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I was especially pleased to work on this project because Studs 
Terkel puts a great deal of emphasis, as I do, in writing about quotidian life. 
The so-called normal aspect of human existence is underemphasized in every 
form of literature, yet that is the aspect that most readers are familiar with and 
can most easily identify with. 

The style of life I myself am familiar with is the quotidian.
But just because one writes about everyday life doesn’t mean it’s uninterest-

ing; in fact, I find it’s most fascinating, because it is so seldom written about. 
Virtually every person is potentially a great subject for a novel or a biography 
or a film. Bravo to Terkel for documenting these fascinating lives.

—Harvey Pekar

Preface
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This book, being about work, is, by its very nature, about 

violence—to the spirit as well as to the body. It is about ulcers as well as acci-
dents, about shouting matches as well as fistfights, about nervous breakdowns 
as well as kicking the dog around. It is, above all (or beneath all), about daily 
humiliations. To survive the day is triumph enough for the walking wounded 
among the great many of us.

The scars, psychic as well as physical, brought home to the supper table 
and the TV set, may have touched, malignantly, the soul of our society. More 
or less. (“More or less,” that most ambiguous of phrases, pervades many of 
the conversations that comprise this book, reflecting, perhaps, an ambiguity 
of attitude toward The Job. Something more than Orwellian acceptance, some-
thing less than Luddite sabotage. Often the two impulses are fused in the same 
person.)

It is about a search, too, for daily meaning as well as daily bread, for recog-
nition as well as cash, for astonishment rather than torpor; in short, for a sort 
of life rather than a Monday through Friday sort of dying. Perhaps immortality, 
too, is part of the quest. To be remembered was the wish, spoken and unspo-
ken, of the heroes and heroines of this book.

There are, of course, the happy few who find a savor in their daily job: the 
Indiana stonemason, who looks upon his work and sees that it is good; the 
Chicago piano tuner, who seeks and finds the sound that delights; the book-
binder, who saves a piece of history; the Brooklyn fireman, who saves a piece 
of life. . . . But don’t these satisfactions, like Jude’s hunger for knowledge, tell 
us more about the person than about his task? Perhaps. Nonetheless, there is 
a common attribute here: a meaning to their work well over and beyond the 
reward of the paycheck.

For the many, there is a hardly concealed discontent. The blue-collar blues 
is no more bitterly sung than the white-collar moan. “I’m a machine,” says 
the spot-welder. “I’m caged,” says the bank teller, and echoes the hotel clerk. 
“I’m a mule,” says the steelworker. “A monkey can do what I do,” says the 
receptionist. “I’m less than a farm implement,” says the migrant worker. “I’m 
an object,” says the high-fashion model. Blue collar and white call upon the 
identical phrase: “I’m a robot.” “There is nothing to talk about,” the young ac-

From the Original Introduction
to Studs Terkel’s WORKING  
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countant despairingly enunciates. It was some time ago that John Henry sang, 
“A man ain’t nothin’ but a man.” The hard, unromantic fact is: he died with his 
hammer in his hand, while the machine pumped on. Nonetheless, he found im-
mortality. He is remembered.

As the automated pace of our daily jobs wipes out name and face—and, in 
many instances, feeling—there is a sacrilegious question being asked these 
days. To earn one’s bread by the sweat of one’s brow has always been the lot of 
mankind. At least, ever since Eden’s slothful couple was served with an evic-
tion notice. The scriptural precept was never doubted, not out loud. No matter 
how demeaning the task, no matter how it dulls the senses and breaks the 
spirit, one must work. Or else.

Lately there has been a questioning of this “work ethic,” especially by the 
young. Strangely enough, it has touched off profound grievances in others, 
hithero devout, silent, and anonymous. Unexpected precincts are being heard 
from in a show of discontent. Communiqués from the assembly line are fre-
quent and alarming: absenteeism. On the evening bus, the tense, pinched faces 
of young file clerks and elderly secretaries tell us more than we care to know. 
On the expressways, middle management men pose without grace behind their 
wheels as they flee city and job.

There are other means of showing it, too. Inchoately, sullenly, it appears 
in slovenly work, in the put-down of craftsmanship. A farm equipment worker 
in Moline complains that the careless worker who turns out more that is bad 
is better regarded than the careful craftsman who turns out less that is good. 
The first is an ally of the Gross National Product. The other is a threat to it, a 
kook—and the sooner he is penalized the better. Why, in these circumstances, 
should a man work with care? Pride does indeed precede the fall.

Others, more articulate—at times, visionary—murmur of a hunger for 
“beauty,” “a meaning,” “a sense of pride.” A veteran car hiker sings out, “I 
could drive any car like a baby, like a woman change her baby’s diaper. Lots of 
customers say, ‘How you do this?’ I’d say, ‘Just the way you bake a cake, miss.’ 
When I was younger, I could swing with that car. They called me Lovin’ Al the 
Wizard.”

Dolores Dante graphically describes the trials of a waitress in a fashionable 
restaurant. They are compounded by her refusal to be demeaned. Yet pride in 
her skills helps her make it through the night. “When I put the plate down, 
you don’t hear a sound. When I pick up a glass, I want it to be just right. When 
someone says, ‘How come you’re just a waitress?’ I say, ‘Don’t you think you 
deserve being served by me?’”

Peggy Terry has her own sense of grace and beauty. Her jobs have varied 
with geography, climate, and the ever-felt pinch of circumstance. “What I 
hated worst was being a waitress. The way you’re treated. One guy said, ‘You 
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don’t have to smile; I’m gonna give you a tip anyway.’ I said, ‘Keep it. I wasn’t 
smiling for a tip.’ Tipping should be done away with. It’s like throwing a dog a 
bone. It makes you feel small.”

In all instances, there is felt more than a slight ache. In all instances, there 
dangles the impertinent question: Ought not there be an increment, earned 
though not yet received, from one’s daily work—an acknowledgment of man’s 
being?

An American president is fortunate—or, perhaps, unfortunate—that, offer-
ing his Labor Day homily, he didn’t encounter Maggie Holmes, the domestic, 
or Phil Stallings, the spot-welder, or Louis Hayward, the washroom attendant. 
Or, especially, Grace Clements, the felter at the luggage factory, whose daily 
chore reveals to us in a terrible light that Charles Dickens’s London is not so 
far away nor long ago.

Obtuseness in “respectable” quarters is not a new phenomenon. In 1850 
Henry Mayhew, digging deep into London’s laboring lives and evoking from 
the invisible people themselves the wretched truth of their lot, astonished 
and horrified readers of the Morning Chronicle. His letters ran six full col-
umns and averaged 10,500 words. It is inconceivable that Thomas Carlyle 
was unaware of Mayhew’s findings. Yet, in his usual acerbic—and, in this 
instance, unusually mindless—manner, he blimped, “No needlewoman, dis-
tressed or other, can be procured in London by any housewife to give, for 
fair wages, fair help in sewing. Ask any thrifty housemother. No real needle-
woman, ‘distressed’ or other, has been found attainable in any of the houses 
I frequent. Imaginary needlewomen, who demand considerable wages, and 
have a deepish appetite for beer and viands, I hear of everywhere. . . .* A 
familiar ring?

Smug respectability, like the poor, we’ve had with us always. Today, how-
ever, and what few decades remain of the twentieth century, such obtuseness is 
an indulgence we can no longer afford. The computer, nuclear energy for better 
or worse, and sudden, simultaneous influences flashed upon everybody’s TV 
screen have raised the ante and the risk considerably. Possibilities of another 
way, discerned by only a few before, are thought of—if only for a brief moment, 
in the haze of idle conjecture—by many today.

The drones are no longer invisible nor mute. Nor are they exclusively of 
one class. Markham’s Man with the Hoe may be Ma Bell’s girl with the head-
set. (And can it be safely said she is “dead to rapture and despair”? Is she 
really “a thing that grieves not and that never hopes”?) They’re in the office 
as well as the warehouse; at the manager’s desk as well as the assembly line; 

*E.P. Thompson and Eileen Yeo, eds., The Unknown Mayhew (New York: Pantheon 

Books, 1971).
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at some estranged company’s computer as well as some estranged woman’s 
kitchen floor.

Bob Cratchit may still be hanging on (though his time is fast running out, as 
did his feather pen long ago), but Scrooge has been replaced by the conglomer-
ate. Hardly a chance for Christmas spirit here. Who knows Bob’s name in this 
outfit—let alone his lame child’s? (“The last place I worked for, I was let go,” 
recalls the bank teller. “One of my friends stopped by and asked where I was 
at. They said, ‘She’s no longer with us.’ That’s all. I vanished.”) It’s nothing 
personal, really. Dickens’s people have been replaced by Beckett’s.

Many old working class women have an habitual gesture which il-

luminates the years of their life behind. D.H. Lawrence remarked 

it in his mother: my grandmother’s was a repeated tapping which 

accompanied an endless working out of something in her head; she 

had years of making out for a large number on very little. In others, 

you see a rhythmic smoothing out of the hand down the chair arm, 

as though to smooth everything out and make it workable; in others, 

there is a working of the lips or a steady rocking. None of these could 

be called neurotic gestures, nor are they symptoms of acute fear; they 

help the constant calculation.*

In my mother’s case, I remember the illuminating gesture associated with work 
or enterprise. She was a small entrepreneur, a Mother Courage fighting her 
Thirty Years’ War daily. I remember her constant feeling of the tablecloth, as 
though assessing its quality, and her squinting of the eye, as though calculat-
ing its worth.

Perhaps it was myopia, but I rarely saw such signs among the people I visited 
during this adventure. True, in that dark hollow in Eastern Kentucky I did see 
Susie Haynes, the black lung miner’s wife, posed in the doorway of the shack, 
constantly touching the woodwork, “as though to smooth everything out and 
make it workable.” It was a rare gesture, what once had been commonplace. 
Those who did signify—Ned Williams, the old stock chaser; Hobart Foote, 
the utility man—did so in the manner of the machines to which they were 
bound. Among the many, though the words and phrases came, some heatedly, 
others coolly, the hands were at rest, motionless. Their eyes were something 
else again. As they talked of their jobs, it was as though it had little to do with 
their felt lives. It was an alien matter. At times I imagined I was on the estate of 
Dr. Caligari and the guests poured out fantasies.

____

*Richard Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1957).
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To maintain a sense of self, these heroes and heroines play occasional games. 
The middle-aged switchboard operator, when things are dead at night, cheerily 
responds to the caller, “Marriott Inn,” instead of identifying the motel chain 
she works for. “Just for a lark,” she explains bewilderedly. “I really don’t know 
what made me do it.” The young gas meter reader startles the young suburban 
housewife sunning out on the patio in her bikini, loose-bra’d, and sees more 
things than he would otherwise see. “Just to make the day go faster.” The auto 
worker from the Deep South will “tease one guy ’cause he’s real short and his 
old lady left him.” Why? “Oh, just to break the monotony. You want quittin’ 
time so bad.”

The waitress, who moves by the tables with the grace of a ballerina, pre-
tends she’s forever on stage. “I feel like Carmen. It’s like a gypsy holding 
out a tambourine and they throw the coin.” It helps her fight humiliation as 
well as arthritis. The interstate truck driver, bearing down the expressway 
with a load of seventy-three thousand pounds, battling pollution, noise, an 
ulcer, and kidneys that act up, “fantasizes something tremendous.” They all, 
in some manner, perform astonishingly to survive the day. These are not yet 
automata.

The time study men of the General Motors Assembly Division made this 
discomfiting discovery in Lordstown. Gary Bryner, the young union leader, 
explains it. “Occasionally one of the guys will let a car go by. At that point, 
he’s made a decision: ‘Aw, fuck it. It’s only a car.’ It’s more important to just 
stand there and rap. With us, it becomes a human thing. It’s the most enjoy-
able part of my job, that moment. I love it!” John Henry hardly envisioned 
that way of fighting the machine—which may explain why he died in his 
prime.

There are cases where the job possesses the man even after quitting time. 
Aside from occupational ticks of hourly workers and the fitful sleep of salaried 
ones, there are instances of a man’s singular preoccupation with work. It may 
affect his attitude toward all of life. And art.

Geraldine Page, the actress, recalls the critique of a backstage visitor during 
her run in Sweet Bird of Youth. He was a dentist. “I was sitting in the front row 
and looking up. Most of the time I was studying the fillings in your mouth. I’m 
curious to know who’s been doing your dental work.” It was not that he loved 
theater less, but that he loved dentistry more.

At the public unveiling of a celebrated statue in Chicago, a lawyer, after 
deep study, mused, “I accept Mr. Picasso in good faith. But if you look at the 
height of the slope on top and the propensity of children who will play on it, 
I have a feeling that some child may fall and be hurt and the county may be 
sued. . . .”
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In my own case, while putting together this book, I found myself possessed 
by the mystique of work. During a time out, I saw the film Last Tango in Paris. 
Though Freud said lieben und arbeiten are the two moving impulses of man, it 
was the latter that, at the moment, consumed me.* Thus, I saw on the screen 
a study not of redemption nor of self-discovery nor whatever perceptive crit-
ics may have seen. During that preoccupied moment I saw a study of an actor 
at work. He was performing brilliantly in a darkened theater (apartment), as 
his audience (the young actress) responded with enthusiasm. I interpreted her 
moans, cries, and whimpers as bravos, huzzahs, and olés. In short, I saw the 
film as a source of a possible profile for this book. Such is the impact of work 
on some people.

A further personal note. I find some delight in my job as a radio broad-
caster. I’m able to set my own pace, my own standards, and determine for 
myself the substance of each program. Some days are more sunny than others, 
some hours less astonishing than I’d hoped for; my occasional slovenliness in-
furiates me . . . but it is, for better or worse, in my hands. I’d like to believe I’m 
the old-time cobbler, making the whole shoe. Though my weekends go by soon 
enough, I look toward Monday without a sigh.

The danger of complacency is somewhat tempered by my awareness of what 
might have been. Chance encounters with old schoolmates are sobering ex-
periences. Memories are dredged up of three traumatic years at law school. 
They were vaguely, though profoundly, unhappy times for me. I felt more than 
a slight ache. Were it not for a fortuitous set of circumstances, I might have 
become a lawyer—a determinedly failed one, I suspect. (I flunked my first bar 
examination. Ninety percent passed, I was told.)

During the Depression I was a sometime member of the Federal Writers’ 
Project, as well as a sometime actor in radio soap operas. I was usually cast 
as a gangster and just as usually came to a violent and well-deserved end. It 
was always sudden. My tenure was as uncertain as that of a radical college 
professor. It was during these moments—though I was unaware of it at the 
time—that the surreal nature of my work made itself felt. With script in hand, 
I read lines of stunning banality. The more such scripts an actor read, the more 
he was considered a success. Thus the phrase “Show Business” took on an 
added significance. It was, indeed, a business, a busyness. But what was its 
meaning?

If Freud is right—“his work at least gives him a secure place in a por-
tion of reality, in the human community”*—was what I did in those studios 
really work? It certainly wasn’t play. The sales charts of Proctor & Gamble 

*Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents (New York: W.W. Norton and Co., 

1962).
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and General Mills made that quite clear. It was considered work. All my col-
leagues were serious about it, deadly so. Perhaps my experiences in making 
life difficult for Ma Perkins and Mary Marlin may have provided me with a 
metaphor for the experiences of the great many, who fail to find in their work 
their “portion of reality.” Let alone, a secure place “in the human commu-
nity.”

Is it any wonder that in such surreal circumstances, status rather than the 
work itself becomes important? Thus the prevalence of euphemisms in work as 
well as in war. The janitor is a building engineer; the garbage man, a sanitary 
engineer; the man at the rendering plant, a factory mechanic; the gravedigger, 
a caretaker. They are not themselves ashamed of their work, but society, they 
feel, looks upon them as a lesser species. So they call upon a promiscuously 
used language to match the “respectability” of others, whose jobs may have 
less social worth than their own.

(The airline stewardess understands this hierarchy of values. “When you 
first start flying . . . the men you meet are airport employees: ramp rats, clean-
ing airplanes and things like that, mechanics. . . . After a year we get tired of 
that, so we move into the city to get involved with men that are usually young 
executives. . . . They wear their hats and their suits and in the winter their 
black gloves.”)

Not that these young men in white shirts and black gloves are so secure, 
either. The salesman at the advertising agency is an account executive. “I 
feel a little downgraded if people think I’m a salesman. Account executive—
that describes my job. It has more prestige than just saying, ‘I’m a sales-
man.’” A title, like clothes, may not make the man or woman, but it helps 
in the world of peers—and certainly impresses strangers. “We’re all vice 
presidents,” laughs the copy chief. “Clients like to deal with vice presidents. 
Also, it’s a cheap thing to give somebody. Vice presidents get fired with great 
energy and alacrity.”

At hospitals, the charming bill collector is called the patients’ representative! 
It’s a wonderland that Alice never envisioned. Consider the company spy. With 
understandable modesty, he refers to himself as an industrial investigator. This 
last—under the generic name, Security—is among the most promising occupa-
tions in our society today. No matter how tight the job market, here is a burgeon-
ing field for young men and women. Watergate, its magic spell is everywhere.

In a further bizarre turn of events (the science of medicine has increased 
our life expectancy; the science of business frowns upon the elderly), the 
matter of age is felt in almost all quarters. “Thirty and out” is the escape 
hatch for the elderly autoworker to the woods of retirement, some hunting, 
some fishing. . . . But thirty has an altogether different connotation at the ad 
agency, at the bank, at the auditing house, at the gas company. Unless he/she 
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is “with it” by then, it’s out to the woods of the city, some hunting, some fish-
ing of another sort. As the workforce becomes increasingly younger, so does 
Willy Loman. [ . . . ]

Perhaps it is time the “work ethic” was redefined and its idea reclaimed 
from the banal men who invoke it. In a world of cybernetics, of an almost run-
away technology, things are increasingly making things. It is for our species, 
it would seem, to go on to other matters. Human matters. Freud put it one way. 
Ralph Helstein puts it another. He is president emeritus of the United Pack-
inghouse Workers of America. “Learning is work. Caring for children is work. 
Community action is work. Once we accept the concept of work as something 
meaningful—not just as the source of a buck—you don’t have to worry about 
finding enough jobs. There’s no excuse for mules any more. Society does not 
need them. There’s no question about our ability to feed and clothe and house 
everybody. The problem is going to come in finding enough ways for man to 
keep occupied, so he’s in touch with reality.” Our imaginations have obviously 
not yet been challenged.

“It isn’t that the average working guy is dumb. He’s tired, that’s all.” Mike 
LeFevre, the steelworker, asks rhetorically, “Who you gonna sock? You can’t 
sock General Motors . . . you can’t sock a system.” So, at the neighborhood 
tavern, he socks the patron sitting next to him, the average working guy. And 
look out below! It’s predetermined, his work being what it is.

“Even a writer as astringent and seemingly unromantic as Orwell never quite 
lost the habit of seeing working classes through the cozy fug of an Edwardian 
music hall. There is a wide range of similar attitudes running down through 
the folksy ballyhoo of the Sunday columnists, the journalists who always re-
member with admiration the latest bon mot of their pub pal, ‘Alf.’”*

Similarly, on our shores, the myth dies hard. The most perdurable and cer-
tainly the most dreary is that of the cabdriver-philosopher. Our columnists 
still insist on citing him as the perceptive “diamond in the rough” social ob-
server. Lucky Miller, a young cabdriver, has his say in this matter. “A lot of 
drivers, they’ll agree to almost anything the passenger will say, no matter how 
absurd. They’re angling for that tip.” Barbers and bartenders are probably not 
far behind as being eminently quotable. They are also tippable. This in no way 
reflects on the nature of their work so much as on the slothfulness of journal-
ists, and the phenomenon of tipping. “Usually I do not disagree with a cus-
tomer,” says a barber. “That’s gonna hurt business.” It’s predetermined, his 
business—or work—being what it is.

Simultaneously, as our “Alf,” called “Archie” or “Joe,” is romanticized, 
he is caricatured. He is the clod, put down by others. The others, who call 

*Richard Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy.
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themselves middle-class, are in turn put down by still others, impersonal in 
nature—The Organization, The Institution, The Bureaucracy. “Who you gonna 
sock? You can’t sock General Motors . . .” Thus the “dumbness” (or numbness 
or tiredness) of both classes is encouraged and exploited in a society more 
conspicuously manipulative than Orwell’s. A perverse alchemy is at work: the 
gold that may be found in their unexamined lives is transmuted into the dross 
of banal being. This put-down and its acceptance have been made possible by 
a perverted “work ethic.”

But there are stirrings, a nascent flailing about. Though “Smile” buttons 
appear, the bearers are deadpan because nobody smiles back. What with the 
computer and all manner of automation, new heroes and antiheroes have been 
added to Walt Whitman’s old work anthem. The sound is no longer melodious. 
The desperation is unquiet.

Nora Watson may have said it most succinctly. “I think most of us are look-
ing for a calling, not a job. Most of us, like the assembly-line worker, have jobs 
that are too small for our spirit. Jobs are not big enough for people.”

During my three years of prospecting, I may have, on more occasions than 
I had imagined, struck gold. I was constantly astonished by the extraordinary 
dreams of ordinary people. No matter how bewildering the times, no matter 
how dissembling the official language, those we call ordinary are aware of a 
sense of personal worth—or more often a lack of it—in the work they do. Tom 
Patrick, the Brooklyn fireman whose reflections end the book, similarly brings 
this essay to a close:

“The fuckin’ world’s so fucked up, the country’s fucked up. But the fire-
men, you actually see them produce. You see them put out a fire. You see 
them come out with babies in their hands. You see them give mouth-to-mouth 
when a guy’s dying. You can’t get around that shit. That’s real. To me, that’s 
what I want to be.

“I worked in a bank. You know, it’s just paper. It’s not real. Nine to five and 
it’s shit. You’re lookin’ at numbers. But I can look back and say, ‘I helped put 
out a fire. I helped save somebody.’ It shows something I did on this earth.”
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The work of Studs Terkel has been “visual” from the beginning, 

and a comic art book based upon a selection of his interviews in the totemic 
oral history volume Working would seem the natural extension of his essen-
tial impulses. Terkel’s interviewing has found a counterpart, for the last thirty 
years or so, in the comics scripted by Harvey Pekar. The two are joined here, 
adapted by a dozen talented artists, in what we believe to be a fresh approach 
to the lives and labor of ordinary Americans. It will also mark the maturity of 
comic art, now recognized as a distinctive American art form.

File clerk in the Cleveland Veterans Administration offices from 1966 until 
his 2001 retirement, Pekar has gone far to create, with his chosen artists, an 
art form hardly less intimate than Terkel’s, with one marked contrast. Studs 
writes about his life at length in the 2007 volume Touch and Go—that is, only 
after spending much of his career writing about others. Pekar, on the other 
hand, started with his own immediate experiences and worked outward toward 
friends, lovers, neighborhood, and society. Some critics would say that Pekar’s 
work is the forerunner of the acclaimed nonfiction comics now running the 
gamut from Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis and Joe Sacco’s Palestine and Safe 
Area Gorazde to Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home, and some of the artists them-
selves cheerfully agree with this estimation. Pekar has helped expand read-
ers’ (and critics’) understanding of what comics could be and what they could 
express. His work is absolutely crucial for the tradition in which this project 
belongs.

Still, a volume of comic art based upon a totemic oral history of American 
life and experience is an experiment, and our understanding must be rooted 
first of all in Studs Terkel’s accomplishments. Every teacher of oral history 
knows that Terkel is the sole celebrity of a field dominated by the “amateur” 
work of nonprofessors, including documentary film-makers, community history 
enthusiasts, and others who lack PhDs but make up for this supposed limita-
tion in their attention to the subject at hand.

Oral history itself has a highly curious history bound more closely to the 
visual than most readers would likely imagine. Before the printed word, noth-
ing but oral history existed, and history was unraveled by individual and col-
lective tale-tellers generation after generation in stories of creation and change. 
The poet Erza Pound occasionally reminded his readers that these primal sto-

Introduction
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ries were often told through dance and song, which were every bit as important 
as the words. If comics can be traced ultimately to cave-wall painting and its 
representation  of past events or hoped-for events, then artist and poet could 
not have been far apart.

Oral history received a kind of modern jump start in the Works Progress 
Administration that is so much part of Studs Terkel’s own life experience. 
There, in the New Deal years, the opportunity opened for government funding 
of extensive life-story interviews with aging African Americans who had grown 
up as slaves—the final opportunity to grasp this horrendous but all-impor-
tant tale. The interviews were taken down in writing rather than taped, and 
often enough by descendents of slave-owners or other whites to whom ex-slaves 
were not likely to tell the unvarnished story. Still, the archives bulged with 
enough for nearly twenty volumes that finally, with the rise of Black history in 
the 1960s, found their way into print.

The next phase in the institutionalized development of oral history is re-
markably different and equally revealing. The creation of a first presidential 
library with an oral history component, the Truman Library, found experts 
interviewing former officials, then carefully sending the transcripts to inter-
viewees for “corrections,” and even more carefully erasing, as per agreement,  
the original tapes. Nothing embarrassing could be revealed, although there 
was a lot to be embarrassed about in the business and political dealings 
of the first Cold War president and sworn enemy of Studs Terkel’s all-time 
favorite political figure, the banished and red-baited former vice president 
Henry Wallace. The earliest oral history project to achieve wide distinction 
for a more general approach was established by Allen Nevins at Columbia 
in 1948 and with a related if less disingenuous purpose: to preserve the life 
stories of important men who had failed to write memoirs.

What happened next in the field of oral history was Terkelesque for the reason 
that it was owed enormously, if by no means entirely, to Terkel. By the time an 
oral history association was founded by academics and others, the 1960s was 
under way. The generation that swept into oral history was more than deeply 
influenced by the movements for civil rights, peace, and gender-liberation: the 
oral historians were themselves very often part of these movements. Working, 
as Terkel has often said, began with the oral historian’s decades in radio, but 
also with Pantheon editor Andre Schiffrin’s urgings, based in no small measure 
on Schiffrin’s own political past and commitments. The volumes that followed 
in Terkel’s career can be seen as a narrative of the “Other America,” the one 
that had seemed invisible or unacceptable. What was true in the United States 
was even more true in Britain, where oral history had arisen close to socialistic 
legacies and sought to prompt long-standing blue collar communities to create 
and distribute their own collective tales.
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Comics, meanwhile, had undergone several revolutions. The most important 
may have been a counterrevolution: the suppression of comic books, good and 
bad alike, in the mid-1950s, after Red Scare–style congressional hearings. 
Those comic books had more readers than the consumers of radio, television, 
and magazine altogether. They included, along with a large volume of dreck, 
searingly realistic stories, including antiwar narratives and the most serious 
kind of social commentary in the form of EC Comics (and their child, Mad 
Comics, later to become Mad Magazine). 

In the generations following 1970, these scholarly, semischolarly, politi-
cal, and artistic forms danced around each other and took on fresh mean-
ings. Harvey Pekar, with the first issues of American Splendor, emerged only 
a few years after the publication of Working in a setting of a blue collar city, 
Cleveland, that could easily have been Chicago. Their parallel is something to 
ponder. 

Now, in retrospect, the proximity has become a great deal more obvious. 
The eye for detail and individual observation, often quirky but always full of 
humanity, marks the Terkel–Pekar similarity most of all. It would be interest-
ing to know if Terkel’s theatrical experience is a precursor toward this degree 
of narrative wisdom, a disinclination to talk down to the audience even while 
lifting it up. The WPA theater and the avant-garde theater of the 1930s Left 
found Terkel, or he found it. Here, in the vicinity of a stylized but entirely origi-
nal Clifford Odets’s Waiting for Lefty, may have been a birthplace of Terkel’s 
formal art, or at least his preparation for writing theatrical and radio drama. So 
much fell away with the post–World War II shutdown of American culture, but 
not everything. Even in the blacklist days, something survived.

Pekar and the other comic artists in this volume are children of different 
generations. The eldest were born toward the beginning of the 1940s, the 
youngest in the 1980s; but whether their past lies in writing Spider-Man or 
drawing a comic biography of Isadora Duncan, it is fair to say that they share a 
certain sensibility. They are egalitarians, eager to make the most of the details 
in Terkel’s text, not only from personal predilection or political motive, but 
because these details best serve the art of the comic—an art evolving, like 
oral history, toward a future that never ceases to reflect a distant past in the 
common human saga.

—Paul Buhle
January 2009
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He 
majored in Sociol-

ogy at Northwestern Univer-
sity. It took him five and a half 

years to graduate. 

He is 23 years old. 
He is a proofreader at 

the printing plant of a national 
magazine. His father is a retired police-

man,  his mother a retired social 
worker.

My father 
never saw himself as a cop. 

He became one during the Depression 
when there weren’t any jobs. He was wor-

ried about survival. 
“I wasn’t really too fascinated. 
The only reason I was in school; 
I was too young to object or I 

figured I might as well stay out of the draft. I 
was dropping in and dropping out.”

“One of the things I like about 
my job is that the time will 
vary each week. I’ll work 
on a Wednesday night one 
week, a Saturday night the 
next. It almost doesn’t seem 
like working. The hours are 
weird, so I don’t get caught in 
a rush hour. You don’t get in 
a rut. I dig it.”
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“It bothers me when the boss is there. When the boss is 
around, if he sees you reading a paper or something, it 
grates on him. That’s the part of the job I dislike most--hav-
ing to look busy.”

“One of the older guys was telling me how 
amazing he found it that I would sit there totally 
oblivious to the boss and read a paper. That ran 
against his ethic. I think there’s too much of an 

attitude that work 
has to be shitty.”

“I noticed someone 
talking on the phone 
the other day, one of 
the older guys. He said 
he was at the office. 
It dawned on me that 
when a guy says ‘I’m 
at the office’, it means 
‘I don’t dirty my hands.’ 
He wasn’t at work--he 
was ‘at the office’. It 
really blew my mind. 
I don’t think I’ve used 
that phrase in my life. I 
say ‘I’m at work.’”

“I’m not afraid of the boss. I think he’s sort of afraid of 
me. He’s afraid of the younger people at work because 
they’re not committed to the job. The older person, 
who’s got his whole life wrapped up in the organiza-
tion, the boss can keep him from getting a promotion 
or a raise. If he makes a little mistake, 
he’ll freak out, because his whole care-
er is dangling there.”

“The boss doesn’t have that power over us so the 
tables are sort of reversed. We have power over him, 
because he doesn’t know how to persuade us. We do 
the job and we do it fine, but he doesn’t know why. The 
older guys work because they want to get ahead, but 
he doesn’t know why we do.”
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“I can’t figure him out. It’s a 
weird mixture of condescen-
sion, trying to be a nice guy--
’Wouldn’t you do this?’--and try-
ing to be stern. Part of it comes 
out of his own fear. He doesn’t 
realize younger people resent 
this. I object to seeing this guy 
as my father. I’d rather
see him as some kind of
equal, or boss.”

“Older people, he tells them what to do, and they do it, 
because that’s the way it is. But he never feels sure the 
younger people are going to do it. They want to know 
why. Nobody refuses to do anything, but we want to 
know why.”

“If there’s a lull in the work the kids’ll go into the main 
office and they’ll sleep on the couches. The big boss 
complained to my boss and my boss asked if I would 
pass the word along not to sleep on the couches any-
more. I said ‘Why?’ If there’s nothing to do and it’s the 
middle of the night, and people want to grab a nap...”

“He said, ‘Well, that’s 
what the boss said.’ 
I just told him ‘No, I 
wouldn’t feel right telling 
them. You’ll have to tell 
them yourself.’ It’s really 
stupid. If the couch is 
there and somebody’s 
tired, he should lay 
down on the floor to 
keep this guy’s couch 
neat for next Monday?”
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(From Cradle to Grave)



174



175



176



177



178



179



180



181



182



183



184



185



186



187



188



189



190



191



192



193





195

Pablo G. Callejo ’ s  first book, The Castaways, written by Rob 
Vollmar, was an Eisner Award nominee. His second, Bluesman (also written 
by Vollmar), has been published in France, Spain, and the United States. He is 
currently working on The Year of Loving Dangerously, written by Ted Rall. He 
lives and works in Spain.

Gary Dumm , a Cleveland artist and frequent collaborator with Harvey 
Pekar, is the principal artist of Students for a Democratic Society: A Graphic 
History. His work has been published in the New York Times, Entertainment 
Weekly, and France’s Le Monde, among many other places.

Danny Fingeroth spent many years as a writer and executive 
editor at Marvel Comics and is best known for his work on Spider-Man. He 
is also the author of several nonfiction prose works: Superman on the Couch; 
Disguised as Clark Kent: Jews, Comics, and the Creation of the Superhero; and 
The Rough Guide to Graphic Novels. He teaches comics at The New School 
and is a board member of the Institute for Comic Studies. He can be reached 
at: WriteNowDF@aol.com.

Peter Gullerud  worked for Warner Brothers for four years and 
Disney features for a decade, including visual development art for Aladdin. He 
is a self-taught artist and has been published by Fantagraphics, Graphic Clas-
sics, and other publishers, and he has just completed a four-hundred-page illus-
trated novel, Fly with Wounded Wings. He lives in Pine Mountain, California. 

Bob Hall  has drawn for Marvel, DC, and Valiant comics. He is remem-
bered for his Avengers work at Marvel along with the graphic novel, Emperor 
Doom. At Valiant he wrote and drew Shadowman and Armed and Dangerous, 
while for DC he created Batman projects including I, Joker; Batman DOA, and 
It’s Jokertime.

Ryan Inzana  is an artist/author based in New Jersey. His graphic novel, 
Johnny Jihad, was ranked as one of Booklist’s top ten graphic novels of 2003. 
More of Ryan’s work can be seen at his website, RyanInzana.com.

About the Contributors
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Sabrina Jones ’s Isadora Duncan: A Graphic Biography was published 
in 2008. A longtime editor of World War 3 Illustrated, she has created comics 
for Wobblies! A Graphic History of the Industrial Workers of the World, The 
Real Cost of Prisons, and Mixed Signals, a counterrecruitment tool in comic 
book form. She co-founded and edited Girltalk, an anthology of women’s auto-
biographical comics. Born in Philadelphia, she studied at Pratt Institute and 
the School of Visual Arts.

Peter Kuper grew up in Cleveland, where he met Harvey Pekar and 
a visiting Robert Crumb. He moved to New York in 1978 where he worked on 
Richie Rich comics and co-founded World War 3 Illustrated with Seth Toboc-
man, and since 1997 he has drawn the “Spy vs. Spy” feature for Mad Maga-
zine. He lives in New York when he is not in Mexico.

In the 1990s, Terry LaBan  created the alternative comic book series 
Unsupervised Existence, Cud, and Cud Comics. He has worked as a writer for 
Egmont, Dark Horse Comics, and DC and is a political cartoonist and staff il-
lustrator for the alternative monthly In These Times. Edge City, the daily comic 
strip he co-creates with his wife, Patty, was syndicated by King Features in 
2001 and now appears in newspapers nation-wide. Find out more at www.la-
banarama.com.

Dylan A.T. Miner  is an assistant professor at Michigan State Uni-
versity, where he is core faculty in the Chicano/Latino and American Indian 
Studies programs. An art historian by training and an anarchist at heart, his 
work bridges indigenous and anticolonial knowledge with contemporary visual 
culture. Born and raised in rural Michigan, Dylan may be found crossing ille-
gitimate borders with his partner and their two children. His visual and intel-
lectual labor may be downloaded (free of charge) at dylanminer.com.

Pat Moriarity  is an award-winning cartoonist, illustrator, and an-
imator who has collaborated on comics with Robert Crumb, Henry Rollins, 
and Harvey Pekar in his 1990s-era comic book Big Mouth. He’s also created 
over seventy-five album covers, for musical acts like the Boss Martians, Char-
lie Burton, and the Von Zippers. His animation work has appeared in the ac-
claimed documentary Derailroaded. Visit www.patmoriarity.com

Emily Nemens hails from Seattle, Washington, and lives in Brooklyn. 
She has worked at the Smithsonian Institution’s Archives of American Art and 
at the Metropolitan Museum in New York. She published a collection of short 
stories, Scrub, in 2007, wrote and illustrated a graphic novel about the 2004 
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train bombings in Madrid, Spain (www.nemens.com/madrid_comic.html), and 
is finishing work on Blue-eyed Apples, her first novel.

Joan Reilly  has been foisting illustrations and comics upon the unsus-
pecting public for fourteen years. She was a contributing editor for the popu-
lar indie anthology Hi-Horse and is a founding member of Deep 6 Studios in 
Gowanus, Brooklyn. More work and info can be found at www.joanreilly.com

Sharon Rudahl  was a civil rights activist and an artist for anti–Viet-
nam War underground newspapers and the feminist Wimmen’s Comix. She will 
be remembered for her 2007 book A Dangerous Woman: the Graphic Biogra-
phy of Emma Goldman. Born in Virginia, she now lives in Los Angeles.

Nick Thorkelson ’s comics and cartoons include The Underhanded 
History of the USA (with Jim O’Brien), The Econotoons, and the “Comic Strip 
of Neoliberalism” feature in Dollars & Sense magazine. He did a regular series 
of cartoons on local politics for the Boston Globe.

Native Oregonian Anne Timmons  has teamed up with Trina Robbins 
on several projects, including illustrated biographies of Hedy Lamarr and Flor-
ence Nightingale, an adaptation of Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey, and the 
award-winning GoGirl! Currently they are creating a full-color adaptation of 
Little Women for Graphic Classics. Anne’s art for a biography of primatologist 
Birute Galdikas was included in the Eisner-nominated Dignifying Science.

A former assistant editor at Marvel Comics, with artwork in more than one 
hundred television commercials, films, and music videos, Lance Tooks 
lives in New York and Madrid. In addition to self-publishing, his comics have 
appeared in Zuzu, Shade, Vibe, Girltalk, World War 3 Illustrated, Spike Lee’s 
Floaters, and the Italian magazine Lupo Alberto. He also illustrated The Black 
Panthers for Beginners, written by Herb Boyd, and recently completed his first 
graphic novel and a four-volume series entitled Lucifer’s Garden of Verses.




