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NEH Seminar on 
Art, Labor, and Working-Class Cultures 

 
Frances K. Pohl 

Department of Art and Art History 
Pomona College 

 

 

Seminar Description: 
 

Work is a central part of our everyday lives.  The labor we engage in, either paid or 

unpaid, determines to a great extent how other people see us, as well as how we see 

ourselves.  But our understanding of the significance of particular types of labor, or the 

importance of our own work in relation to that of others, is historically and socially 

constructed.  It is the result, on the one hand, of the material organization of work and, on 

the other, of the representations of work that circulate throughout society in books, 

magazine, movies, television, computers, and works of art. Stuart Hall has written: 

“Representation is a very different notion from that of reflection.  It implies the active 

work of selecting and presenting, of structuring and shaping: not merely the transmitting 

of already-existing meaning, but the more active labor of making pictures mean.”  This 
seminar will explore how visual representations, in particular works of art, helped shape 

labor relations and working class cultures in the United States during the first half of the 

twentieth century. It will consider how work is represented visually, as well as how 

working class cultures are articulated through the activities of various institutions—e.g. 

industrial unions, schools, and museums.   

 

The significance of this topic today is clear.  In their introduction to a collection of essays 

entitled New Working-Class Studies (2005), John Russo and Sherry Lee Linkon remind 

us that almost fifty percent of Americans continue to identify themselves as working 

class, despite the decline in traditional blue collar jobs and in union membership, making 

them an enormous source of political power. Yet this power is diminished, in part, by a 

lack of representation of the concerns and lives of these individuals in popular culture and 

institutions of higher education.  The effects on working class lives of the dramatic 

economic restructuring and deindustrialization taking place today are seldom found in 

television situation comedies or university syllabi (the area of documentary filmmaking 

seems to be a major exception).   These economic changes, along with this absence, 

prompt new questions about class and about working-class culture that call for new ways 

of looking at working class life, culture and politics, both in the present and the past.  

What is required, write Russo and Linkon, is an interdisciplinary approach, one with a 

clear focus on the lived experiences and voices of working-class people that engages 

critically with the complex intersections that link class with race, gender, ethnicity, and 

place and that pays attention to how class is shaped by place, in particular by the 
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connections between the local and the global.  Within this interdisciplinary approach 

cultural representations are key sources for understanding working class experience. 

 

Within art history, attention to representations of work and working class cultures made 

its first significant appearance with the emergence, in the 1960s, of the social history of 

art.  First introduced to a broad public in the United States by the German sociologist 

Arnold Hauser in his four-volume The Social History of Art (1951), this methodology 

positioned artists and art making firmly within history. For Hauser, artistic production 

was an integral part of social relations and was connected to particular social groups.  In 

attempting to trace the connections between specific artistic styles and social groups, 

Hauser drew on Karl Marx’s theory of ideology as the enactment, in the realm of ideas—

legal, political, religious, aesthetic, philosophic—of the material conditions of 

production. 

 

Many art historians active in the civil rights, antiwar and women’s movements of the 

1960s and 1970s were attracted to the politically radical foundations of the social history 

of art.  They built upon the work of Hauser, often focusing more intensely than had 

Hauser on the nature of the connections between style and social groups, on the social 

and cultural complexities of artistic production.  Many drew on the work of Marxist 

scholars who were investigating further the concept of ideology, in particular the writings 

of Louis Althusser and Raymond Williams.  In his 1973 article “Base and Superstructure 

in Marxist Cultural Theory,” Williams substituted for dominant ideology the concept of 

“hegemony,” which he described as “the central, effective and dominant system of 

meanings and values which are not merely abstract but which are organized and lived,” 

which constitute a sense of reality for most people in society, and which legitimate the 

existing relations of domination and subordination.  This led to the understanding noted 

by Stuart Hall above that representations are not mere reflections of already-existing 

meanings but active producers of meaning. 

 

Art historians committed to the investigation of class also turned to questions of race and 

gender in the 1970s, re-examining the elite canon that privileged white male artists and 

high art masterpieces, and the very processes of canon-formation.  The populist politics 

of the 1960s and 1970s also prompted a renewed interest in the art of the 1930s, which 

had previously been dismissed by most as a somewhat unfortunate hiatus in the march of 

modernity in the visual arts, a time when “accessibility” replaced aesthetic value.  

Scholars now looked at the artistic production of the 1930s as part of a broader, 

politically charged discourse between the proponents of an aesthetic and political avant-

garde on the one hand, and an aesthetic and political populism on the other.  Greater 

attention was paid to how meaning is a function not only of the content of a work of art 

(its style and subject matter), but also of where it is produced, where it is displayed, the 

identity of the producer, and how this identity is impacted by contemporary discourses of 

ethnicity, class, gender, and sexuality.  Attention was also paid to the institutions of art—

academies, galleries, museums, journals, community art programs—and to the critical 

discourses surrounding these institutions in order to achieve an understanding of the 

larger political and aesthetic processes at work and of the tensions these processes 

ultimately created as change occurred.   
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The readings included in this seminar are drawn from the work of scholars concerned 

with the histories and representations of the working class in the United States.  Some, 

like Melissa Dabakis and Terry Smith, are art historians who look at specific artists and 

art works and ask questions concerning topics such as the connections between organized 

labor and visual artists, the role of art in revolutionary struggles, and the place of 

reproductions in working class cultures.  Others, like Joanne Ciulla and Stanley 

Aronowitz, are philosophers or sociologists who re-examine terms such as “class,” 

“work” and “leisure” in light of changes in the material organization and representations 

of work and class over the course of the twentieth century, and who also look at the roles 

of creativity and education within working class cultures and struggles for social justice. 
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ORGANIZATION OF THE SEMINAR 

 

 

Session I: Rethinking Class and Working-Class Culture 

 

According to labor historian Patrick Joyce, the concept of class has come under 

increasing scrutiny in recent years as a means of explaining both the present and the past, 

a development he attributes to profound economic, political, and intellectual changes.  

This session will look at examples of these critical writings, and speculate upon what 

those concerned with the visual arts have to gain by similarly revisiting socioeconomic 

class as an explanatory category.   

 

Readings: 

Patrick Joyce, ed. Class (Oxford University Press, 1995) 

John Russo and Sherry Lee Linkon, New Working-Class Studies (Cornell University 

Press, 2005), Introduction and Chapter 1 

 

 

Session II: Visualizing Labor 
 

As Melissa Dabakis writes at the beginning of her groundbreaking book Visualizing 
Labor in American Sculpture  (1999): “Work, as central to the American experience, has 

enjoyed a critical position in social, political, and economic thought, but its role within 

cultural practice has received little attention.”  While this has changed somewhat within 

the last decade, with increased attention being paid within academia to the representation 

of work within literature and the mass media, there has still been relatively little attention 

focused on such representations within the visual arts.  In this session, we will look at the 

work of a few key art historians in the field who are attempting to fill this gap. 

 

Readings: 

Harry Rubenstein, “Symbols and Images of American Labor: Badges of Pride,” Labor’s 

Heritage 1(April 1989):36-51 and “Symbols and Images of American Labor: Dinner Pails 

and Hard Hats,” Labor’s Heritage 1(July 1989):34-49. 

Melissa Dabakis, Visualizing Labor in American Sculpture: Monuments, Manliness, and 

the Work Ethic, 1880-1935 (Cambridge University Press, 1999), Introduction, Chapters 1 

& 2 

Terry Smith, Making the Modern: Industry, Art and Design in America (University of 

Chicago, 1993), Chapters 3, 8 and 9 

 

 

Session III: The Laboring of American Culture 

 

Michael Denning is one of the key contributors to the re-conceptualizing of working-

class culture and its place within American culture as a whole.  In this session we will 

examine his argument that the cultural front of the 1930s reshaped American culture 
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through the “laboring” or “proletarianizing” of this culture, i.e. through “the increased 

influence on and participation of working-class Americans in the world of culture and the 

arts.” 

 

Reading: 

Michael Denning, The Cultural Front: The Laboring of American Culture in the 

Twentieth Century (Verso, 1997) 

 

 

Session IV: Work and Leisure 

 

The relatively new field of Leisure Studies also has important insights to contribute to the 

study of the relationship between working class culture and the visual arts.  This is 

particularly true because the arts are often relegated to the category of “leisure” rather 

than “work.”  In addition, work is often defined in large part by its contrast to leisure.  In 

this session we will look at how our understanding of the nature of work and leisure has 

changed over the course of the twentieth century in the context of changes within the 

work environment in the U.S.  We will also look in a more focused way at a particular 

discourse about leisure in the 1930s. 

 

Readings: 

Susan Currell, The March of Spare Time: The Problem and Promise of Leisure in the 

Great Depression (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005) 

Stanley Aronowitz, “Colonized Leisure, Trivialized Work,” in False Promises: The 

Shaping of American Working Class Consciousness (Duke, 1992 [1973]) 

Joanne B. Ciulla, The Working Life: The Promise and Betrayal of Modern Work (Three 

Rivers Press, 2000) 

 

 

Session V: Art and Organized Labor 
 

In his Theories of Surplus Value, Karl Marx made a distinction between productive labor 
and unproductive labor.  He used as examples individuals engaged in creative labor: 

For example, Milton, who wrote Paradise Lost for five pounds, was an 

unproductive labourer.  On the other hand, the writer who turns out stuff for his 

publisher in factory style, is a productive labourer.  Milton produced Paradise 
Lost for the same reason that a silk worm produces silk.  It was an activity of his 
nature.  Later he sold the product for 5 pounds.  But the literary proletarian of 

Leipzig, who fabricates books (for example, Compendia of Economics) under the 

direction of his publisher, is a productive labourer. 
In this session we will look at artists who worked closely with organized labor, and some 

of the complications that arose because of these collaborations.  We will also explore the 

nature of artistic labor, in particular the attempts of several artists during the 1930s to 

define themselves specifically as “workers” and their work as comparable to that of 

members of industrial or craft unions.  This discussion will draw on some of the previous 



 7 

session’s readings regarding the significance of creativity within broader theories of 

social change (e.g. the work of Stanley Aronowitz). 

 

Readings: 

Frances Pohl, “Rockwell Kent and the Vermont Marble Workers’ Strike,” Archives of 

American Art Journal 29(nos. 3 & 4, 1989):50-59 

Patricia Hills, “Art and Politics in the Popular Front: The Union Work and Social 

Realism of Philip Evergood,” in Alejandro Anreus et al, The Social and the Real: 

Political Art of the 1930s in the Western Hemisphere (Pennsylvania University Press, 

2006): 181-200 

Anthony Lee, “Workers and Painters: Social Realims and Race in Diego Rivera’s Detroit 

Murals,” in The Social and the Real, pp. 201-220 

Terry Smith, Making the Modern, Chapter 6 

 

 

Session VI: Art, Class Struggle and the American Communist Movement 

 

As Denning points out in The Cultural Front, the Left was a significant political and 

cultural force within the United States in the 1930s.  Denning fails to pay much attention, 

however, to the activities of visual artists within this cultural front.  Andrew Hemingway 

fills this gap, and in this session we will focus primarily on his recent book on American 

artists and the communist movement.  In the process, we will examine one of the central 

debates within the Left concerning artistic practice—whether the revolutionary political 

dimensions of art lay in its form or its content.   

 

Readings: 

Clement Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” Partisan Review (1939) 

Melissa Dabakis, “Capitalism, Communism, and the Politics of Sculpture, 1917 to 1935,” 

in Visualizing Labor in American Sculpture, pp. 174-211 

Andrew Hemingway, Artists on the Left: American Artists and the Communist 

Movement, 1926-1956 (Yale University Press, 2002) 

 

Session VII: Reproductions--Art for the Masses 

 

One of the issues raised by Hemingway is the role of mechanical reproductions within a 

proletarian or workers culture.  Prints, it has often been argued, are more “democratic” 

because they are less expensive and easily available.  At the same time, mechanical 

reproduction became the hallmark of a burgeoning mass culture often condemned by the 

Left as a tool of capitalist and fascist forces.  In this session we will consider the ways in 

which traditional art prints (etchings, lithographs, engravings) and mass-produced 

mechanical reproductions functioned within the formation of working class cultures.   

 

Readings: 

Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” 

Helen Langa, Radical Art: Printmaking and the Left in 1930s New York (University of 

California Press, 2004) 
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Session VIII: Class, Culture and the Visual Arts: The Metropolitan Museum’s 

Workers’ Education Program 

 

In an article on labor education, Robert Bruno and Lisa Jordan write: “As many in both 

the labor movement and New Working-Class Studies understand, education can serve as 

a tool for building class consciousness.”  Yet the nature of the education provided by 

organized labor for its members changed over the course of the twentieth century from 

programs that provided “a conceptual frame that critiqued capitalism, political power, 

and inequality” in the 1920s to ones after World War II that “increasingly focused on 

contract interpretation, labor negotiations, and grievance handling.”  This session will 

look at an example of a workers’ education program positioned between these two 

historical moments, one established in 1942 by the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

 

Readings: 

Frances K. Pohl, “Art, Education and Labor: The Metropolitan Museum’s Workers’ 

Education Program,” Kunst und Politik 7(2005):41-91 

Jon Bloom, “Workers’ Education and Adult Education,” in Breaking New Ground: The 

Development of Adult and Workers’ Education in North America (Syracuse University 

Kellogg Project, 1990) 

Robert Bruno and Lisa Jordan, “Building Class Identity: Lessons from Labor Education,” 

in New Working-Class Studies, pp. 221-33 
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APPLICATION 
SUNY Potsdam NEH Faculty Development Program 

Summer Seminar for Faculty 

 

 Our summer seminar is offered for faculty of SUNY Potsdam and for 

the faculties of the Associated Colleges of the St. Lawrence Valley.  The 

seminars provide college teachers with opportunities to enrich their 

knowledge of the subjects that they teach and study by working with 

distinguished scholars, by studying with other teachers and scholars, and by 

undertaking individual projects of their own design. 

 There are up to eight participants selected for each seminar.  Through 

research, reflection, and discussion with the seminar director and with 

colleagues in a seminar atmosphere, participants have an opportunity to 

deepen their understanding of their field and improve their ability to convey 

that understanding to others. Participants are expected to take part fully in 

the work of the seminar and to complete all seminar projects. 

 Although writing may be encouraged by seminar directors, lengthy 

papers typical of graduate courses are not required.  Seminar topics are 

broad enough to accommodate a wide range of interests.  The topics allow 

participants to address significant questions, explore major texts, and extend 

their thinking beyond disciplinary concerns. 

 

 

Individual Projects 

 

 In addition to the common work of the seminar, participants pursue 

individual study of their own choosing.  Prospective applicants will receive 

detailed information about the seminar before applying.  Particular seminars 

will vary in their research emphases, some focusing more on individual 

reading or research projects, others concentrating more on the common work 

of the seminar.  The work to be undertaken beyond the common agenda of 

the seminar may be a research project or a curriculum project. 

 

 

Eligibility 

 

 To be eligible applicants must be members of the faculty of SUNY 

Potsdam or faculty of one of the Associated Colleges.  Faculty who have 

participated in previous SUNY Potsdam NEH Seminars are eligible to apply, 
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but preference will be given to those who have not previously participated. 

 

 

Selection Criteria 

 

 The selection committee will review applications and select 

participants on the basis of (1) applicant’s qualifications to do the work of the 

seminar and make a contribution to it; (2) the conception and organization of 

the applicant’s proposed study project  in relation to the seminar topic; (3) 

the potential value of that project to other members of the seminar. 

 

 

Stipend and Conditions of Award 

 

 Individuals selected to participate in the four-week seminar will 

receive a stipend of $2500 and an allowance of up to $500 for purchase of 

library books and travel related to the seminar project. 

 Participants are required to attend all seminar sessions and to engage 

fully in the work of the seminar.  During the tenure of the seminar they may 

not undertake other professional duties which will interfere with their 

participation in the seminar (in particular, they may not be teaching Summer 

School in tandem with participating in the seminar). 

 Immediately following the completion of the seminar, participants 

will be asked to submit an evaluation. In addition, ten months following the 

seminar, participants will provide an evaluation of the impact the seminar 

had on their profession development with particulars about papers given, 

scholarship published, and curricula projects implemented as a result of 

participation in the seminar. 

 

 

APPLICATION MATERIALS 
 

1.  Application Cover Sheet 
  

 Applicant's Title and Name 

 Home Address 

 Work Address 

 Telephones, Home and Work 

 Major Field of Applicant 
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2.  Description of Objectives   

 

Applicants must write an essay describing their objectives in applying to the 

seminar.  Close attention should be given to the preparation of the 
description of objectives because the description will be considered 
carefully by the committee as they make their selections. This essay should 

include any relevant personal and academic information.  The essay should 

address reasons for applying to the seminar; the applicant's interest, both 

academic and personal, in the subject of the seminar, qualifications to do the 

work of the seminar and to make a contribution to it; what the applicant 

wants to accomplish in the seminar; and the relation of the seminar to the 

applicant's professional responsibilities.  The descriptive material provided 

about the seminar should be read carefully because the committee may 

request that particular information be given in the description of objectives. 

 The application essay should be NO MORE THAN three to four 

double-spaced pages.  Be sure to address the following questions in relation 

to the proposed project: 

 

a. The specific study, research, or curricular project, including the basic ideas, 

problems, and questions that are of interest, with a specific concrete plan of 

investigation and a statement of its rationale. 

 

b. If the proposed project is part of a long-term undertaking, the present state 

of the larger undertaking and how the summer project fits in. 

 

c. The relation of the study to the applicant's immediate and long-range 

objectives as a teacher and scholar. 

 

d. Other information relevant to the proposed project. 

 

 

3. Professional History 

 

 An application must include the professional history form.  A C.V. 

may be attached but will not be accepted in lieu of the professional history.  
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Professional History Form 

 
1.  Applicant’s Name and Institutional Affiliation (include department). 
 
2.  Applicant’s Field of Specialization 
 
3.  Full Time _______        Part Time _______  
 
4.  Number of Years Teaching __________ 
 
5.  Education (list institutions, dates of attendance, major field and 
graduate degrees 
 
 
 
 
 
6.  Graduate Work in field of seminar 
 
 
 
 
 
7.  Teaching/Research interests in field of seminar 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8.  Sabbatical Leaves or other released time for research or study (specify 
when, where, and for what purpose) 
 
 
 
 
 
9.  Employment History (give institutions, dates, major responsibilities) 
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10.  Courses Taught during the last two years 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
11.  Academic Awards and Grants (mention any special awards or 
professional distinctions) 
 
 
 
 
 
12.  Previous SUNY Potsdam NEH Seminars 
 
 
 
 
13.  Most significant Publications and Professional Activities (This list 
should be selective and not all inclusive.) 
 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 


