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Labor History, Statues and the Narrative of Struggle

The Illinois Labor History Society (ILHS) was founded in 
1969. We celebrated our 50th anniversary, as a society during 
2019. What was once a police statue in Haymarket Square in 
Chicago, IL is now a Haymarket Tragedy Sculpture dedicated 
to the sacrifices of the labor movement, the eight-hour workday 
and freedom of speech. Yet the struggle is still, just as it was 
a half of a century ago, ongoing and at a crucial crossroads 
for labor and justice today. Knowing how we got to where we 
are remains an important mission for ILHS. This knowledge 
of labor history is one of social justice’s past and tomorrow’s 
struggles for a middle-class available to everyone.

The beginning of the Illinois Labor History Society indirectly 
follows the dynamiting of the Police officer statue at Haymarket 
Square in 1968. This incident followed the police violence of 
the Democratic National Convention, that year in Chicago, IL. 
The police statue had been erected in tribute to the officers who 
had died on May 4th, 1886 otherwise known as the Haymarket 
Affair. The statue had been erected by the Union League Club 
of Chicago in 1889 and made no mention of the workers who 
died. During the civil unrest of the 1960’s—and in political 
retaliation for monopolizing the narrative of the Haymarket 
Tragedy—a radical off-shoot of Students for a Democratic 
Society (SDS), the Weather Underground took credit for the 
bombing of the statue. This event signaled a need for labor 
history education in general.
 

Chicago organizer, Les Orear of the United Packinghouse 
Workers of America (UPWA) organized a demonstration at 
Haymarket Square the following May Day (1969) to educate 
people on the lives of the laborers and activists that died in 
The Haymarket Tragedy. Notably, Pulitzer Prize winner Studs 
Terkel chaired the event; Along with Lillian Herstein, Chicago 
Teachers Union (CTU) and Charlie Hayes, (UPWA) who all 
delivered spirited speeches cast to rhythms sang by members 
of the Old Town School of Folk Music. Around 100 hundred 
people attended the demonstration. Out of this event, the 
impetus of ILHS was initiated. On August 25th a group of 
twenty-five people met at labor attorney Joe Jacob’s office, 
chartered the first meeting, and elected Les Orear as president 
and Bill Adelman as vice-president. The purpose of the ILHS 
was stated as follows:

It shall be the purpose of the Illinois Labor History Society to 
encourage the preservation and study of labor history materials 
of the Illinois Region, and to arouse public interest in the 
profound significance of the past to the present.

Reflecting on, as of this writing, the beginning of ILHS still rings 
close to current events concerning statues and narratives based 
on monopolized stories of the struggle of working people. As 
the country is divided on the mythologies that are perpetuated 
by statues, it is a conflict that labor knows all too well. During 
the mid-sixties, young activist began challenging the narratives 
of the social order. Just as the old Chicago Police statue was a 
symbol to an errant story that downplays the injustices toward 
labor, so too, are many civil war statues erected throughout the 
20th century.

Over  the past 50 years,  ILHS has continued the work  of 
educating and memorializing important places to the labor 
struggle. One of the original goals of ILHS was to erect a 
memorial on the site of the Haymarket Tragedy to commemorate 
the workers who lost their lives for an eight-hour work day 
in place of the old police statue. This goal was accomplished 
in 2004 with the erection of the evocative bronze sculpture 
memorializing the Haymarket Tragedy. Like all struggles for 
justice and against the narrative of the powerful, keeping alive 
the voices of the people require constant vigilance. 

Whether we are upkeeping the original Haymarket Martyrs 
Monument at Forest Home Cemetery, the Stockyard Gate, the 
Mother Jones Monument in Mt. Olive, honoring movers and 
shakers of the struggle at our annual Union Hall of Honor, or 
working to secure and place more monuments around the state 
of Illinois, ILHS continues to keep history alive and educate on 
the relevance of the working world moving forward.
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The year 2020 will go down as a historic year for the United 
States, labor, and racial justice. Between the pandemic of 
COVID-19 and the civil unrest sparked by the police murders 
of George Floyd and Brionna Taylor, labor history can teach us 
about unity and how to organize against power. That should 
not be said without recognizing the significant race and gender 
struggles within labor movements over the past 134 years. 
Knowing that history, however, is paramount to moving 
forward. The history of struggle, the statues that commemorate 
historical events, and the education which include dignity for 
everyone in the struggle is at hand.

The past is prologue. 
Consider becoming a member of the 

Illinois Labor History Society 
and help keep our history of the 
labor movement and legacy of 
dignity and justice for all alive! 

Illinoislaborhistory.org


