to get a cross-section of workers takjpe us?

Our main informant about the rougher conditiongéthby the women was
a worker whose ex-wife had also worked at the plamd whose work
experiences diverged from his own. He suggestddtieof the reasons that
other men who worked in the plant did not commdmiuh the women’s work was
that the plant was physically segregated betwesevaitious units. Because of the
dangers in a chemical plant, workers in each daytexl pretty much within
narrow physical boundaries and only rarely—perhagsssist during a fire—
would venture into another area.

Nonetheless, what emerged from the interviews &ambre than just
nostalgia for a supposedly happy workplace progdjood money and allowing
male-headed working-class families to be partlafger working-class
community with strong middle-class overtones instonption patterns and
preferred activities, though we got plenty of thidiough the men’s jobs at
Celanese, unlike the women'’s, were largely perfarimeclean environments,
there was a constant danger of explosions thatymyg amounts of poisonous
chemicals into the air. The company, it was madarchvas pretty lax in
preventing explosions and in cleaning up the aienvtiney occurred. The union
seems to have been constantly struggling to wingésiin this area, and while
they had some successes, these proved shortdivdee area of physical safety,
there seems to have been only a short period of #nveFordist era in this plant
when workers could feel reasonably safe while enjob. The men, unlike the
women, were not doing jobs that were assemblydike they had lots of time to
kibbitz; but danger always loomed and many of aterviewees mentioned
incidents when real crises developed.

Apart from the danger that the environment witlme plant presented to
workers’ health, several interviewees commentethout our asking, on the
plant’s completely anti-environmental practicesilomping chemical residues
into the river and into the lands surrounding tlemp Workers felt that the
environment of the communities in which they liveatl always been affected by
the environmental irresponsibility of the compamng avould continue to be
affected by it for years after the plant’s closimfere was an implicit suggestion
that the Fordist bargain traded the workers’ hefathobs and pay, and that the
union had never raised the company’s environmeuiidy as a serious issues.

'8 Books on Communications, Energy and Paperwork®ista predecessors, in common with
books on other unions, that rely on interviewso &s1d to over-represent the views of white male
leaders. This is particularly true of Wayne Rohetiscking the Canadian Formula: The Making
of the Energy and Chemical Workers Un{@ioronto: Between the Lines, 1990). There is
somewhat more diversity in Jamie Swiffalking the Union Walk: Stories from the
Communications, Energy and Paperworkers Uriboronto: Between the Lines, 2003).
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Workers were angry that the company, by shuttingrgdiad dropped its side of
the bargain whereas the workers, who remainedeetdn the communities
outside the plant, could not walk away from thesamuences of the company’s
pollution.

Nevertheless, this group of largely male, whitéljestk and semi-skilled
workers were largely willing, without much prommirto focus upon and
reinforce the union narrative that maintaining camps like Celanese in the
Edmonton region should be a key goal of governmelities. They regarded
jobs at Celanese as preferable to better-payingtaartion jobs, which were
becoming plentiful in Alberta because of expandiéshads development,
because most meant out-of-town work and unpredetadurs, both factors
working against family and community life, and egémty preferable to largely
low-paying service jobs. They believed that theilom had won significant
concessions from Celanese in the areas of bothsaaggworking conditions and
they felt that governments should have interveongat¢vent the company from
simply taking its jobs to countries where workeergmore easily exploited and
where environmental policies replicated those inefda during the Fordist era. It
was clear to me that most of our interviewees, évrey had mentioned the
company’s exploitative practices briefly, were tamking to have ALHI use their
experience to present an anti-capitalist critidueey accepted the economic and
political systems in which they lived but wantedgsh systems to be tweaked so
that firms like Celanese could not abandon comnesithat had become
dependent on them.

Ultimately the DVD that we produced followed theaamnarrative
closely™® While we included excerpts from the workers thantioned some of
the negative impacts of the company, the overafisage of the DVD, like that of
the workers whom we interviewed, was social dentaceand emphasized the
positives of having the company in their commun¥hile the interviewers, the
union, and the interviewees together were resptanb producing a particular
message, | think that oral history as a methodrituied to our inability to
provide a more clearly anti-capitalist and antifaachal framework for our story.
“Sharing authority,” in this case, meant that weetosed upon more radical
interpretations of the history of the Celanese fplat might have suggested that
the closing of the plant was simply the last stiagee capitalist history of
oppression of workers in the plant.

In short, our DVD, while an effective piece of pag@anda about the loss
of manufacturing in Alberta thanks to corporate godernment policies, and a
faithful enough reflection of what our interviewee$d us, is shallow. And part of
the shallowness comes from the willingness in¢hse, unlike my discussion of

19 Alberta Labour History Institute, “Shutdown at Eoimton Celanese: The Workers’ Story, ”
DVD, 2008.
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the coal miners above, not to make a big dealefimority revelations among
our interviewees that in fact, while having an eoypl such as Celanese had
some advantages and was better than having nq glahthe company was in
fact exploitative, environmentally irresponsibladasexist all along. | don’t
apologize for that shallowness. | don't feel thatways have to wear my
historian’s hat, and refuse to join in reformistifpcal campaigns, which seem to
have a worthy enough goal in mind, just becausie aimalysis lacks historical
depth. But when | put my historian’s cap back ocam’t in conscience pretend
that | don’t see a lack of historical depth in D and with it limitations on
what sort of future a group lacking that depth nhigllan for itself.

| find that the narratives of other oral historegshutdowns share this
limited social democratic retrospective that flafidnistories of class oppression
and class struggle into histories of working-clessimunities, working closely
with an employer, and creating middle-class livasttfie workers, all of which
comes crashing down when the plant cld8a#hile it is important to use oral
history to establish how the workers in hindsigietwthe loss of their
employment and how they reconstruct their expedasmd work in the lost place
of work, other means are necessary to fully telgtory of the context of the
workers’ lives. They are indeed the experts intéhleng of what they now think
about their pasts, but I think it is wrong to writi as elitism scholars’ efforts to
make use of other sources about those pasts ars& toroader historical and
theoretical literature to try and fully reconstruatrkers’ lives under capitalism.

That question of what to emphasize in workers’ aot® of a company
shutdown causes me to be quite suspicious of Stdigiris eloquent recent
putdown of Jefferson Cowie and Joseph Heathcothfgir over-stated, but yet
almost certainly objectively correct, analysistod tvays in which the
disappearance of a company and with it the soaileonomic securities that it
provides causes workers to reinterpret their paskivg lives with the company.
Writes High:

And yet there is also a danger in middle class etaclaudiences
assuming that the warm memories of working peop@athing but
nostalgia. This, too, serves to depoliticize—andffectively silence a
group of already marginalized men and women. Alvibsst, it belittles
working people’s attachments to their work andhirtcultural worlds. In
their recent introduction tBeyond the Ruins: The Meaning of

2 steven High, “Placing the Displaced Worker: NangPlace in Deindustrializing Sturgeon
Falls, Ontario,” inPlacing Memory and Remembering Plaed, James Opp and John C. Walsh
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2010), 159-186, falls ihis tategory. But | would stress that High's
essay, and indeed all of his work, has a greatafdabtorical nuance. None of it could be judged
as simplistic political propaganda in the way ttiet Celanese DVD can be.
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Deindustrialization for example, Jefferson Cowie and Joseph Heatthcot
called on labour historians to avoid smokestackalgis: ‘we have to

strip industrial work of its broad-shouldered, sbeealist patina and see it
for what it was: tough work that people did becatgaid well and was
located in their communities.” The message, hésgams, is that to say
that work typically meanmoreto industrial workers than this bleak
happenstance is to deal in ‘broad-shouldered, ls@ahst’ image-making.

| strongly disagree. Let’'s now turn to the planttstown stories told by
Sturgeon Falls paper workets.

| think that High gets this wrong. It is his apach that depoliticizes
workers because it makes the error, usual for tsts, of assuming that people
want to or should want to talk about the past &$. p@&/orkers are naturally more
interested in finding messages from their pastrfight lead them to a better
future. There’s no reason why they should conseanthistorian’s self-indulgent
desire for interviewees to focus on the past. Sdrdly surprising that the
interviews that ALHI and other interviewers do wilorkers who have recent
organizing or strike experience focus on how rottenemployers are, while
shutdown interviews focus by contrast on how beheftworkers feel about their
loss and their community’s loss. While Cowie andtieott also err in referring
to “smokestack nostalgia,” which implies that waskdike many historians, can
only look backwards, it's important to recognizattht a time when workers are
mourning the loss of livelihoods and communitiesg s going to be very lucky
indeed to get anyone to talk about such issuesrapany exploitation, the
impacts of the company’s operations on worker arxdraunity health, or the
incidence of violence within families and commuesti After High expresses his
disagreement with Cowie and Heather, he thinks pieirfectly normal to “now
turn to the plant shutdown stories.” That'’s fin@iife’s focus is purely on how the
workers felt about the shutdown. It's problematione wants to construct what
life in the plant or the community was actuallydikom interviews with workers
at a time when they feel most vulnerable and daleak future staring at them.

From Oral History to a Book

ALHI transcribes all the oral history interviewsatht undertakes and posts them
on its website (labourhistory.ca , laborhistory.gges; both domains were
unclaimed when we inquired in the early 2000s!). &8tyone is free to make use
of our interviews in whatever way they believe &b But, as the previous
section on the Celanese DVD suggests, we also jgittenmterpret our interviews

2L Steven High, “Placing the Displaced Worker,” 163.
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as a group, without impinging on the rights of amyanside or outside ALHI

from coming to their own conclusions. In 2009, vaene to an agreement with the
Alberta Federation of Labour to work together todarce a variety of
“deliverables” for the centennial of the Fed in 20IThe result was called Project
2012, and involved a partnership of the two orgatmins to produce a book,
DVDs, booklets, posters, and a conference. FoAfg there was some risk in
working with an independent group, made up maihlyodunteers with no
obligations to the Fed to hew to a particular liBat they lacked the human and
financial resources to produce these materialiein own. In turn, there was a
risk for ALHI that it might be pressured to provide “official line” within its
materials. But while we had many volunteers willtoglo much of the labour
history work without pay, we didn’t have the furtdssupport work that did have
to be contracted to individuals, to purchase eqeimto travel to do interviews,
to do transcripts, and to publicize Project 2012kwdhe two organizations had
sufficient mutual respect to take the risks invdhaad | think that the results have
been excellent. While | was involved in many of gnejects, my major
responsibility was to coordinate and serve as pal@uthor and editor for
Working People in Alberta: A Historyrhe book is intended not as a history of the
AFL as such but rather, as its title implies, ofrking people in Alberta
collectively. Our oral history collection is thedisfor much of the book, but we
also made use of archival sources and the exiséogndary literature.

Of course, the two can contradict one another,landst admit that even
though | am deeply involved in oral history colieat, | believe that where there
are archival sources available and there is retsbalieve that the archival
sources on an issue are reasonably complete, todiagour them over oral
testimonies collected years after the events istipe While | appreciate
Alessandro Portelli’'s explanation of why workergee collectively, might get a
particular fact wrong and that their reinterpretatof events teaches us a great
deal about their thinking in geneflit does not follow for me that simply
allowing that misinterpretation to stand as facdseptable. | had an early
experience of oral history collection that stremgiid this view. In 1984, |
interviewed Elmer Roper, a venerable figure inldimur movement and the CCF
in Alberta and mayor of Edmonton from 1959 to 198fart from his leading
roles within the Alberta Federation of Labour amsllbadership of the Alberta
CCF from 1942 to 1955, Roper had been the edittabufur and social
democratic weekly newspapers in Edmonton continydcem 1919 to 1953. |
had read every issue of these newspapers. Wheéerviewed Roper, he was 90
and sharp as a tack. He had some colourful andcstotaes to tell. At one point,
however, as he was describing battles in the CGReiri950s between pro-Soviet

22 plessandro PortelliThe Death of Luigi Trastelli and Other Stories: Foand Meaning in Oral
History (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991).
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and anti-Soviet factions, he commented that heneaédr seen any good in the
Soviet Union. | commentedekcept in the 19305" Absolutely nat he said; t

was never fooled by the stories of no unemploymeRitissia, great social
programs, and all that “ With all due respec¢t| told him, “I've recently read all
your editorials from the 1930s about the Sovietddrand you were quite positive
about their achievements, though you deploredable bf parliamentary
institutions” “You may know more about me than ['de said kindly.
Unfortunately, on that particular issue it was tide had allowed his Cold War
views of the Soviet Union formed after World War d@wo be projected back to
an earlier period when he had not held such viéws.

Similarly, reminiscences of R.G. Reid, the lasttgddiFarmers of Alberta
premier, 34 years after he lost the 1935 provirgiattion in Alberta, focused on
the Alberta population’s rejection of the UFA faaving joined forces with the
CCF. In Reid’s view, Albertans were free-enterpssgho rejected the socialism
of the CCF, and although his government was ab®tdrarom socialism as any
planet is from the sun, he could not persuade tinatrhis government was not in
cahoots with socialism. That memory is so detadtmd the documentary
evidence, which is abundant, that, in my view, thexce of oral evidence does not
constitute an interesting reminiscence worthy ofhier exploration. It is a piece
of self-interested nonsense within a Cold War cdrfrem a premier who was
rejected for doing nothing to help victims of thepdession, people who turned to
Social Credit, which initially promised massivetstiterventiorf?

So, our sources of oral history needed to be tdeatth care as well, and
were deemed worthwhile only when they either adotédur to events already
within the literature or when they added eventpl@@nomena that the archival
and secondary-source literature either failed &d déth or dealt with too
peremptorily.

In both cases, that turned out to be frequentlycis®. Trade unions in
Alberta, as elsewhere, do not generally do a gobaf preserving their records.
They generally feel embattled in simply dealinghagtirrent issues and feel that it
is a luxury to save and collate evidence of thaststruggles. Newspaper
accounts of strikes and other labour actions, madeynot to mention the daily
lives of workers, are often short, shallow, and agment-oriented. So, without
oral histories, many strikes would disappear frarblic memory altogether, and
the stories of what shaped daily life in many wogktlass communities would be
told nowhere. The oral histories collected by Aldél much to restore workers’
memories of these communities and events, andiétlegre is reason to be, as

2 |Interview with EImer Roper, Victoria, February,80

% provincial Archives of Alberta, R.G. Reid Interwie6 October 1969. On the reasons why the
UFA lost the 1935 election, see Alvin Fink&éhe Social Credit Phenomenon in Albeftaronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1989), 20-40.
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we have suggested, aware of potential biases mr&mginiscences, they provide
an important corrective to the institutional tencies, mentioned above, to bury
working-class life and struggles altogether.

As principal author and editor of the book, andihg\had a hand in
shaping the themes and issues within its covensedisas the final wording and
what sources of evidence were to be consideredbdeedl can hardly be viewed
as an objective commentator. But | can commeihiinkt on the issues that
confront engaged scholars (and non-scholars, seneral of our authors either
do not have backgrounds in academe or have on@fagctideme and one foot in
the labour movement in terms of their careers) esgoproducing a book of this
kind. Audience is key here. While our goal was todoice an academically
credible work with full referencing of our obsenats and quotations, the
audience we most wanted to reach was an audierweerking people, especially
younger workers without much knowledge of labopast. But, while neither
the AFL nor any union tried in any way to influengbat we wrote about or what
we said, | think that our product was somewhatciéie by the knowledge that we
needed to not be too offputting to the labour lesadg@on whose goodwill we
were depending in order to get publicity for oupkaevithin specific unions and
its inclusion in labour schools and labour librari€ertainly, that played a big
role in my decision about how to deal with the Basinterview, mentioned
above.

Overall, the need to be respectful to our intendgegy some of whom had
been rather shy to be interviewed, was paramouatd\/ not subject anyone’s
comments to critical discourse analysis though ideatitimes read more into
what an interviewee had to tell us than what thegessarily intended to convey.
So, for example, | juxtaposed comments from amge which pipefitter Jack
Hubler gave, in which he mentioned the many gaissihion made for its
members in the later 1960s, but his own inabibtg&ain much from them because
of an industrial accident, to make a point aboattthde-offs workers often made
between wages and safety, and how it worked foreslom worked against
others?® Hubler had made no such inference; he was menghping off the
events that caused him to become a full-time labdfigial. His personal
evidence however fit with what archival sourcesl a$ of the period. On the
whole,Working People in Alberta: A Historyrovides a more critical appraisal of
the trade union movement than ALHI's individualentiews or the Celanese
DVD. And arguably, this is because the degree dhpeship between ALHI and
trade unions in producing the book was more tokan in our other efforts. This
left more scope for placing oral history evidenta ibroader context of both
theory and historiographical traditions.

% Alvin Finkel et al, “The Boomers,” 141.
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Conclusion

The ALHI experience demonstrates, | think, bothdteantages and pitfalls of an
academic-labour joint community enterprise to ailend disseminate labour
histories. The key advantage is that labour offgipast and present, have the
connections to find interviewees and make themdesifortable about being
interviewed for posterity. The key disadvantagthat this results in potentially
having an unrepresentative group of interviewees {nrepresentative of labour
officials, but unrepresentative of workers as a Mhand the need to insure that
interviewees’ words are largely taken as they arergand not subjected to much
analysis. But the evidence, even from my own erpee with ALHI, is mixed

on this. The Celanese DVD project largely strikessam having produced a set of
flawed interviews intended to yield a limited, sdaemocratic interpretation of
the meanings to be attached to the closing of st pBy contrast, the book, by
focusing on the oral history interviews but makusg of archival evidence and
secondary materials to locate these interviewsoad contexts, is a rich and
critical documentary of the history of Alberta werk. It demonstrates, in my
view, that oral history, while offering a great tamatracing the history of
workers, ought not to be divorced from a largetdrisal project of unearthing
the history of working people that requires muéipheans.
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