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Workers Education and the Labor Chautauqua
Paul W. Fuller and Workers’ Education in District 2, United Mine Workers, 1924-26
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          Paul Fuller was an important figure in American workers’ education in the interwar era, its “Golden Age.”  Although his contemporaries recognized his achievements and praised him, now he is unknown to all but a few specialists.  This situation has arisen, in part, from the transformation and decline of workers’ education in the United States.  Another factor which helps to explain Fuller’s virtual invisibility is that he worked for several unions, operated in different locales, and usually remained at sites for only a few years.  His initial role in workers’ education occurred in western Pennsylvania as the Education Director of District 2, United Mine Workers.  His success resulted, in large part, from the support he received from John Brophy, president of District 2, and the participation of coal miners and their families.  Fuller developed varied programs which included classes, mass meetings, and labor chautauquas.  The labor chautauqua, a combination of prominent speakers and local entertainers, was the most innovative and
noteworthy event of the program.  Prior to his appointment as Education Director of District 2 in 1924, Fuller worked as a coal miner, clerk, and factory worker.  In addition, Fuller developed a religious vocation, published a newspaper, and engaged in activism.  Between 1924-26, in cooperation with John Brophy, an impressive program of workers’ education emerged.  As president of District 2, Brophy played an instrumental role in facilitating the program.  In 1924 the program began in a dramatic manner with a Labor Chautauqua at Six Mile Run.  The area around this site had witnessed coal strikes and other activities since World War I.  Then circumstances led to unemployment, poverty, and hunger and declining morale among coal miners and their families. 1924 was a crucial year as the contract with the coal operators expired and they sought concessions from the United Mine Workers and the local miners.  Under these adverse circumstances Brophy saw a need to promote labor solidarity, improve morale, and empower rank-and-file support for a “no concessions” bargaining position.  In addition to these short term objectives, workers’ education had a long term agenda as well.  In promoting of citizenship and literacy, it would provide the basis for viable participation by coal miners in a democratic union, and offer them the knowledge they needed to be important players in a system of nationalized coal mines.  This labor chautauqua and its successors combined prominent speakers and local entertainers.  The lead speaker for the Six Mile Run event was Harry Laidler.  Laidler, the leader of the League for Industrial Democracy, was a leading Socialist intellectual and an important member of the New York progressive network.  Although the labor chautauqua was held in small rural community, attendance was high and the event received some national coverage.
          1925 was a year of major expansion for District 2’s workers’ education program.  In addition to a proliferation of labor chautauquas, more classes were offered at more sites, and women’s auxiliaries made a valuable contribution.  Especially noteworthy were the events in Hastings, Nanty-Glo, and Sykesville.  Hastings was the site of two labor chautauquas in 1925 with the March 1925 labor chautauqua being one of the most important events of this crucial year.  Norman Thomas, prominent socialist, was the lead off speaker and he spoke at the November labor chautauqua as well.  Other speakers at the March program included Louis Budenz, editor of Labor Age and James Maurer, president of the Pennsylvania Federation of Labor.  The impressive roster of speakers, the special character of the program, and the presence of figures with clout at the organs of the progressive press led to the most extensive coverage of any Labor Chautauqua.  In addition to several page-one articles in the local newspaper, the event obtained space in the Johnstown Democrat, and in several publications with a national circulation.  In addition to Labor Age and the New Leader, articles about the Hastings Labor Chautauqua appeared in the LID Notes and in the Brookwood Labor Review.  Nanty-Glo’s Labor Chautauqua brought Philip Murray and William Green, labor figures of note, and Kate Richards O’Hare and James Maurer, nationally known socialists, to town.  Large crowds cheered the speakers and the local entertainers.  While Nanty-Glo was the hub of labor activities in Cambria County, Sykesville claimed that honor for Jefferson County.  Support for its 1925 labor chautauquas built on the foundation of the town’s successful La Follette presidential campaign activities in 1924.  Speeches by Clinton Golden, Brookwood Labor College, and Brophy and Fuller highlighted the speaker segment of the program.  The labor chautauquas fostered linkages between District 2 and the progressive network of New York, especially with Brookwood Labor College.  
         Although the District 2 program reached out to many miners under difficult circumstances and won praise from leaders in the field, the open shop campaign of the coal operators and the John Brophy “loss” to John L. Lewis in the UMW presidential election of 1926 ended this “noble experiment.”  Its demise and James Mark becoming the president of District 2 meant Paul Fuller had to “move on.”

          The District 2 experience paved the way for the remainder of Fuller’s career in workers’ education.  He learned how to organize and publicize programs, he won recognition and made contacts, and his labor chautauquas provided a model for the Brookwood Labor College and the League for Industrial Democracy. In an era of severel setbacks for workers and the labor movement, workers and activists could take pride in this program.  The program played an integral role in John Brophy’s concept of industrial democracy.  More informed and involved coal miners could democratize the union and provide the basis for worker participation in the implementation of the plan for nationalization of the coal mines and thereby promote industrial democracy. 
Reading:  Elizabeth C. Ricketts.  “Our Battle for Industrial Freedom:  Radical Politics in the Coal Fields of Central Pennsylvania, 1916-1926.”  Unpub Ph.D.  Diss., Emory University, 1996.
The Hastings Labor Chautauqua of 1925
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General Background:

          The 75th Anniversary Celebration of the Highlander Center is an appropriate occasion for reflecting on the history of workers’ education in its “golden age,” the interwar era.  The Highlander Center emerged at a time of labor ferment and progress and its initial major role was as a training ground for labor activists, especially organizers for the fledging CIO.  Highlander, which later branched out into civil rights, gender relations, and environmentalism, played an important historical role in the evolution of workers’ education.

          The strength of the workers’ education field in the 1930s dovetails neatly with the general picture of the decade in which workers and the labor movement achieved appreciable gains.  The 1920’s story is even more impressive because workers and the labor movement suffered multiple setbacks.  Thus, workers’ education was one of the few areas of achievement in a generally bleak picture.  

          Locational, ideological, and institutional diversity characterized workers’ education in the 1920s.  Labor colleges sprouted in towns and cities.  Some labor unions promoted workers’ education led by the International Ladies’ Garment Workers Union and the Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union.  Brookwood Labor College and the Bryn Mawr Summer School for Working Women were prominent residential labor schools.  The Rand School, founded in 1906, had a socialist orientation and operated for a longer period than any of the other workers’ schools.  The U.S. Communist Party conducted party-line schools for workers and activists.  In addition, the Workers Education Bureau provided coordination for a segment of workers’ education programs, the Garland Fund dispensed some money, and the labor press presented coverage of workers’ education.

          Two special undertakings emerged within the framework of the United Mine Workers, although John L. Lewis and the other national leaders of the union opposed them.  Tom Tippett created an impressive program in sub-district 5 of district 12 in Illinois, and John Brophy and Paul Fuller spearheaded the innovative program of District 2 in central western Pennsylvania.  These programs, well known and openly respected in workers’ education and progressive circles in the mid-1920s, have been virtually ignored by historians and other scholars.  This brief essay will concentrate on workers’ education in District 2.
Specific Background
          Inspired by the examples of Brookwood Labor College, the Pennsylvania Federation of Labor, and the International Ladies’ Garment Workers Union, John Brophy, president of District 2, appointed Paul Fuller as Education Director.  Between 1924-26 numerous coal towns hosted a variety of workers’ education programs.  Classes promoted literacy and citizenship as students studied the American economy, the coal industry and the history of the labor movement.  The families of coal miners participated in educational activities as well with women’s auxiliaries providing important support.  Visiting speakers offered the audience alternative programs and perspectives to mainstream outlets.  Labor chautauquas, the most important and innovative feature, presented a combination of prominent speakers and local entertainers.  These events, usually lasting for several days, attracted large crowds and satisfied the needs for education and entertainment.

          The inaugural labor chautauqua was held in Six Mile Run during the summer of 1924.  Harry Laidler, the executive director of the League for Industrial Democracy, delivered the keynote address.  The event sparked attention and praise from the labor press and other sources.  The pace accelerated in 1925 and 1926 as numerous coal towns hosted the twenty labor chautauquas sponsored by District 2. The audiences for the perspective and programs of labor chautauqua speakers expanded considerably as a result of the press attention.  Several events attracted extensive coverage, but the labor chautauqua held in Hastings (March 1925) superseded other labor chautauquas in the extent and variety of the press coverage, and the quantity and quality of the speakers, and the number of articles about the event published by the participants.

Workers Education and Labor Chautauquas 

A Brief Timeline

Workers’ education in the United States peaked in the 1920s.  Labor schools, labor colleges, and labor studies courses proliferated.  District 2 United Mine Workers of America played an integral role in this process. 
 John Brophy and Paul Fuller provided coal town residents with opportunities to hear lectures, attend classes, and participate in labor chautauquas.  Hastings, host to two labor chautauquas in 1925, welcomed prominent labor speakers who joined with local entertainers in this popular, entertaining and informative format. Aided by Clara Johnson, Paul Fuller also organized Labor chautququas in Nanty Glo, Sykesville, and Dagus Mines, as well as other coal towns in that region of Pennsylvania. 
1921 – John Brophy developed  The Miners’ Program,  which included a call for the nationalization of the coal mines and won the support of coal miners, the labor press, and progressive figures.
1922-23  –  Brophy emphasized organizing the coal miners of Somerset County an action which antagonized John L. Lewis, President of the U.M.W.A. but generated widespread press coverage for the strikers.
1924 -  Brophy and Fuller  played important roles in support of Robert LaFollette’s  Progressive Party candidacy for President of the United States. Coal towns such as Hastings, Nanty-Glo,  and Sykesville provided impressive support for the LaFollette ticket.
1924-26 –  Twenty labor chautauquas which provided both education and entertainment were held between 1924-1926.  The most significant of these was held in Hastings, PA, in March of 1925.  
1926-27 –John Brophy surrendered the presidency of District 2 to run against John L. Lewis for president  of the United Mine Workers of America. 
Brophy “loses”  election for president of the UMWA. 

 James Mark, who succeeded Brophy as  President of District 2, discontinued labor education programs
Coal Miners, the United Mine Workers and the Coal Industry in the 1920s 
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