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Foreword
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The story of African American labor in America is one of triumph, resilience, and relentless pursuit of equity. It is a story that has too often been ignored or relegated to footnotes in broader narratives of American progress. Yet, it is impossible to fully understand the nation's economic development without acknowledging the essential role played by African American workers—both enslaved and free—who laid the literal and metaphorical foundations of this country.

In The Forgotten Workforce: A History of African American Family Dynamics, Labor, and the Fight for Equity, we embark on a profound exploration of this history. This book does more than recount the contributions of African American laborers; it dissects the systemic barriers that have thwarted their progress, examines the cultural and policy shifts that eroded opportunity, and challenges us to envision a future built on equity and inclusion.

The issues presented here are urgent. The decline of vocational education, the dismantling of rehabilitative prison programs, the outsourcing of jobs, and the stigmatization of trades work have collectively taken their toll on African American communities. These systemic challenges, compounded by cultural shifts and economic disparities, have left deep scars. Yet, through the accounts in these pages, it becomes evident that these challenges can be met with systemic solutions.

This book is also a testament to the importance of preserving and restoring the value of labor within African American families. It connects economic opportunity to broader cultural dynamics, highlighting the intricate interplay between family structures, community stability, and workforce participation. Through careful analysis, it paints a portrait of how restoring trades education, empowering entrepreneurship, and reinvesting in communities can reverse cycles of poverty and alienation.

The Forgotten Workforce is not just a history—it is a call to action. It is a guide for educators, policymakers, and community leaders who seek to address the racial and economic inequities that persist in America. Most importantly, it is a beacon of hope for individuals and communities striving to reclaim their rightful place in the nation’s labor force.

This is a book about perseverance, about the extraordinary potential of African American workers when given the tools and opportunities to succeed. It honors their legacy while pointing the way forward.

As you turn the pages, I encourage you to reflect not just on the injustices of the past, but on the opportunities of the present and the responsibilities we share in shaping a more equitable future. Let us remember that the fight for equity is not merely a historical endeavor but an ongoing mission—one that requires us all to participate.

Rodger Knowles

President

Sky High Press, Inc.
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Preface
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The journey of African American labor is one of unyielding determination, innovation, and resilience, yet it remains a largely underappreciated cornerstone of America’s economic success. From the skilled artisans and laborers of Reconstruction to the factory workers and tradesmen who powered the Industrial Revolution, African Americans have consistently contributed to the growth of this nation despite facing immense barriers.

The Forgotten Workforce: A History of African American Family Dynamics, Labor, and the Fight for Equity seeks to shine a light on this overlooked history, revealing the deep connections between labor, family, and community. This book was born out of a desire to address an unsettling truth: the systemic forces that once excluded African Americans from economic prosperity continue to echo today, eroding opportunities and dismantling the pathways to success that so many fought to create.

As we examine the stories, policies, and cultural shifts that have shaped African American labor, this book takes a holistic approach, weaving together the history of vocational education, the impact of globalization, and the far-reaching consequences of mass incarceration. It is impossible to separate the workforce from the families it supports, and so we also delve into the dynamics of African American households, exploring how labor policies, economic changes, and cultural shifts have reshaped the fabric of these communities.

This book is not simply a recounting of injustices; it is a blueprint for change. It offers strategies to rebuild what has been lost: the trades education that once provided career readiness, the mentorships that connected generations, and the entrepreneurial spirit that drove economic independence. It challenges readers to reconsider the stigmatization of skilled trades and calls for systemic efforts to revitalize these critical sectors.

Writing this book has been both a sobering and inspiring experience. Sobering because of the persistent inequities that African Americans face in the workforce, and inspiring because of the stories of resilience, creativity, and determination that have emerged in the face of these challenges.

This work is dedicated to those who came before us, who fought tirelessly for the dignity of work, and to those who continue the struggle today. It is a call to action for educators, policymakers, community leaders, and every individual who believes in the transformative power of equity and opportunity.

May this book serve as a reminder of what has been accomplished, a reflection of what remains to be done, and a guide for how we can all contribute to a future where the contributions of every worker are valued, and every community can thrive.

Rodger Knowles

President

Sky High Press, Inc.
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The information presented in The Forgotten Workforce: A History of African American Family Dynamics, Labor, and the Fight for Equity is intended for educational and informational purposes only. While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, the author and publisher make no representations or warranties, express or implied, regarding the completeness, reliability, or suitability of the content for any particular purpose.

The historical accounts, analysis, and recommendations provided are based on research, data, and the author’s interpretations as of the time of writing. Readers are encouraged to consult additional sources and seek professional advice where necessary.

This book discusses sensitive topics, including racial inequality, economic disparities, and systemic injustices. The inclusion of historical events, policies, and case studies is meant to inform and educate, not to assign blame or perpetuate divisiveness.

The author and publisher disclaim any liability for decisions made or actions taken by readers based on the content of this book. It is the reader’s responsibility to assess the relevance and applicability of the material to their own circumstances.

By engaging with this book, readers acknowledge that the views expressed are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of any affiliated organizations or individuals.
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Part 1: A Legacy of Work and Displacement
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The history of African American labor is a story of resilience, innovation, and profound contributions, set against a backdrop of systemic exploitation and displacement. From the skilled artisans and laborers forced into bondage during slavery to the industrial pioneers of the Great Migration, African Americans have consistently shaped the economic fabric of the United States. Yet, their efforts have often been undervalued, obscured, or undermined by structural barriers designed to marginalize their progress.

This legacy begins in the fields and workshops of the antebellum South, where enslaved individuals labored not only in agriculture but also in trades critical to the emerging American economy. Following emancipation, Reconstruction offered a glimmer of opportunity that was soon eclipsed by Jim Crow laws, racial violence, and economic exclusion. Despite these challenges, African Americans carved out spaces of economic agency through the trades, entrepreneurship, and collective action.

As industrialization surged in the 20th century, African American workers migrated en masse to cities, seeking factory jobs and unionized trades that promised stability. These opportunities, however, were often accompanied by discrimination, unsafe conditions, and limited mobility. By the late 20th century, deindustrialization and globalization hollowed out these opportunities, disproportionately affecting African American communities.

Part 1 of The Forgotten Workforce explores this historical arc, tracing the patterns of work and displacement that have defined African American labor. It seeks to honor the contributions of a workforce too often overlooked while examining the systemic forces that have sought to exclude them. This understanding lays the groundwork for envisioning a future where equity, opportunity, and recognition are finally realized.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
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For centuries, African Americans have played an indispensable role in building the infrastructure and industries that define the United States. From the skilled craftsmanship of enslaved laborers to the industrial achievements of the mid-20th century, Black workers have contributed not only to economic progress but also to cultural and social advancements. Yet, this vital workforce has repeatedly faced systemic barriers that have limited its potential and denied its due recognition.

The story of African American labor is not simply a tale of hardship—it is also a testament to ingenuity, resilience, and community-building under pressure. Generations of Black tradespeople, artisans, and industrial workers navigated and often overcame immense challenges, including legal exclusion from many trades, discriminatory hiring practices, and economic displacement through automation and globalization. Despite these hurdles, they left an indelible mark on America’s economic and cultural identity.

However, this legacy is increasingly forgotten. The decline of industrial jobs, the erosion of public investments in vocational training, and systemic inequities in education have fractured the pathways once available to African American workers. This disappearance is more than a loss of opportunity; it is an erasure of history, a silencing of voices that once thrived in the trades and industries that built modern America.

Chapter 1 sets the stage for understanding this intricate history. By delving into the systemic forces that shaped and often undermined African American labor, we gain a clearer picture of the challenges that persist today. This chapter also invites us to reflect on the steps necessary to restore opportunity, dignity, and equity to a workforce that has long been underestimated and undervalued.

In examining this legacy, we not only honor the past but also create a blueprint for a more inclusive and equitable future, ensuring that the contributions of African Americans in labor are never forgotten.



Building a Nation’s Capital: African American Contributions to the White House and Washington, D.C.

WHEN AMERICANS VISIT the White House or the iconic structures of Washington, D.C., they often marvel at the architectural grandeur and historical significance of these national treasures. What many may not realize, however, is that the foundation of these landmarks was laid, quite literally, by the hands of African American laborers—both enslaved and free. Their contributions, though largely unacknowledged in history books, played a critical role in shaping the physical and symbolic heart of American democracy.

The White House: A Monument Built by Many Hands

IN 1792, CONSTRUCTION began on the White House, then known as the President’s House, under the direction of President George Washington. Despite the ideals of liberty and equality that the building was meant to embody, the labor force that brought it to life told a different story. A significant portion of the workforce was composed of enslaved African Americans, leased from local landowners.

These men were tasked with arduous and skilled labor, including quarrying and transporting sandstone from Aquia Creek in Virginia, cutting and shaping the stones, and laying the foundation of the building. Enslaved carpenters, blacksmiths, and bricklayers also contributed, crafting the intricate woodwork and iron structures that remain integral to the White House today.

Free African Americans also worked on the project, often employed as assistants to more experienced craftsmen. These laborers faced discrimination in pay and working conditions, yet their skills were indispensable in completing the construction. Their combined efforts reflect the complexities of a nation that relied on Black labor while denying African Americans the full rights of citizenship.

Washington, D.C.: Constructing a Capital

THE CREATION OF WASHINGTON, D.C., as the seat of government presented an ambitious undertaking. African American labor—both enslaved and free—was instrumental in transforming the swampy terrain along the Potomac River into a functioning capital. In addition to the White House, these workers contributed to the construction of other iconic landmarks, including the U.S. Capitol and early government buildings.

African Americans excavated land, built roads, and constructed the earliest infrastructure of the city. Skilled Black artisans, often overlooked in official records, were involved in stonecutting, masonry, and carpentry. For example, Philip Reid, an enslaved man, played a pivotal role in casting the Statue of Freedom that now crowns the Capitol dome. His expertise in ironwork was crucial in assembling and completing the statue, yet his name went largely unmentioned in historical accounts for decades.

The Paradox of Democracy Built on Oppression

THE HEAVY RELIANCE on African American labor to construct the epicenter of American democracy highlights a profound paradox. The very institutions that symbolized freedom and justice were built by individuals who were denied those very principles. Enslaved workers toiled under harsh conditions, receiving no compensation for their labor. Meanwhile, free African Americans faced systemic discrimination, limited opportunities, and unequal treatment despite their vital contributions.

This reality underscores a broader truth about the early history of the United States: African Americans were essential to the development of the nation's infrastructure and economy, even as they were excluded from the democratic ideals those institutions were meant to uphold.

Recognizing Forgotten Contributions

EFFORTS HAVE BEEN MADE in recent years to acknowledge the contributions of African Americans to the construction of Washington, D.C., and the White House. Historical markers, exhibits, and educational programs now highlight the role of enslaved and free Black workers in shaping these landmarks. The White House Visitor Center, for example, includes exhibits that discuss the labor of African Americans in its construction, ensuring that their stories are not forgotten.

The recognition of these contributions is not merely a correction of historical oversight but also a reminder of the resilience and skill of African Americans in the face of systemic oppression. Their labor not only built physical structures but also laid the groundwork for future generations to fight for equality and justice.

Conclusion

THE WHITE HOUSE AND Washington, D.C., stand as testaments to the labor, expertise, and endurance of African Americans. Their contributions were essential to the creation of a capital that symbolizes democracy and freedom. By acknowledging and honoring this history, we not only pay tribute to the individuals who helped build these monuments but also confront the contradictions of a nation striving to live up to its ideals. Their legacy serves as a foundation for continued efforts toward equity, recognition, and justice for all Americans.



Overview of African American Labor History and Systemic Barriers

AFRICAN AMERICANS HAVE been integral to the labor history of the United States, contributing their skills and efforts to the nation's development across agriculture, industry, and skilled trades. From the forced labor of slavery to the industrial boom of the 20th century, their experiences have been shaped by systemic barriers and structural inequalities.

Slavery and Forced Labor

FOR NEARLY 250 YEARS, the labor of enslaved African Americans underpinned the U.S. economy. In the South, enslaved individuals worked in plantation agriculture, producing cotton, tobacco, and sugar—critical exports that fueled the nation’s growth. They were also highly skilled artisans, including blacksmiths, carpenters, and masons, whose expertise often went unacknowledged. This legacy of forced labor established an economic foundation built on exploitation and racial inequality.

Post-Civil War and Reconstruction

THE ABOLITION OF SLAVERY in 1865 marked a turning point, but African Americans faced significant challenges in accessing fair labor opportunities. During Reconstruction (1865–1877), freedmen sought to secure land ownership and work opportunities, often entering into sharecropping agreements that perpetuated economic dependence and poverty. Simultaneously, African Americans began to make strides in skilled trades and small businesses, establishing themselves as blacksmiths, carpenters, tailors, and more. However, these gains were often met with racial violence and systemic disenfranchisement.

Industrialization and the Great Migration

THE EARLY 20TH CENTURY brought industrial opportunities, particularly during the Great Migration (1916–1970), when millions of African Americans moved from the rural South to urban centers in the North and Midwest. Factories and manufacturing plants offered stable jobs, and African Americans became a vital part of the growing industrial workforce, contributing to sectors like automobile manufacturing, railroads, and steel production.

Despite these contributions, African American workers often faced discriminatory hiring practices, lower wages, and unsafe working conditions. Labor unions, while improving conditions for some workers, frequently excluded African Americans or relegated them to the least desirable positions.

Systemic Barriers and Economic Displacement

THE MID-20TH CENTURY saw African Americans making significant inroads into the trades and manufacturing. However, the rise of globalization and automation in the late 20th century resulted in the outsourcing of industrial jobs to other countries. This shift disproportionately affected African American communities in urban centers, eroding the economic stability that these jobs had provided.

At the same time, systemic barriers—such as redlining, segregation, and unequal access to education—limited opportunities for upward mobility. The removal of shop classes from schools and the elimination of vocational training programs further restricted access to trades, undermining paths to economic independence.

Mass Incarceration and Labor

THE ADVENT OF THE "War on Drugs" in the 1980s and the corresponding rise in mass incarceration had devastating effects on African American labor prospects. Many incarcerated individuals lost access to trades training that could have offered post-release employment opportunities. Upon release, systemic discrimination and criminal records often barred African Americans from meaningful work.

Moving Forward

WHILE AFRICAN AMERICANS have faced profound systemic barriers, they have also demonstrated resilience, adaptability, and ingenuity in the labor force. Recognizing this history is essential to addressing current disparities. Efforts to restore vocational training, support black-owned businesses, and enforce anti-discrimination laws in employment can help reverse the enduring effects of these systemic barriers.
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Chapter 2: The Golden Age of Trades and Manufacturing
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The mid-20th century marked a transformative era in American history—a time when the nation’s industrial might was unrivaled, and a robust manufacturing sector powered unprecedented economic growth. It was a period often referred to as the “Golden Age of Trades and Manufacturing.” For African Americans, this era brought both opportunity and paradox. While the post-World War II economic boom opened new doors to steady employment and upward mobility, systemic racism continued to dictate who had access to the most lucrative jobs, training programs, and long-term security.

During this time, African Americans found increasing opportunities in urban manufacturing hubs. Factories, steel mills, and automobile plants became the lifeblood of Black working-class communities in cities such as Detroit, Chicago, and Pittsburgh. These jobs offered decent wages, benefits, and, for many, a path to homeownership and middle-class stability. Skilled trades such as plumbing, electrical work, and carpentry—once dominated by exclusionary practices—began to include more Black workers as unions were forced to reckon with civil rights reforms.

Yet, this “golden age” was marred by the limits imposed by systemic inequality. African Americans were often relegated to the least desirable roles within factories, earning less than their white counterparts despite performing the same tasks. Trade unions, while increasingly diverse, were not immune to racial discrimination, with Black workers often excluded from apprenticeships or denied leadership roles. Despite these barriers, Black tradespeople and industrial workers built thriving communities and contributed immensely to America’s industrial dominance.

This chapter explores the dynamics of this pivotal period, examining how African Americans seized opportunities in trades and manufacturing while navigating the structural barriers that sought to limit their progress. It highlights individual and collective triumphs, delving into the stories of those who paved the way for future generations.

By understanding the complexities of this era, we gain insight into the importance of trades and manufacturing for African American economic empowerment—and how the erosion of these industries in the latter half of the century would have devastating consequences.


How African Americans Thrived in Skilled Trades and Industry

DESPITE FACING SYSTEMIC barriers, African Americans found ways to thrive in skilled trades and industry, especially during the mid-20th century. Their resilience, creativity, and determination played a significant role in breaking through racial barriers and establishing themselves as essential contributors to America’s industrial economy.

Breaking into Trades and Unionized Work

FOR MUCH OF THE 20TH century, unions controlled access to skilled trades. While historically excluded or relegated to menial roles, African Americans began to penetrate these barriers during World War II. The demand for labor skyrocketed as factories mobilized to support the war effort, forcing employers and unions to broaden their hiring practices. Organizations like the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, led by A. Philip Randolph, advocated for equitable opportunities, pressuring the federal government to pass executive orders prohibiting discrimination in defense-related industries.

By the post-war era, many African Americans had transitioned from agricultural work in the South to industrial jobs in the urban North and West. Skilled trades such as welding, machining, plumbing, and electrical work became more accessible, though barriers remained. Those who managed to gain apprenticeships or enter unionized positions often became pillars of their communities, providing financial stability and opportunities for the next generation.

Building Thriving Communities

THE ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT brought by skilled trades allowed African Americans to build robust middle-class communities in cities like Detroit, Cleveland, and Baltimore. With steady jobs, workers invested in homes, education, and local businesses, creating a ripple effect of prosperity. These jobs also fostered a sense of dignity and pride, as workers contributed to major projects like building America’s infrastructure and manufacturing the products that defined the post-war boom.

Examples of thriving Black tradespeople include the master masons who shaped Harlem’s skyline or the skilled auto workers who helped cement Detroit’s reputation as the Motor City. These individuals not only excelled in their crafts but also inspired younger generations to pursue similar careers.

The Role of Historically Black Colleges and Trade Schools

INSTITUTIONS LIKE TUSKEGEE University and Booker T. Washington’s emphasis on industrial education played a crucial role in preparing African Americans for success in skilled trades. These schools offered training in carpentry, plumbing, and other technical skills, equipping graduates to compete in a racially stratified labor market.

Trade schools and apprenticeships became critical pathways for African Americans seeking to enter lucrative professions, offering an alternative to traditional academic routes that were often inaccessible due to systemic inequities.

Cultural and Economic Contributions

AFRICAN AMERICANS’ presence in skilled trades and industry not only bolstered their communities but also contributed to the broader U.S. economy. Their labor supported the construction of housing, public
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