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LETTERS 10O THE EDITOR

Job You are Doing

The enclosed three dollars is little enough
to pay for renewal of my subscription to
the American Socialist. The job you are

doing to educate for socialist consciousness

in our country is excellent. You acknowl-
edged my small contribution to the annual
press fund, but I wish it could have been

so much more. It wasn’t, because I have an.
especially hard row to hoe these days and.

the dollars are very few.

The idea to publish a special issue on
the U. S. labor movement today jointly
with Monthly Review is unusual but seems

to be a good experiment. Those of us who:

get both magazines should be urged to
pass on one of them to a prospect, don’t
you think so?

I for one, am more than pleased with
American Socialist and have no real fault
to find with the editorial policy or the great
majority of the matters treated since I be-

gan to read the magazine; January 1957,

the start of your fourth year. One of the
best things I can say of it is that. I keep it
on file complete for reference and intend
to continue to do so. I've thought some
about the matter of language" brought up
by J. G. in the May issue; and conclude
that it is not possible to write for a mass
audience and be sincere. Advertising copy
is a good example of mass writing. Who
are the workers. who would have any en-
thusiastic reception for such -stuff right
now? That “mass audience,” after all, must
. sort out, in your sub list into quite a few

divisions of the population with. a great
- range of educational level, language back-
ground and so on; and that means that
many of us must have to re-read at times
or look up an unfamiliar, word. That’s all
to the good. On the whole, I think the
-articles are well written and ‘within the
tomprehension of most workers—if they are
only interested enough to want to under-
stand. And after all, what real socialist and
Marxist reader ever gets the idea that a
good well-rounded understanding can be
had just as easily as rolling off a log? The
writers’ styles vary enough to please every-
one. Compare that of Kelly Hill in May
with that of William Appleman Williams
last July. My only complaint against the
magazine is that it’s only half as thick as
I’d like it and it does not come out often
enough and that means I like it just fine.

Perhaps our key difficulty now is how
to get the people who deep down know
they should be studying and doing some-
thing about socialism to do just that. So
many have been gambling that they can
hold two or three jobs; mortgage them-
selves to the eyes in time-payments; spend
every spare minute making gadgets, and so

forth, that they have no time to attend

union or other meetings or read or study
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anything concerning themselves and their
class. The recession should help to make
them more receptive and I think the time
is ripe to hit them right between the éyes
with articles laying bare all their illusions,
like the reprint of Murray Kempton’s fine
piece in the May number.

E. W. G. New York State

No Practical Substitute

The proper relationship of the forming
Left to the big trade union movement in
our country today is surely critically im-
portant. Hence my dejection after reading
your Detroit Auto Worker’s article on the
UAW’s profit-sharing and other contract
proposals [“The Reuther Plan—Advance or
Retreat,” March 1958].

Fundamentally, the -article criticized Reu-
ther but offered no practical substitute for

~his_ tactics in the present difficult bargain-

ing situation. It accuses Reuther of drop-
ping the 30-hour week. But it asserts that
some retreat in demands is necessary during
the present period of heavy unemployment

‘and Congressional committee attack. No
" program is offered as the correct one. for

the present situation.

In this letter I will not offer my own
views on a proper program. I simply assert
that to roundly criticize Reuther and offer
no well-worked-out alternative is simply a
factional attitude that cannot get response
from auto workers who have no vested in-
terest in factionalism.

May I also suggest that the American
Socialist generally is weakened by not pro-

posing proper activities that should be en-
gaged in relative to such pressing current
problems as unemployment and atom-mania.
After such a critical letter, one would
get the wrong impression if I didn’t add
that I think the American Socialist generally
is doing a bang-up job. .
L. M. Detroit

Socialist but Not Dogmatic

Your magazine is good because it re-
mains socialist without being too dogmatic;
it takes in other countries in its articles,
not merely the United States; and it -is

clearly written.
J. H. Massachusetts

One Man's Opinion

Here is one man’s opinion: During the
last two decades, the so-called “Socialist
Party” literature was impossible to handle.
Any time I sampled it, it went right into
the waste basket with the determination not
to touch it again. Seventy-five percent of
Shachtman’s literature went into the waste
basket direct; about half of the Socialist
Workers Party’s, and quite a few issues of
the Socialist Labor Party paper. And even
the American Socialist stinked on occa-
sions. As for the Communist Party, it was
more full of bull than all the rest. The
farther I am from this species of bird and
his singing, the more I love him—in fact,
the only way I can stand }um 1s at a
great distance. :

But I am concerned about socialism, be-
cause I sucked it into my veins with my
mother’s milk. And anything that I con-
sider unfit to read for my fellow anti-
socialist, is also no damn good for me.

S. D. Penna.
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The Forgotten Man is Back

E fact that the recession is no
longer making daily headlines
should not be taken to mean that
things are no longer serious. On the
contrary, the evidence continues to pile
up that the American economy has set-
tled spasmodically to a lower plateau,
where it will remain for some time to
come. The lessening of public outcry
means merely that our ruling capital-
ists and government officialdom have
accepted the slump as the new- “nor-
mal.” Five months ago, the govern-
ment’s do-nothing game was defended
on wait-and-see grounds: a new upturn
might be around the corner. By this
time, it is clear that the present level
of unemployment, around five million,
will not elicit any curative federal in-
tervention. '
" We are now in the midst, the econ-
omists tell us, of an “intermediate-size”
depression, as judged by comparison
with business-cycle statistics of the past
century. Thinking back today to all the
talk earlier in the year, two things are
striking. First, the great ease with
which the slump has been accepted and
incorporated into the nation’s daily
existence, after the initial flurry of
alarm. Second, the comparative ease
with which the ruling policy makers
were able to befuddle the nation, ward
off demands for action, welsh on their
promises, and settle down comfortably
to a long, slow siege of economic
doldrums.
. What, actually, has the administra-
tion done to fight the depression? Gov-
ernment programs on highways, hous-
ing, and public works are hard to add
up in concrete terms, because of the
distinctions between contract placement
and actual dollar payments; because
many a “$100 million measure” often
turns out, on closer examination, to be
merely a measure which it is hoped
will stimulate $100 million of private
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spending; because some of the bills
simply shifted the timing of certain ex-
penditures but did not change the full
amount; because White House recom-
mendations go through a lot of hands
before they issue out of government in
the form of firm commitments to
spend, and often get reduced in the
process. New York Times economic
specialist Edwin L. Dale Jr. devoted a
number of dispatches to the puzzle,
and finally, after changing his figures
a number of times, came up with the
following conclusion on April 6:

Excluding the rise in defense
spending over the original estimates,
which is now a certainty, but which
is not an anti-recession measure as
such, it is doubtful if the budget
expenditures of the Government in
fiscal 1959 will rise as much as $2
billion over the President’s January

: estzmates, as a-result of antz—reces—
sion measures.

The proxmsed extens1on of unem-
ployment insurance, when finally pass-
ed, was turned into an optional aid
which must be taken up state by state,
and at this writing only nine states have
accepted the federal offer. Most im-
portant of all, the proposals for a tax
cut, offered on all sides as the major
anti-slump remedy, have been so ef-
fectively mangled by the Congressional
meat-grinder that no one now expects
any action. in this session. Lest any be
quick to conclude that this is all a
Republican plot, it should be noted
that the Democratic leaders of the
House and Senate cooperated fully
with the White House in destroying
chances for this single remedy, of all
those officially proposed, which might
have made a bit of a dent in the de-
pression. “A tax-cutting truce is now
in effect,” reported the New York
Times from Washington on April 26,

About this Issue

The nine labor articles in this spe-
cial double number represent a joint
effort by Monthly Review and Ameri-
can Socialist. The articles were co-
operatively planned, assigned, and
edited for publication by the editors
of both periodicals, and appear in
the current issues of both periodicals.
This represents a practical demon-
stration of fruitful cooperation on
the Left since it has made possible
a more comprehensive study of as-
pects of the labor movement than
would otherwise have been the case.
It is our plan to expand the con-
tents of this issue into a book, to be
published by Monthly Review Press
this winter.

Readers who are not acquainted
with the Monthly Review may obtain
a sample by writing to it at 66 Bar-
row Street, New York 14, N. Y., and
mentioning the Admerican Socialist.

“between Robert B. Anderson, Secre-
tary of the Treasury, and the chief
Democratic leaders of the House and
Senate, Speaker Sam Rayburn and
Senator Lyndon Johnson,: both of
Texas. Under a gentlemen’s agreement -
reached in mid-March, neither side will
put forward a tax relief plan without
consulting the other.”” When Senator
Douglas succeeded, in June, in forcing
a vote on his tax-reduction plan, more
Senate Democrats voted against than
with him. Meanwhile, -a number of
states like Maryland and New York,
trapped by declining revenue, rising
expenses, and constitutional limits on
their borrowing powers, have actually
increased taxes in the last four months.

EANWHILE, the course of the re-
cession is not, despite whistling-
in-the-dark comments, inspiring much
confidence. What appears to be pretty
well established is that the props to
personal income, chiefly unemployment
insurance, have prevented the decline
from turning into a rout. But, on the
cheerless side, the sector of the econ-
omy which was most responsible for
the slump, capital goods spending, is
due to keep on going down. Late last
year, estimates were that capital spend-
ing in 1958 would be six or seven per-
cent below 1957. In March of this year,
a new survey of businessmen caused
that guess to be revised sharply, to a
13 percent decline. Now, the Com-
merce Department and Securities &

3



Exchange Commission report a new
estimate as a result of their most re-
cent survey: Expenditures are expected
to be 17 percent belowe 1957 in the
course of the present year. Since many
capital expansion projects involve long-
term plans and lengthy construction
projects, it is clear that not just 1938,
but the next few years as well, are
involved.

The economic standstill in the face
of a growing labor force and rising
productivity seems to ensure that the
present level of unemployment will not
be reduced soon even if there is a
moderate recovery from the slump,
which is all that even the optimists
expect. As reported by Business Week
for June 14 under the title “More Job-
less Despite Recovery,” economists in
the Labor Department and Census
Bureau have been working on a de-
tailed projection of the unemployment
picture for the next 12 months:

What emerges from their analysis
is the conclusion that a moderate
recovery would be insufficient to
make a dent in the present level of
unemployment. Indeed, they reason,
if the economy did no more than
regain its 1957 peak by the second
quarter of 1959, unemployment
would be higher a year from now
than it is today.

This dour conclusion is leading
some top-level economists to wonder
whether a recovery too weak to re-
duce unemployment a vyear from
now might not turn into a relapse,
which in turn would boost unem-
ployment considerably higher than
the present peak. At least one ex-
perienced Washington hand—uwith a
distinguished record as forecaster—
thinks the recovery will be abortive
and unemployment might reach 10
mallion in 1959.

But even those analysts who as-
sume a steady, continuing recovery
starting in the third quarter of this
year conclude that unemployment
next June might be above 6 million.

The economists reached this conclu-
sion after taking as their starting point
the optimistic estimate of the Council
of Economic Adpvisers, that by the sec-
ond quarter of 1959 the economy will
make a recovery to a Gross National
Product at an annual rate of $440 bil-
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lion from a present level of about $420
billion. Allowing for a growth in the
labor force of 750,000 to one million,
a two percent productivity rise, and
a recovery of the length of the work
week from present low levels back up
to 39.3 hours per week, the forecasters
see an increase of unemployment to be-
tween six and seven million workers.

What this adds up to is saying that
the best recovery now in prospect is
too slow-paced and low-powered to
consume the surplus of workers which
has piled up and is still piling up as a
result of the growth of the labor force
and increasing productivity. While we
have seen some remarkable recoveries
and booms in the postwar period, this
remains a powerful line of argument.
Let us not forget that the recovery
from the 1953-54 recession, although
it was one of the strongest in recent
economic history and carried the econ-
omy to its greatest-ever heights, still
was not enough to prevent the pool of
post-recession unemployment from be-
ing larger than the pre-recession un-
employment. And that comeback was
powered by the biggest capital goods
boom in our history, which there is
now no immediate prospect of repeat-

ing.
FROM the point of view of the or-

ganized labor movement, one of
the most significant calculations made
by the Labor Department and Census

Bureau economists dealt with hours of
labor. In April, weekly hours in manu-
facturing averaged 38.3, because of
short-time operations. A lengthening of
the work week in manufacturing by
one hour, they calculate, would take
the place of 400,000 full-time jobs that
might otherwise be filled by unemploy-
ed. If this one-hour lengthening of the
work week were experienced through-
out the economy, by millions of others
outside of manufacturing, the number
of jobs thus destroyed might be as
much as a million, they figure.

What is true of adding hours to the
work week is equally true in reverse.
A shorter week is the only way to fight
the dangerous trend toward the ob-
solescence of a growing part of the
population. In the first forty years of
this century, average weekly hours were
brought down from around 57 to
around 40. In the nearly two decades
since then, hours of work have been
virtually unchanged. While we have
avoided major economic troubles by
means of two wars and a permanent
semi-war economy, time has begun to
run out. Even with our continuing
giant arms budget, the prospect is for
a growing army of chronically unem-
ployed, and a consequent pressure on
the wage levels of those who do have
jobs, to say nothing of the unceasing
threat of contagion for the entire econ-
omy.

Thus, from a strictly trade-union
standpoint, the most pressing job for
the labor movement is a vigorous and
widespread drive for the reduction of
hours. Had Reuther and the auto union
held to their earlier demand of a short-
ened work week, the struggle with the
auto corporations, into which the union
has, in any case, been forced, would
have opened up new prospects. From
the point of view of the long-term
interests of the labor movement, the
auto union could have struck a great
blow by carrying on, in the midst of
the present recession, a vigorous drive
for reduced hours that would have
made a lot of sense to the public. The
battle for shorter hours is, let us grant,
a difficult one which calls for an extra-
ordinary mobilization on both the eco-
nomic and political levels of those un-
ions which spearhead it, but it is a
Rubicon which American labor will
some time have to cross. Judging by
the economic signs, that time is soon.

AMERICAN SOCIALIST
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Despite its

institutional

strength, the

union movement has been on the defensive
for a decade. What are the weaknesses
behind the powerful facade?

American Labor
in Midpassage

by Bert Cochran

THE American scale is big and the trade unions have
grown up to the same measure. The American trade
union movement towers above all other trade union or-
ganizations as American industry towers above British,
German, or Scandinavian. The British and Swedish unions
have organized a larger percentage of the work force than
the American, but the very breadth of the American trade
union structure—with better than twice the membership
of the British, with its 125,000 signed contracts, its ap-
proximately $500 million a year dues income and a roughly
equal amount in local and district treasuries, its 650 weekly
and 250 monthly publications, its 15,000 full-time na-
tional officials, organizers, and staff technicians and ad-
ditional thousands in the localities, its million dollar build-
ings and office establishments—place it in a class apart.
In terms of manpower, resources, and bureaucratic ma-
chinery, the American trade unions are the most powerful
in the world—facing also the most powerful adversary in
the world.

The very massiveness of the structure gives the labor
movement social weight and latent powers of resistance,
excellently shown in labor’s contrasting fortunes in the two
post-World War reactions. It is part of the historical record
that after the nation won the wars for democracy, once
in 1918, and again in 1945, labor, on each occasion, had
immediately thereafter to face a sustained onslaught. Gom-
pers’ AFL did not have what it takes and succumbed to
the attack: the steel strike of 1919 was crushed; the
miners retreated under threat of government injunction;
the packinghouse victory was quickly dissipated and the
industry resumed open shop operations; the railroad shop-
men’s strike went under the knife. Company unionism was
on the rise as the AFL lost its war-time member-
ship gains and slid back to below the three-million mark.
The unions stagnated during the twenties, surviving as
isolated enclaves on the fringes of the economy. It was a
far different story with the labor movement forged during
the New Deal. The 1945-1946 strike wave was victorious
all along the line, and came up with the first round of
post-war wage increases. True, the employers had more
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success after they shifted their offensive to the political
field and secured passage of the Taft-Hartley law. But
even in the ensuing ten-year retreat, the unions continued
to expand their membership with the growth of the labor
force, and even bettered their percentage slightly. The
membership stood at about 1234 million in 1945 and 17Y%
million in 1956. If we divide the latter figure by 51,878,000
non-agricultural employees, union strength in 1956 would
be a third of its theoretical potential. If we eliminate a
number of virtually unorganizable categories, we get the
official union calculation—40 percent of its theoretical
potential. Union membership is a slightly higher per-
centage of the labor force than ten years ago, and four
times the percentage of 1930.

AS Leo Huberman indicates in his article after reviewing
some of the testimony before the McClellan Com-
mittee, the struggle against unions is going on today as
it did before the advent of the CIO. We have only to
mention Kohler, Perfect Circle, Square D, Louisville and
Nashville, Southern Bell, Westinghouse, to recall that em-
bittered strikes are also not unknown in the fifties. But
overall, the struggle has assumed generalized political forms
in an attempt to housebreak and contain the unions.
Many of the biggest corporations cannot operate any longer
on an open shop basis. Outright union-busting now takes
place mostly in the unorganized sectors.

The union movement has held its own as a bureaucratic
structure, even if it has not displayed much prowess in
carrying the attack to the opponent. In the economic field,
the unions are a substantial institution of a different order
of power from the twenties. In the old AFL, labor unions
were usually able to raise the wages of their members
above the general level, but their wage rates set no pat-
tern for the country as a whole. With the unions now
bargaining for such a sizable part of the work force,
amounting to 100 percent in some of the country’s basic
industries, the major wage agreements set a pattern that
is followed to one degree or another throughout the busi-
ness community. In the political field, the “reward your
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friends, and punish your enemies” policy is likewise prac-
ticed on a qualitatively different scale. The unions have
built a considerable machinery in the form of political
action committees in the localities, positions of strength
within the Democratic Party in many industrial centers,
and a network of alliances with liberal political figures on
the city, state, and federal levels.

The bureaucratic front looks solid, substantial, and even
imposing. But behind the facade resides a creature wracked
by disease. Despite its institutional strength, the trade union
movement has been on the defensive and in retreat for a
decade. The unions showed more political muscle inside
the Democratic Party and the legislative halls twenty years
ago when they were a third of their present size. Rather
than mount a campaign to repeal the Taft-Hartley law,
the unions have had rained on them an unending stream
of hostile rulings from the National Labor Relations Board
(the most recent consequences of which have been. the
setback in the department store field in Toledo, and the
breaking of the O’Sullivan Rubber strike), the ICC attack
on the “hot cargo”. clauses in Teamster contracts, the pas-
sage of “right to work” laws in 18 states, and a renewal
of unfavorable court judgments. (The recent Supreme
Court decision permitting scabs to sue unions in the State
courts has perllous implications.) The very idea of a labor
counter-offensive is forgotten. Union officials are busy try-
ing to fend off additional punitive legislation. Even social
security legislation enacted during the New Deal has been
permitted to erode. For example, unemployment insurance
benefits—the most touted of the “built-in stabilizers” of
the new peoples’ capitalism—have been steadily chipped
away so that by now employers have cut their tax rates by
two-thirds and reduced average benefits to about one-third
of weekly earnings compared to about half in 1935 when
the law was passed.

THE new organizational campaigns announced at the

time of the AFL-CIO merger have been stillborn. There
is ‘no substantial organization of new fields in progress. The
South remains the haven of the open shop and runaway

plant. Chemicals and textiles are largely unorganized. No

inroads are being made among white collar workers. The
breakthrough into new fields took place during the CIO
crusade from 1935 to 1941. The next big membership
gains came during the war when the established unions
mushroomed out in their jurisdictions under the “main-
tenance of membership” clauses that they secured from
Roosevelt’s ' War Labor Board in return for the no-strike
pledge and the wage freeze. Their expansion since has
been primarily a reflection of the expansion of the work
force in the unionized industries.

Traditionally, the American trade unions have not been
front-line fighters for civil liberties. The craving for re-
spectability and approbation of official public opinion has
led the average conservative union official to shun associa-
tions with radicals, or those who might be tagged as radi-
cals—even though such aloofness would endanger civil lib-
erties, which are necessary foundation stones of free trade
unions. But the labor record of the past decade has prob-
ably plumbed new depths in opportunist short-sightedness
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_and bigotry. CIO efficials got involved in the witch-hunt

by themselves employing McCarthyite tactics against Com-
munist opponents. The crooks and panderers in the AFL
found anti-Communism a superb patriotic shield for their
sordid transactions, Other more disinterested officials were
animated by anti-Communist attitudes no different from
those of officials in the American Legion or Chamber of
Commerce. The labor movement has scarcely lifted a
finger in the specialized sphere of government industrial
security regulation, an area which directly endangers union
contractual procedures. Even when the independent West
Coast Longshore Union was able, through court action, to
breach the Coast Guard blacklist, the decision was prompt-
ly sabotaged by the AFL-CIO maritime unions. Apathy,
timidity, drift, as well as small-time opportunism—officials
are able to rid themselves of opponents or potential “trouble
makers” by getting them dismissed as “security risks”—
these are the determinants, rather than the welfare of the
labor movement as a whole.

The role of the unions so far as the transcendent ques-
tions of our time are concerned—war and peace, the H-
bomb, nuclear testing, co-existence, colonial freedom—has
been equally undistinguished During the war, labor of-
ficials accepted appointments to various adwsory com-
missions and boards. Some of the more socxally alert labor
officials got big notions of labor’s coming role in foreign
policy making. At the time, there was a considerable
amount of criticism of “striped pants- diplomacy” in the
labor press, and demands by people like Irving Brown,
Victor Reuther, and George Baldanzi, that labor officials
be appointed to authoritative posts. of course, these soap
bubbles were qulckly pricked after the war, and labor has
relapsed into its. traditional position as the object, not the
subject, of foreign policy. The truth is most labor officials

are too provincial to have informed opinions on these
matters. The membership rightly feels that it cannot re-
ceive guidance in this complicated sphere from union
officers. Recently, there have been a few token gestures
of progressivism, as when Walter Reuther and *Jacob
Potofsky signed citizens’ declarations calling for a halt in
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nuclear testing, but in the main, labor has been a faithful
servitor .of the cold war, while George Meany and a group
of officials have been at pains to identify themselves with
its most reactionary and uncompromising advocates.

IT might seem visionary to berate a labor movement for
its indifference to civil liberties, or its support of the
cold war, when it has permitted some of its leading unions
to become. sinkholes of peculation and corruption. Many
might think it more important first to install. better locks
on the treasury boxes, and devise improved procedures
for voting on union contracts, before we get unduly ex-
ercised about unionizing unorganized industries, or defend-
ing civil liberties of radicals. For forty years, labor students
and . sociologists have analyzed the causes of labor cor-
ruption. The most recent study (Corruption and Racketeer-
ing in the Labor Movement, by Philip Taft, Ithaca, New
York, 1958) comes to roughly the same conclusions as
previous investigations: “Basically, racketeering in labor
unions appears to flow from a general slackness in Ameri-
can society, an emphasis upon material gain, and practices
prevalent in many areas of the business community. . . .
As employers in some trades will buy off inspectors, so they
will make collusive bargains with a business agent.” When
American influence recently became marked in Western
Germany, some of our labor mores apparently gottrans-
planted, as well. “Labor representatives out. of contact
with their fellow workers and functioning as an organ of
management-on the codetermination boards have shown
themselves avid spokesmen for the employers.- The ‘bonzen,’
[bosses] as they are called, forgot their origins and became
inordinately concerned with the problems of manage-
ment.” (p. 33-34.) ‘

But explanation is not justification. The labor move-
ment .has arisen not to mirror the corruptions and ex-
ploitations of our acquisitive society, but to eradicate them.
To the extent that unionism succumbs to the practices of
the business world, it loses its raison d’etre. The very em-
ployers who make use of corrupt labor officials induce their
political spokesmen to expose the corruption in order to
discredit and undermine the labor movement. In the midst
of the worst post-war depression, labor officials are pre-
occupied with undoing the damage of the McClellan
exposures. It is startling how little has been done by the
government in ten months of depression to alleviate the
plight of the unemployed and how ineffectual and tame
has been the response of this big labor movement. Its few
feeble attempts at mass demonstrations turned into pep
rallies for the Democrats. It has proven helpless even to
secure passage of an improved unemployment compensa-
tion bill.

To sum up, the labor movement is not a leader in the
nation today. It does not evoke an image as the protector
of the underdog, the champion of progress, the advocate
of the brotherhood of man. It is, in the mind of the
general public, another “special interest.” '

BUT the unions have attained a numerical strength and
a social weight where they can no longer limit them-
selves to their role of the past. Even if we assume that
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Gompers’ narrow semi-syndicalist - job-consciousness was
the last word in statesmanship for a trade union movement
of 1V, to 2 million, parceled out in craft jurisdictions, such
a program is still unworkable for a labor movement of 18
million entrenched in the major industrial strongholds of
the economy. Whatever historic role we assign the unions,
whether the classic Marxist idea that they are the training
grounds for socialist struggles, or the current sociological
theory that labor is one of the important “countervailing
forces” in a pluralistic society, or the liberal conception that
the labor movement is a key institution for safeguarding:
democracy in a slowly evolving society, we would have
to conclude on the empirical evidence that the labor move-
ment’s moral standing is declining and that it is not
making adequate use of its powers. C. Wright Mills called
the labor leaders “the new men of power” in 1948. His
recent conclusion in The Power Elite (New York, 1956)
fits the facts more accurately: “For a brief time, it seemed
that labor would become a power-bloc independent of
Corporation and State but operating upon and against
them. After becoming dependent upon the government
system, however, the labor unions suffered rapid decline in’
power and now have little part in major national de-
cisions. The United States now has no labor leaders who
carry any weight of consequence in decisions of importance
to the political outsiders now in charge of the visible gov-

ernment. . . . Well below the top councils, they are of the

middle levels of power.” (pp. 262-263.)

The result has been a working class pushed off its perch
of the thirties and reduced again to a submerged layer.
of society. The working class has been kept reasonably
contented, however, like the proletariat of the Roman
Empire, with bread and circuses. While the union organi-
zations have solidified themselves as bureaucratic edifices,
the élan and glow have gone, and the outlook of the ranks
has grown philistine. ’ ' o :

The more understanding of the labor intellectuals who
follow union events closely recognize this state of affairs.
They deplore the shortcomings and derelictions and offer
suggestions for improvement. But they feel that, realistical-
ly, one cannot demand very much more from trade unions
than they are doing, that unions.are a functional institu-
tionalism in our society which by its nature cannot go be-
yond the specific job of rendering a business service. They
hold that criticisms made from the assumption that labor
ought to remake our society, or be a decision-maker in the
existing society, are instrinsically utopian, corresponding
neither to the temper of the country, nor the wishes of the
union membership, It was this sober administrative realism
that led Selig Perlman and the Wisconsin school in the
twenties to embrace Gompers’ brand of business unionism
and to ridicule the radicals. It is this same outlook that
motivated J. B. S. Hardman and many labor experts in the
forties and fifties to tailor their thinking to the existing
labor movement. ‘

AN empirical approach is often very effective in describ-
- ing the existing situation, or estimating a slowly modi-
fying one. But it falls down in anticipating “leaps” and

“crises” in a historical development (as David Herreshoff
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describes in his discussion of the Wisconsin school) and
is poor at orienting itself in a fast-changing period. Even
if an historical estimation contains errors, it is still more
fruitful in furnishing a working hypothesis for purposes of
long-range orientation and policy-planning than a merely
descriptive sociology. Is this meant to suggest that the
trade union movement will soon face a period of swift
change as did the AFL in the early thirties? Or are the
unions up against a typical round of difficulties, some of
which will be eliminated by small modifications of their
practices, and some of which are the usual problems that
inevitably attend all organizations and human endeavors?

Beneath the general slough in labor affairs, a consider-
able organizational and power re-arrangement is now in
progress. The unity of the AFL and CIO two years ago
was a threadbare, formal affair. It was further compromised
by the disproportionate weight of the AFL in the policy-
making Executive Council, and the consequent submer-
gence of the CIO, which had in the past been the more
militant and democratic labor body, and which even in
1955 was the cleaner and more virile organization. But
the CIO had little bargaining power. It was by that time
less than half the size of its rival. The expulsion of the
Communist-dominated unions had been part of the process
of its loss of momentum. When afterwards, McDonald of
the Steel Union started a clique battle against Walter
Reuther of the Auto Workers, the CIO was in danger of
disintegration and had to take the best terms available
from the AFL. Inside the common federation, the in-
dustrial unions appeared to be facing an uphill journey.
The crafts started to aggressively push their jurisdiction
claims. The Teamsters were perfecting a series of private
alliances with other unions. And the Teamster-Building
Trades bloc was holding up unification of the main state
and city bodies. It also seemed at the time that the em-
ployers and politicians were going to throw their influence
behind the business unionists of the Beck-Hoffa stamp.
(Witness the deal with Montgomery Ward, and Senator
Goldwater’s declaration that he hoped Hoffa’s philosophy
would prevail against that of Walter Reuther.)

r_[‘HE McClellan Senatorial hearings transformed the
& picture. As an unforeseen by-product of the disclosures,
the AFL-CIO hierarchy was driven to make far-reaching
alterations in its internal dispositions. The Teamsters Union
has been forced out of the federation. The other big
wheel, the Carpenters, has its officers under a cloud as
well as an indictment. The revolt of the Building Trades
petered out at the 1957 Atlantic City convention; Presi-
dent Meany, resting on a new power bloc, told them off
in words that no one would have dared employ two years
ago. New, more effective machinery to arbitrate juris-
dictional conflicts was subsequently adopted by the Execu-
tive Council, and under the whip of public scandalization,
a degree of centralized power has been assumed which
would never have been tolerated by the International
chieftains in Gompers’ day. The executive weight in labor’s
councils—for the time being at any rate—has shifted to
a combination of the industrial unions and the semi-in-
dustrial AFL unions like the Machinists, Electricians, Rail-
way Clerks. . ‘:3
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The McClellan disclosures have forced through the
adoption of the so-called ethical practices codes and the
squeezing out of a number of the more compromised of-
ficials. The atmosphere around the labor movement is very
different from the time when Joseph Fay slugged Dubinsky
at the New Orleans AFL convention for the latter’s speech
against racketeering, and Dave Beck was the honored
speaker at businessmen’s luncheons. The unions are now
under heavy pressure to clean up their more flagrant ad-
ministrative abuses in order to be able to present a de-
fensible front to the public. But the McClellan disclosures
produced no revolts in the ranks. The men and women
who pay the dues were voiceless. The reform was a purely
top affair and therefore of restricted scope. The AFL-CIO
leaders run bureaucratized organizations and had neither
the capacity nor the desire to appeal to the ranks to stage
internal revolts within their unions. Hence, they had no
alternative course but to drop the recalcitrant unions and
to sacrifice those union officials who had been caught
red-handed. The cleanup campaign will eliminate a few
crooked leaders and will institute some improved pro-
cedures, but the character, leadership, and direction of
the present union movement will be little altered; neither
will it stop the decay or retreat. For that, other methods
and forces are needed.

A BASIC redirection of union policies can be visualized
only as a consequence of an insurgent mood sweeping
the nation, and finding reflection in union ranks. It is
hard to see the unions as initiators of such a change.
They will, rather, be beneficiaries of it. Left to their own
devices, the union officials will perpetuate themselves in
office and continue to follow the lines of least resistance.
But the mass mood has see-sawed in the United States
every few decades, and there is no reason to suppose that
the pendulum will not swing again in the opposite direc-
tion from the present. The time intervals vary depending
on a whole series of circumstances, but the oscillating
process goes on.

Any new upheaval inside the unions will necessarily
assume different forms from the upsurge of the thirties.
The unionization wave that came with the NRA hit a
predominantly unorganized and leaderless working class.
The old set of AFL officials feared the mass production
workers and were in any case unequipped to cope with
the problems of mass unionism. They weren’t even up to
protecting their organizations’ interests in the code setups,
as the exasperated comments of Mrs. Perkins and other
friendly New Dealers attest. Consequently, the political
radicals were able to play a unique role in the early stages
of unionization as they possessed the special skills that
were at a premium at the time. They partially filled the
existing vacuum of leadership. Now, however, the union
movement is, in a technical sense, an excellently organized
machine, and disposes of a wide network of skilled per-
sonnel. The present union officialdom constitutes a formi-
dable bureaucratic power. New bodies of workers will be
absorbed, as they are organized, into the existing organism
(as they were in the more alert unions like the Miners
and women’s and men’s clothing workers in the early
thirties) rather than form a rival power center, as did the
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CIO. Radicals will play an independent role inside the
unions again to the extent that they represent the senti-
ments of sizable segments of union ranks. Their militancy
and self-sacrifice will be appreciated as they were in the
thirties. But they will be operating this time in a union
movement headed by an entrenched and seasoned of-
fialdom, and their technical skills may very well be inferior
to those of the administration forces.

Such a trend is all the more likely because of the col-
lapse of political radicalism in the fifties, There is no
sizable cadre of men and women ready to step into the
breach. At the time of the AFL-CIO merger, when there
was talk of launching an ambitious organization campaign,
Fortune magazine voiced skepticism that it would come off,
and gave as one of its reasons the absence of a group of
radicals able and willing to handle that kind of work. This
same collapse of radicalism explains the absence of rank
and file initiative in response to the McClellan exposures.
It is the other side of the coin of the prevailing apathy
in the unions, reflecting the listlessness in the nation at
large.

NOWADAYS, labor writers ignore the essential tie-up
between union democracy and radicalism, probably
because radicalism is currently viewed by the academic
community as something alien which intellectuals or fana-
tics seek artificially to inject into the bloodstream of the
labor movement. There have, of course, been innumerable
instances of radicalized intellectuals or intellectualized radi-
cal workers, seeking, in a wise or unwise manner, to in-
fluence conservative labor movements in the direction of
their ideas. Such efforts have met at different times
favorable as well as unfavorable responses, because radical-
ism and conservatism are varying aspects of the workers’
aspirations for a better life under capitalism; now one,
now the other, coming into prominence, depending on
conditions. Both are endemic to the labor movement, as
any reliable text of American labor history will quickly
reveal. Radicalism, however, is intimately connected with
union democracy for two special reasons.

First, internal union life becomes vibrant only when
workers are in motion. In such times, the ranks are inter-
ested in alternative lines to official policy, and seek to
participate in decision-making. This may lead them to
break through, or attempt to break through, the bureau-
cratic crust. Ordinarily, union proceedings are pretty
humdrum, and only a tiny part of the membership par-
ticipates. The most recent study of a group of medium-
size industrial local unions showed that attendance at
meetings typically ranged from 2 to 6 percent. Naturally,
controversies of any nature can excite the passions of the
members and impart vigor to union proceedings. The
existence of a two-party system and the waging of hard-
fought election campaigns in the Typographical Union is
a case in point. But it is a historical fact that democratic
participation and spirited controversy occur most com-
monly when the membership is in a militant state and
anxious to realize substantial social objectives, or to change
the union personnel, or both.

Second, a rank and file group is helpless when con-
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fronting an entrenched union administration unless it has
leaders and some kind of organization. Even where the
administration does not seek to apply pressures, threats,
or sanctions against the dissidents, the democratic process
is reduced to paltry and primitive proportions where its
implementation depends on a scattering of unconnected
individuals who attempt to pit their proposals against

those of a well-oiled machine commanding all the re-
sources of office. That is why when union ranks are in
upheaval and seriously resolved to enforce changes, they
inevitably throw up new leaders from their midst and
form at least some kind of rudimentary caucuses or work-
ing groups. Where upheavals spread through a number
of unions, and reflect broader social issues rather than
passing grievances of a strictly local union nature, such
native union radicalism tends to fuse, to one extent or
another, with political radicalism—whatever the precise
mechanism by which the fusion is realized.

SOCIOLOGISTS have analyzed the process by which a
labor union becomes conservatized as it gains responsi-
bilities and power, how the agitator of yesterday becomes
the bureaucrat of today, and how a fighting membership
settles down when it wins some improvements in its work
conditions. This evolution is by now a familiar story and
has been repeated in the trade unions of every country
in the Western world. Within severe limitations, Michel’s
“law of oligarchy” operates with fidelity. But the life cycle
of the labor movement does not end with the conservatiza-
tion and bureaucratization of once militant and democratic
movements. Capitalism does not furnish labor unions with
that kind of a stable foundation. New crises arise, which
breed new upheavals, and start a new cycle—at times, on
a higher basis. The American labor movement didn’t get
fixed for eternity, or even for a very long time, with
Gompers’ triumph over the Knights of Labor. And the
present AFL-CIO, stemming from the New Deal, is not
the last word on the subject, either. But today’s absence of
radical ginger groups around unions, and the prostration
of organized radicalism, means that new moods of in-
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surgency will find expression more slowly. It will take more
time for the ranks to throw up new spokesmen Internal
union changes will rest for some time to come in the hands
of ‘the present officialdom, sections of it reflecting at times
progressive currents.

"Over forty years ago, John R. Commons wrote: “It
doubtless has appealed to some people who consider the
employer’s position more powerful than that of the union,
that the employer should be- compelled in some way to
deal with unions, or at least to confer with their repre-
sentatives. But if the State recognizes any particular union
by requiring the employer to recognize it, the State must
necessarily guarantee the ‘union to the extent that it must
strip it of any abuses’it may practice.” (U.S. Commission
On Industrial Relatlons Fmal Report Washington, 1915,

374.)

i These remarks have a prophetic ring today. During the
New Deal, labor officials started to lean on government
boards and depend on:government mediation machinery.
The CIO officials embraced the alliance without qualm
or inhibition. The AFL hesitated for a few brief moments,
but soon forgot old Sam Gompers’ admonition that “what
they give, they can take away,” and followed suit. The la-
bor leaders have grown accustomed to using crutches and
their walking limbs have atrophied. When the government
turned its scowlinig side on the labor movement and passed
the Taft-Hartley law, John L. Lewis proposed that the
unions bypass the law and rely on their economic strength.
But the Iabor hierarchs found this too. strong meat for
their stomachs. They decided to live with the law. The
usiions are now enmeshed in a tangle of legal regulations,
NLRB rulings, and court decisions, which have made
unionism a happy huntmg ground for lawyers. With
each new decision,- the unions sink deeper into the quag-
mire of legalistic red tape and restrictive regulation. The
liiring of more lawyers, more statisticians, more lobbyists,
is not the unmixed blessing that many labor writers imag-
ine. Tt is by no means exclusively a sign of maturity. Up
to a point, it is the inevitable concomitant of big union-
ism dealing with vast corporations and a swollen govern-
ment bureaucracy. But it also testifies, in part, to the flab-
biness. of labor ‘unions which have permitted themselves
to be sucked into the maw of capitalist government, and
have consequently surrendered a part of their hard-won
independence. Whatever be the fate of the new batch
of laws now before Congress and the State legislatures, this
is a process which will most likely continue and deepen,
given the forces at play on both sides.

E unions are not only caught in the coils of govern-

ment regulation, but will time and again be faced
with punitive edicts which will represent real dangers
to their functioning and interfere with their growth. That
is why the impulse to enlarge their political influence will
grow with each new harassment. The authors of the
Taft-Hartley law feared such a reaction and tried to fore-
stall labor politics with crude proscriptions. But labor is
strong enough to surmount these and future obstacles
thrown in its path if it has the will to political power. Very
tikely, labor’s political ‘experimentations will eventually
culminate with the establishment of some kind of labor

10

party. Whatever its institutional form, however, it appears
to be labor’s manifest destiny to emerge on the political
scene in another decade with at least the comparable ef-
fectiveness of its British cousins.

The process gives every indication of proceeding along
the lines of slow, ponderous change—except for the fact
that United States capitalism, as the twentieth century
empire builder, is caught in a crisis of monumental pro-
portions, and absorbs the crisis of every part of the so-
called free world within its own system. What the precise
impact of the crisis will be on the labor unions is difficult
to gauge. A lot depends on the economic situation at home.
An armaments prosperity bolstered by credit buying has up
to now acted as a powerful soporific, effectively doping the
working people and nestling intellectuals in clouds of eu-
phoria. But the current depression is breaking the hypnosis.
It is not the maintenance of any special level of -living
standard that determines the political mood. Given a cer-
tain minimum level, it is the feeling of security that makes
for conservatism and acquiescence, and the feeling of un-
certainty that provokes anxiety and impatience. Because
the unions are being pushed irrevocably into the volatile
sphere of politics, they will react with increasing sensitivity
to coming atmospheric disturbances. And the signs point to
a stormy decade ahead.

Capitalists employ labor for the amount of profit realized and
workingmen labor for the amount of wages received. . . . This
is- the only relation existing between - them; they are two distinct
elements, or rather two distinct classes, with interests as widely
separated as the poles. We find capitalists ever watchful of their
interests—ever ready to make everything bend to their desires.
Then why should not laborers be equally watchful of their inter-
ests—equally ready to take advantage of every circumstance to
secure good wages and social elevation? . . .

If workingmen and capitalists are equal co-partners, compos-
ing one vast firm by which the industry of the world is carried
on and controlled, why do they not share equally in the profits?
Why does capital take to itself the whole loaf, while labor is
left- to- gather up the crumbs? Why does capital roll in luxury
and wealth, while labor is left to eke out a miserable existence
in poverty and want? Are these the evidences of an identity of
interests, of mutual relations, of equal partnership? No sir. On
the contrary they are evidences of an antagonism. This antagon-
ism is the general origin of all “strikes.” Labor has always the
same complaints to make, and capital always the same oppressive
rules to make and powers to employ. Were it not for this antagon-
ism, labor would often escape the penalty of much misery and
moral degradation, and capital the disgrace and ruin consequent
upon such dangerous collisions. There is not only a never-ending
conflict between the two classes, but capital is in all cases the
aggressor. Labor is always found on the defensive because:

Capital enjoys individual power and in the exercise of that
is given to encroach upon the rights and privileges of labor.

Labor is individually weak and only becomes powerful when
banded together for self-defense. . . .

Capital knows no other commercial principle than that . . .
which says “buy in the cheapest market and sell in the dearest”
but which if applied to labor means ‘“keep down the price of
labor and starve the workingman.” .

If there is a mutuality and oneness of feeling, 1 ask, sir, what
means. this universal uprising of the workingmen of this continent
who are rushing together as with the power of the whirlwind,
towards one common center—a union of workingmen?

—William H. Sylvis, Speech to the
Ironmolders International Union Convention, 1864.
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Although the forms of attack have changed
and unions are well entrenched in many
industries, bitter anti-labor offensives,
using many of the employer weapons of the
past, still continue.

No More
Class War?

by Leo Huberman

# N November 28, 1953, a testimonial dinner was held

in the city of Pittsburgh in honor of Mr. David J.
McDonald, President of the United Steelworkers of Ameri-
ca, CIO. Present on that historic occasion, one of the
many featured speakers gathered to pay honor to the
leader of the union, was Mr. Benjamin F. Fairless, Chair-
man of the Board of the United States Steel Corporation.
Mr. McDonald, head of the largest steelworkers’ union
in the world, and Mr. Fairless, head of the largest steel
company in the world, had just returned from a two-week
tour of the steel plants. Mr. Fairless thought that the
“program of plant visitations” which he and his colleague
had inaugurated was a very good idea. He reported to the
assembled dinner company:

We have also had an opportunity to look beyond the
immediate issues that divide us, and to see in much
better perspective, I think, the one overshadowing task
that confronts all of us today: the task of finding a road
that leads to industrial peace. (Benjamin Fairless, The
Task Ahead, United States Steel Corporation, New
York.)

Having stated the problem, Mr. Fairless went on to give
his solution:

It can be accomplished very simply, I think, if we
can ever rid ourselves of the utterly false idea that our
economic interests are in conflict and that therefore we

Leo Huberman is co-editor of Monthly Review.
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must always try to take something away from each
other.

Actually, of course, our interests are identical. For
better or worse, we are inseparably bound together in a
state of economic matrimony.

It comes as no surprise, of course, to hear from the lips
of an employer that the economic interests of workers and
employers are identical. Nor would it be surprising to
learn that many of the workers in the audience (if indeed
there were any present) believed with Fairless that there
is no class conflict. For that is the message which the cur-
rent crop of labor leaders have been preaching to them
for some time. Thus the International Musician, organ of
the American Federation of Musicians, ran excerpts of
the Fairless speech in its February 1954 issue, with this
foreword: “The sentiments contained therein are prac-
tically identical with the thoughts expressed by President
Petrillo at numerous conventions of the Federation, to the
effect that the interests of the employer and employee are
bound together and that each needs the other, and instead
of antagonizing each other they should endeavor to co-
operate.”

'I‘HE editor’s claim that Petrillo had already said it at
“numerous conventions of the Federation” is probably
true, but there is no doubt at all that Dave Beck, now
outside the pale, but then General President of the Inter-
national Brotherhood of Teamsters, beat employer Fairless
to the lovefest by almost three months. In his Labor Day
statement of September 7, 1953, Beck said:

We call upon indusiry to join with labor in ushering
in a new era of labor-management cooperation.

If labor and management could rid themselves of old-
fashioned—actually Marxian—notions that they are for-
ever locked in bitter opposition . . . then our country
would soar to new heights of accomplishment.

The key to this magnificent future is not industrial
peace, which implies a compact between warring fac-
tions, but industrial fellowship, based on common un-
derstanding for a common goal.

There are some employers who would look with cyni-
cism at Petrillo’s plea for cooperation and Beck’s clarion
call for “industrial fellowship.” They would demand
“deeds not words.” To the most hardboiled employers in
America, the members of the National Association of
Manufacturers, in convention assembled in New York
(December 1956) came a leader of labor who could satis-
factorily answer this demand for “deeds not words.” Where
could one find better credentials for a top labor leader
anxiously disassociating himself from the thought of class
struggle than these from George Meany:

I never went on strike in my life, never ran a strike
in my life, never ordered anyone else to run a strike
in my life, never had anything to do with a picket
line. . ..

In the final analysis, there is not a great difference



between the things I stand for and the things that NAM
leaders stand for. I stand for the profit system; I be-
lieve in the profit system. I believe it’s a wonderful in-
centive. I believe in the free enterprise system com-
pletely.

Meany’s junior partner in running the AFL-CIO is
Walter Reuther, President of the United Automobile
Workers. The New York Times of March 28, 1958, quotes
Reuther as saying: “We don’t believe in the class struggle.
The labor movement in America has never believed in the
class struggle.”

We must accept the first sentence of Reuther’s state-
ment as a true expression of his beliefs. But about the
second sentence there is some dispute. At any rate, the
founders of the AFL, writing in 1881, certainly had an
awareness of the existence of the class struggle since this
is what they put into the Preamble to the Constitution
of the American Federation of Labor:

Whereas, a struggle is going on in all the nations of
the civilized world between the oppressors and the op-
pressed of all countries, a struggle between the capital-
ist and the laborer, which grows in intensity from year
to year, and will work disastrous results to the toiling
millions if they are not combined for mutual protection
and benefit. . . .

In the minds of Meany and other AFL leaders this
Preamble had long been out of date, so when the AFL
and CIO merged in 1955, a new Preamble to the Con-
stitution of the combined organizations was written which
contained no hint of class conflict.

The class war, however, cannot be so easily swept under
the rug. It may be what Dave Beck called “old-fashioned”
and “Marxian” but it does exist—and all the talk by the
Fairlesses and the labor leaders about the harmony be-
tween capital and labor will not make it disappear. In
capitalist society there can be no such harmony because
what is of benefit to one class comes out of the pocket of
the other, and vice versa. The individual capitalist may
want to raise wages, but to the extent that he does, he
cuts into his profits. And if he cuts into his profits too
much, he’ll have to go out of business,

IT is true, of course, that if a capitalist owns his own
plant and wants to play Santa Claus to his workers,
no one can stop him. And there may be a few eccentrics
of this kind. But today most business is carried on by big
corporations, and if the management of a corporation
should try to behave that way, the stockholders could go
to court and get an order prohibiting the squandering of
the owners’ assets. In a system of corporate capitalism, in
other words, the law requires businessmen to devote them-
selves to one end and one end only, the making of the
greatest possible profit. And with that end in view, it is
natural for the employers to resist wage increases by what-
ever means possible.

These are the facts of capitalist life, clear to intelligent
non-Marxists as well as Marxists. Here, for example, is
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what the Brookings Institution, the most conservative of
the respectable economic research organizations, had to
say on the subject almost a quarter of a century ago:

For each particular business man, wages constitute
one of the most important elements of cost; hence if
he can reduce wage rates, he can gain a differential
advantage over his competitors. Whatever the ultimate
general results, there is immediate gain for the in-
dividual business enterprise which can reduce wages
below the existing market rate.

Increases in wages above the market rate are re-
sisted for similar reasons. As a general proposition, every
individual business concern hesitates to advance its
wages above the market level. The reason is obvious
in cases where the margin of profit is slight; since com-
petition cannot be met if prices are raised, an increase
in wages threatens bankruptcy. But in the case of com-
panies which have profit margins sufficient to permit an
expansion of wages without an increase of prices, there
are deterring considerations.

To pay more than the market rate for wages ap-
pears not only needless but also unstabilizing in its ef-
fects upon business generally. Moreover, the very es-
sence of competition is to pay what has to be paid and
not more. Why should one ignore market considerations
when he hires labor anymore than when he buys raw
materials? . . .

Wage increases as a rule are granted only under
pressure—exerted by a general scarcity of labor or by
the power of labor organizations. (Income and Eco-
nomic Progress, Washington, D.C., 1935, pp. 110-112.)

It is because wage increases are won “by the power of
labor organizations” that employers have made war on
labor unions in the past and why they continue to carry
on that war in the present. That continual war is the
expression of class conflict in capitalist society. It goes on
in spite of the fact that some labor leaders say, with
Walter Reuther, that “we don’t believe in the class strug-
gle.”

THE war between capital and labor changes with the
changing times. It took American workers a century
and a half of militant battling before they succeeded in
having written into law their right to organize into unions
and to bargain collectively without interference from the
employers. The passage of the Wagner Act in 1935 coin-
cided with the appearance on the trade union scene of the
CIO with its emphasis on industrial unionism in place of
the traditional craft union policy of the AFL. In the wave
of organization that followed, trade union membership
skyrocketed; within four years the CIO had enrolled over
four million members—more than the AFL had organized
in its 59-year history—and the AFL’s membership also
reached new highs. During the period from 1935 to 1945,
trade union membership quadrupled; in the next ten-
year period from 1945 to 1955, membership increased
only about 25 percent. Membership in United States un-
ions in 1956 totaled approximately 18.5 million, which,
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deducting the more than a million of these members living
outside continental United States (primarily in Canada),
equaled about 25 percent of the labor force.

Membership in American unions continues, as it has for
a long time, to be heavily concentrated in a few large
organizations. Thus, of 189 national and international
unions, the six at the top in 1956—teamsters, auto, steel,
machinists, carpenters, and electrical workers (Interna-
tional Brotherhood of Electrical Workers)—had more than
a third of all organized workers. A survey conducted by
the Bureau of Labor Statistics shows that the combined
membership of these six biggest unions was more than two
and a half times as great as the total white-collar member-
ship. The number of white-collar workers organized into
unions is 2.5 million, or less than 15 percent of total union
membership.

The open bloody warfare that accompanied the spec-
tacular growth of unions in the 1930’s is much less pre-
valent today—except in the South. But that employers
still resort to violence to “keep the union out” is shown
in the opening paragraphs of a story which appeared in
the New York Times on September 8, 1953—two months
before Fairless of U.S. Steel was orating on the “identity
of interests” of labor and capital, and exactly one day
after Dave Beck called the perpetual labor-employer con-
flict an “old-fashioned” notion:

Hyden, Ky., Sept. 7—In the capital of the non-
union coal producing country here, John L. Lewis’
United Mine Workers Union has been waging a cam-
paign for more than two years to bring the operators
under contract.

Eight organizers have been shot, one of them died,
another is completely paralyzed. Cars have been dyna-
mited and union meeting places, members’ homes and
friendly merchants’ stores have been blasted or fired
upon. The union and its local leaders have been sued,
indicted, enjoined and even jailed.

This kind of violence, so typical of the labor-capital war
in the 1930’s, seldom makes the headlines today. The
Kohler Company war on the UAW, now in its fourth year,
has been fought on the old lines with gun emplacements,
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barricades, machine guns, strikebreakers, and mass firings,
but this is no longer the common pattern. Some of the
most viciously anti-union employers of the old days fought
the Kohler way, lost the battle, and now have collective
bargaining contracts with powerful unions. Making a vir-
tue out of necessity, they refer to union representation as
“an accepted part of our industrial system” (Fairless, op.
cit.).

THIS imprimatur coming from the big industrialists who
have no choice now that they are faced with mighty
union organizations which grew out of the bloody con-
flicts of the past; plus the fact that apart from exceptions
like those in Kentucky and Kohler noted above (and in
the South), the riot gun, tear gas, armed guards type of
battling is not nearly so common as it once was; plus the
legal restraints imposed on anti-unionism by the Wagner
Act and other legislation—these changes have created the
general impression that management accepts unionization,
that employers no longer make war on labor organization.
This may be true of those industries where unions already
exist, but it is definitely not true in the unorganized sec-
tor. The evidence that many employers are still unrecon-
ciled to unions, that they do everything they can to block
the efforts of their employees to organize, and that, if they
fail, they then make “sweetheart” agreements with “co-
operating” unions, is conclusive. It comes from the Select
Committee on Improper Activities in the Labor or Man-
agement Field of the United States Senate—the McClellan
Committee.

The McClellan Committee devoted most of its atten-
tion to an investigation of union racketeers and union
racketeering. It conducted only two months of hearings
on employer anti-unionism. It did not probe nearly so
deeply into this subject as did the LaFollette Civil Liber-
ties Committee in the 1930’s. But it uncovered enough
to show that big and little firms today, like big and little
firms yesterday, still carry on the anti-union war—with the
techniques tailor-made to fit the changed legal situation.

The McClellan Committee turned its spotlight on the
activities of Nathan W. Shefferman and his firm, Labor
Relations Associates of Chicago, representing some 400
clients throughout the United States. One of hundreds
of similar “labor relations” outfitsy LRA earned a gross
income of $2,481,798.88 for the seven-year period from
January 1949 through December 1955. Among its clients
were these familiar names: Victor Adding Machine Com-
pany, Chicago; All-State Insurance Company; Blue Cross,
Jacksonville, Florida; the Mennen Company; S. S. Kresge
Company, Detroit; American Express, New York; Schaefer
Brewing Company, Brooklyn; United Parcel Service; Nie-
man-Marcus Company, Houston; Abraham & Straus,
Brooklyn; the Lerner Shops, Altman’s, Bloomingdale’s, and
Macy’s.

Shefferman was set up in business in 1939 “with the
aid, advice, and financial assistance of Sears, Roebuck
& Co.” (Interim Report of the McClellan Committee,
p. 274.). For union-busting activities, companies are will-
ing to spend lavishly. Before the LaFollette Committee,
General Motors officials testified that they had paid out
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to all the labor spy agencies they had hired in the period
from January 1934 to July 1936, the sum of $994,855.68.
McClellan: Committee investigators found that in the
years 1953 through 1956, Sears, Roebuck had paid to
Shefferman and his union-busting agency a total of
$239,651.42. Sears was so pleased with Shefferman’s anti-
union work that it recommended his agency to its sup-
pliers, gave him discounts to win the favor of his clients,
and paid “entertainment expenses” for some of them.

HY? What did Sears get in return for the nearly a

quarter of a million dollars which it paid to LRA?
It got what it wanted—defeat of the AFL Retail Clerks
Union drive in its Boston store. When the Shefferman
agency operatives had finished their “work,” the majority
of the Sears employees voted for no union. It wanted to
keep other stores from being organized—LRA worked on
that, too. It wanted unions kept out of the plants of its
suppliers such as the Whirlpool Corporation which manu-
factures Sears” “Kenmore” refrigerators, ranges, and wash-
ing machines—the McClellan Committee gives the details
of LRA’s union busting program at the Whirlpool plant,
and says in its Interim Report (p. 267): “The evidence
showed that next to Sears, Roebuck & Co., the largest
single payments of retainers were made to Shefferman’s
firm by the Whirlpool Corp. for work done in connection
with its plants at Marion and Clyde, Ohio, and St. Joseph,
Mich.” Sears didn’t want its workers organized—LRA’s
success is shown in the fact that only 14,000 of its 205,000
workers have joined a union, and half of the 14,000 are
in the Teamsters Union. Dave Beck and Shefferman were
bosom pals—trips, entertainment, and presents for Beck
were paid for by Shefferman with Sears money; this may
help to explain why the Teamsters have never really gone
after organizing Sears.

The evidence is plain—Sears got its money’s worth
from LRA. Shefferman’s agency employed 35 operatives
who were assigned to whatever client anywhere in the
country was having “union trouble.” The techniques they
used to smash the union or bring in a cooperating -union
with a “sweetheart” contract varied according to the par-
ticular setup, but the general pattern was the same. It was
well illustrated to the McClellan Committee in the story
of the Morton Frozen Food Company which opened a
plant for the making of frozen meat pies, fruit pies, and
TV dinners at Webster City, Iowa, in February 1955.

After the plant had been in operation four months,
field representative Eugene Peterson of the United Pack-
inghouse Workers, CIO, started a drive to organize the
200 women and 100 men employees. The Morton Com-
pany hired LRA to keep the union out. John Nevett,
agency operative, soon turned up in Webster City, and
the anti-union campaign took shape: (1) Two pro-com-
pany men were sent to a local attorney who helped them
organize a ‘“We, the Morton Workers” committee which
promptly prepared and distributed anti-CIO leaflets. (2)
The anti-union committee was enlarged and, with Nevett,
checked off on a list those employees who were pro-union
and those who were anti-union. (3) Some of the pro-
union employees were fired, some were transferred to in-
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ferior jobs.

Nevett worked intermittently for about five months; his
“We, the Morton Workers” committee continued to put
out its anti-union leaflets; for new applicants for jobs a
“family information form” was prepared by Nevett and
gone over by the attorney for the plant who noted “o.k.”
or “no” on them. When the NLRB election was held on
November 22, 1955, the result was: for the Packinghouse
Workers Union 103, against the union 196, challenged 14.

For its work in keeping the union out of the plant, LRA
was paid by the Morton Company the sum of $12,590.29.
But the Morton Company did well on the deal—in other
food plants which had been organized by the Packing-
house Workers and had a union contract, average wages
for women workers were 26 cents per hour higher and
for men 48 cents per hour higher. So by hiring LRA to
keep the union out, Morton had saved roughly $170,000.
(Interim Report, p. 259.)

IN the ordinary course of events that would be the end
of this anti-union story. But shortly after the election,
the Morton Frozen Food Company became a division of
the Continental Baking Company of New York. And
whereas Morton wanted no union in the plant, Continental
did want a union—its own pet, the Bakery and Con-
fectionery Workers’ International Union. What the work-
ers at the plant wanted didn’t seem to matter-—Continental
wanted to sign up with the Bakery union.

The Bakers, at the invitation of Continental, put on an
organizing drive, but unfortunately for management, the
workers had learned their no-union lesson from LRA too
well, and the Bakers drive didn’t get off the ground. What
to do? Call Shefferman. Done. Enter Charles Bromley,
LRA operative sent in to generate union interest on the
part of the workers for the Bakers union.

Phyllis Ring, secretary to plant manager Binns when
all this was going on, gave this testimony to the McClellan
Committee:

SeENATOR ERrVIN, As I understand it, Mr. Nevett, rep-
resenting the Shefferman interests, came down to teach
that unions were bad?

Mrs. Ring. Yes. :

SENATOR ERVIN. And then Mr. Bromley, represent-
ing the Shefferman interests, came down to teach that
the unions were good?

Mgrs. Ring. Yes.

SeNaTOR ERVIN, And you say Mr. Bromley had some
difficulty because Mr. Nevett had been such a good
teacher?

Mrs. RiNG. That is right.

(Hearings, Part 15, p. 5799.)

Bromley went about the job of “re-educating” the Mor-
ton workers, securing signatures on Bakery Union cards;
meanwhile, in the office of Shefferman in Chicago, with-
out the knowledge of the Bakers union representative in
Webster City, the higher-ups of Continental and the union
signed an agreement which the Senate committee reports
was “arrived at without the formality of an NLRB elec-
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tion and . . . the negotiations were conducted without the
participation or even the knowledge of the workers who
were to be affected by this contract.” (Interim Report,
p- 263.) o

The Bakers union representative, Merle Smith, testified
that when he finally saw a copy of the contract, his re-
action was one of “disgust, disappointment and just—I
was almost ready to blow my top.” (Hearings, Part 15,
p- 5880.) It was a “sweetheart” all right, since it “provided
no seniority protection to the employees, allowed the com-
pany to do away with a wage incentivé program without
consulting the union, and provided only a 5-cent wage
increase.” (Interim Report, pp. 265, 266.)

It becomes obvious, from the findings of the Senate
Committee, that Labor Relations Associates was not sell-
ing what its name suggests. On the contrary, it was selling
no labor relations. That's what the employers wanted,
that’s what they were paying for. Senator McClellan,
chairman of the committee, said so in a statement issued
on November 5, 1957:

The activities disclosed before this committee reflect
a great discredit on some business firms in this country.
They cannot adopt the posture, as did some of the
firms appearing here, that all this was the doing of Mr.
Shefferman and his agents. . . . It was management
who paid the bills for the activities of Nathan Sheffer-
man, and it was management which knowingly utilized
the services of Nathan Shefferman with no compunc-
tions or regrets until the revelations in recent months.
They were aware of what they were doing and how
their money was being utilized. (New York Times,
November 6, 1957.)

It must not be supposed that the old reliables in “labor
relations,” the old spy agencies like Burns and Pinkerton
whose activities in union-smashing were revealed by the
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LaFollette Committee, have left the field to Shefferman.
Not at all. In a front-page story on December 1, 1953,
the Wall Street Journal tells us: “The private detective,
hero of many a mystery story and TV thriller, is doing
more and more of his sleuthing on behalf of business these
days. . . . All told, it’s estimated that there are over 5000
private detective agencies in the country, taking in more
than $150 million a year. . ..” '

UNDOUBTEDLY many of these agencies are investi-
gating in fields completely unrelated to labor rela-
tions—pilferage in plants, credit risks, fraud, and—such
are the ethics of capitalist society—the customers and
secrets of their clients’ business competitors. But- business
firms hire these agencies for still another reason, accord-
ing to Mr. John O. Camden, vice-president of the Pinker-
ton agency: “There’s a growing concern in business about
Communist infiltration into plants and- offices.” (Wall
Street Journal, December 1, 1953.)

This explanation sounds plausible in a period of cold
war when the hunt for so-called “security risks” has be-
come a national obsession. But it is not so convincing
when we recall that the predecessors of Mr. Camden, on
the stand before the LaFollette Committee, also talked
about ferreting out sabotage, theft, Communists, when
they were really spying out members of unions. Here are
the Pinkerton officials on the stand:

SENATOR LAFOLLETTE. M7, Pinkerton, will you take a
look at that exhibit, please [Pinkerton journal sheet],
and tell me what kind of information you would say
the agency would try to get for the United States Rub-
ber Reclaiming Company?

MR. PINKERTON. Information dealing with sabotage,
theft of material and other irregularities. . . .

[SENATOR LAFOLLETTE then reads a report of a Pink-
erton spy, dated May 16, 1936, describing a union meet-
ing attended by some workers of the United States
Rubber Reclaiming Company, Buffalo, N. Y.]

SENATOR LAFOLLETTE. Would you say that this re-
port had to do with investigation of sabotage of the
company’s property, theft or other irregularities?

MR. PINKERTON. No, sir.

SENATOR LAFOLLETTE. What would you say, Mr.
Rossetter, about that?

MR. ROSSETTER [vice-president and general manager).
I would say that it did not touch those points, but my
impression is that that was a “Red” organization. I am
not familiar with the names of the different units com-
prising the Communist Party or its supporters, but that
report would cover—

SENATOR LAFOLLETTE (interrupting). Would you say
it had anything to do with the investigation of the com-
pany’s property, theft of materials, or other irregu-
larities?

MR. RosserTeR. It might lead to sabotage if those
people were the kind that I think they may be—Com-
munists.

SENATOR LAFoLLETTE. Now, Mr. Rossetter, isn’t it
true that the description, in the Pinkerton journal, of
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sabotage, theft and irregularity often actually covers up
investigations to be made of union activities?

MR, RosserTer. Well, if you can take that as a sam-
ple, I will have to say “yes” to it. . . .

(Quoted in Leo Huberman, The Labor Spy Racket,
New York, 1937, pp. 14, 15. Emphasis added.)

Today, the prevailing practice is to hire ex-FBI men to
ferret out “security risks.” One of them, agent Albert J.
Tuohy, Security Director for Republic Aviation, gleefully
described his tactics in an article in the magazine Factory
Management & Maintenance in October 1954. The ar-
ticle was entitled “What You Can Do About Communists
In Industry.” Here is Mr. Tuohy’s answer—note how
quickly the jump is made from “Communists” to active
unionists:

Fire ’em! . . . That’s exactly what we did to 250 of
them this year. . . . Of those 250, only 15 were known
Communists. No matter. They all get the same treat-
ment. . . .

We're alert to which men are becoming prominent
in plant organizations ranging from hobby and sport
to religious and political groups. We know who is run-
ning for office and who has been elected i in the various
organizations.

Techniques of spying out unionists have, of course,
changed with the times. This is the age of electronics and
the newest methods include hidden television cameras and
w1re-tapp1ng This became front-page news in New York
City in December 1957, when the Motormen’s Benevolent
Association went on strlke for elght days. When the details
of secret conversations in union headquarters became
known to Transit Authonty officials, Frank Zelano, ex-
ecutive secretary of the union, wondered how it happened.
He searched the meeting room and found a small micro-
phone embedded in a sponge which was fastened to the
underside of a radiator. Wires attached to the microphone
led to a recording room in an office building. Further in-
vestigation disclosed that ever since the union had been
formed, in 1955, its headquarters and meeting halls had
been “bugged” by the Transit Authority.

MOST expert, perhaps of the professional wiretappers

and eavesdroppers is a man named Bernard Spindel.
In testimony before a Congressional committee in March
1955, he amazed his listeners by claiming that he could
stand outside the building he was in and listen to tele-
phone conversations inside; make a record of private con-
versations with a device 500 yards away from the talkers;
stand several feet from a row of public phone booths and
record, without direct tap wires, both sides of a conversa-
tion on any of the phones. (New York Times, March 31,
1955.)

Obviously so highly skilled a specialist would not long
go unnoticed by business. In an illuminating article en-
titled “The Private Eyes” in the Reporter for February
10, 1955, we learn that Spindel has indeed found all kinds
of employment for his specialty. Here is a description of
part of one operation conducted for the manager of an

16

eastern aircraft factory:

To maintain a constant watch over the activities of
plant employees, Spindel has installed no less than
twelve bugs—four in the men’s washroom, two in the
women’s washroom, and six in the company dining
hail. . ..

“That’s one factory where nobody pulls wool over
the boss’s eyes,” Spindel boasts. “The manager has
found the setup very useful. He knows just which em-
ployees are acting up on the outside. He knows which
junior executives are loyal to him and which are his
enemies, and that way he knows who to promote and
who to fire.”

It’s loyalty to the country which is, supposedly, in ques-
tion in the case of security risks; but the loyalty which de-
termines who gets promoted or fired in this aviation fac-
tory, is loyalty “to him”—the boss. And active unionists,
or any one left of Senator Knowland, are always looked
upon as disloyal,

Beneath the sugar-coating of sweet phrases concerning
the partnership of capital and labor, there lies the bitter
pill of class war. So long as society is divided into classes
with opposing interests, the class war must exist. There is
no use in imagining that it is merely the invention of
agitators—and that if only people would stop believing in
it, it would vanish., That is as ridiculous as saying that
those scientists who discovered the atom, invented it, and
if only people would stop believing in it, it would cease
to exist.

The class struggle can no more be willed into being by
those who accept it as a fact of capitalist life than it can
be willed out of being by those who reject it.

Far from being advocates of class war, those of us who
are socialists are unalterably opposed to it. We believe in
the brotherhood of man, in the Golden Rule—instead of
the rule of gold. That’s why we are in favor of the transi-
tion from a society in which classes must exist, capitalism,
to a society in which classes will not exist, socialism.

It is not an exaggeration to say that the worker who is freed
from his trade union is thereby left in servitude to his employer.
* * *

I hardly need to point out that the doctrine of the supposed
harmony of interests is, historically, a propaganda device more
or less coincident in origin with the birth of classical economics
and intended to protect its main postulates from the devastating
attacks of its early critics. I suspect, indeed, that any labor leader
would have refused to accept it in, say, the little depression of
1937. It has never proved convincing to organized labor except
in times of overwhelming boom; and it is one of the first con-
cepts to be thrown overboard as boom conditions decline and
the signs of a depression begin to make themselves felt.

Harold J. Laski, Trade Unions in the New Society, 1949,

If the workers surrender control over working relations to
legislative and administrative agents, they put their industrial
liberty at the disposal of state agents. They strip themselves bare
of means of defense—they can no longer defend themselves by
the strike. To insure liberty and personal welfare, personal rela-
tions must be controlled only by those concerned.

Samuel Gompers, The Workers and the Eight-Hour Day, 1915.
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With automation, the tempo of capitalism's
efficiency-hunt has speeded up. But what
will be the outcome, under our system of
production for profit, of the search for
new ways to produce more with less labor?

Aufomatidn and Labor o

A by William Glazier

“ . . the automatic machine, whatever- we think of. any

feelings it may have or may not have, is the precise economic

equivalent of slave labor. Any labor which competes with slp.ve
labor must accept the economic conditions of slave labor.”

Norbert Wiener, The Human Use of Human Beings

New York, 1954 P 162

W’HENEVER a new machine or system of machines
increases labor productivity in any society the op-
portunity presents itself for the working people to live a
better life. As far as the United States is concerned, the
extent and the timing of any such improvements in living
standards depend, of course, upon the outcome of a whole
series of economic and political contests between workers
and employers. These differences over how the output is to
be divided up, and the compromise solutions which result,
are usually irrelevant to the production potential of the
machines themselves. Similarly, in an underdeveloped
country, or in one operating under a planned economy,
although the manner in which it is decided how increased
productivity will be used is not the same, it nevertheless
still holds true that the considerations brought into play
are again not directly related to the latent productivity of
a new technique or machine.

We must keep this rather obvious point in mind when
examining the impact of automation upon labor in the
United States. Ours is an economy driven by profit, and
this, rather than the dramatic and even revolutionary ef-
fect of automation upon labor productivity, must be our
point of departure. It is automation under American capi-
talism which is our interest, not automation in the ab-
stract. Scientists and technologists may paint pictures of
the “push button world” opening up to mankind, but when
we try to see how labor in the United States might bene-
fit from it or how labor can minimize the burdens which
such a change in the production process would impose on
working people, we find ourselves again concerned with
those facts about the economic organization of our society
which persist despite changes going on in the techniques
of production.

Workers, whether organized into trade unions or as in-
dividuals, have always faced the introduction of new ma-

William Glazier is Administrative Assistant to the Presi-
dent of the West Coast International Longshoremen’s and
Warehousemen’s Union.
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chines with apprehension and misgiving. Machines dis-
place men, and although social scientists can construct
theories which prophesy a painless process of less sweat
and toil, higher output, reduced prices, new jobs, a higher
standard of living, and more leisure, in practice it rarely
works out this neatly. The question for the individual
worker—or for his union—is not what will happen to the
entire economy in the long run as the result of introducing
advanced production methods, but what to do right now
about the specific man or woman whose job has been
taken over by a machine. . .

A recent ILO. report on automation and technologmal
developments puts the issue in these words:

Thus the long-run outlook is good. But in the mean-
time many short-run_problems have to be met with
imagination and vigor. It is significant that most of
these relate to the labor and social aspects of tech-
nological change rather than to the technical aspects
and to our ability as a society to absorb change readily
to the general benefit of the people. (Report of the
Director-General, Part I, “Automation and Other Tech-
nological Developments,” ILO, Geneva, 1957, p. 3.)

The challenge which automation presents is not a new
one to working people. From their point of view, it is
still more of the same never-ending scramble to make a
living. To the employers and owners of industry, however,
the move to automated production opens up the vista of
increased profits in a vastly more complex and more un-
stable economy. They welcome this kind of change.

ON the other hand, the spokesmen for American labor
complain righteously at not getting union benefits au-
tomatically. A recent conference on automation sponsored
by the AFL-CIO’s Industrial Union Department heard
IUD Director Albert Whitehouse proclaim that

it is time to point out that automation and other tech-
nological changes have failed to bring automatically
those things promised so blithely. Where are the great
numbers of more highly skilled jobs? Where are the
lower prices? Where are the jobs for everybody that
were virtually guaranteed us? (Quoted in Labor Re-
lations Reporter, May 5, 1958, p. 18.)
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And, one might also inquire, what manner of labor
leaders are these who count on benefits coming “auto-
matically” to working people?

The workman’s sole capital is his labor and his technical
skill. Anything which depreciates their value deprives him
of part of his property. Because the advantage of ma-
chinery lies in the savings in labor which it makes possible,
workmen have no alternative but to look skeptically at the
promises of a world of leisure which are dangled by the
enthusiasts for automation. To most workers technological
change always spells trouble.

Unemployment resulting from technological change has
been spotty and difficult to isolate from the loss of jobs
due to other causes. Through the late twenties of this cen-
tury the American economy was generally expanding, with
the result that workers displaced by machines were ab-
sorbed into new jobs. The persistent unemployment of the
thirties which amounted to 20 percent of the labor force
in 1939 and was still 10 percent in 1941, two years after
the rearmament program had been initiated, did not come
about because machines were replacing men. However, by
1937, production had climbed back to its pre-depression
level while the number of unemployed had increased nearly
seven times. How many of these workers were without jobs
because machines had displaced them it is impossible to
determine.

World War II and the postwar decade were both
periods generally marked by the kind of economic buoy-
ancy which minimized the impact upon working people of
new labor-saving machines and production methods. Out-
put grew as labor productivity increased, and unemploy-
ment was never a serious problem except for the recession
months in 1948-1949 and in 1953-1954.

The usual employment pattern in an industry or firm
replacing men with machines in these years—recent ex-
periences in the electrical manufacturing industry are a
good example—was for the percentage of production work-
ers to decline while the number of professional and clerical
employees increased, although not enough to offset the
number of skilled and semi-skilled displaced. While output
in a given plant thus grew more rapidly than total em-
ployment, the overall growth of the economy tended to
create new jobs for both redundant workers and young
workers entering the labor force. Of course, not all years
were equally favorable to the absorption of displaced work-
ers, nor did all industries follow the same growth pattern.
But generally this was the way it went.

O much for the past. Meanwhile today’s recession, ac-
companied as it is by the heaviest unemployment since
1940, has brought with it such a host of pressing unpost-
ponable problems to the labor movement that concern with
automation has receded into the background. When, for
example, the steel industry is producing at less than 50
percent of capacity and tens of thousands of steel workers
are either wholly unemployed or working short weeks, it
doesn’t make much sense for the union to worry about
workers who might be displaced in the future by the pros-
pective automation of production lines. Neither steel nor
any other major industry is currently preparing to embark
on heavy new investments in automation to make plants

more efficient when they can’t figure out how to utilize
their present capacity profitably.

Edwin G. Nourse, formerly chairman of the Council of
Economic Advisers, and respected as a conservative aca-
demic economist, warned about this condition of over-
capacity when he testified at the Automation Hearings
back in October 1955. Nourse stated then, long before
the present recession had set in:

I strongly suspect that we have already built up at
many spots a productive capacity in excess of the ab-
sorptive capacity of the forthcoming market under city
and country income patterns that have been provided,
and employment patterns that will result from this au-
tomated operation. . . . We have not yet demonstrated
our ability to adjust the actual market of 1956-57, and
later years, to the productivity of the production lines
we have already modernized. They have not yet come
to full production, but as they do we see incipient un-
employment appearing. (Automation and Technological
Change, Hearings Before the Subcommittee on Eco-
nomic Stabilization of the Joint Committee on the
Economic Report, 84th Cong., 1Ist Sess., p. 623.)

This existing overcapacity is not only the major cause
of the present economic decline; it also explains why auto-
mation—despite the great savings in labor costs it holds
out—has been introduced so slowly. The heavy costs in-
volved, and the existence of relatively new capacity in-
stalled since the end of the war, but still not fully utilized,
continue to be barriers, Automation would have to promise
enormous savings in operating costs to make the required
heavy new investments profitable in the face of existing
unused capacity and a declining demand for the products
of American industry.

However, it is unnecessary to point out that we are
certainly not witnessing today the final collapse of the
American economy—far from it. The recession will work
itself out, sooner or later, and the working people will, as
usual, bear the brunt of the process. We can anticipate
some sort of economic recovery before too long although
its specific features need not concern us here. It is most
likely that precisely in this future recovery phase of the
cycle American labor will feel the first major impact
of automation.

A revival of production without an accompanying elim-
ination of the new pool of unemployed workers seems to
be in the cards. Because the revival of business investment
which is necessary to set off economic recovery will be in-
creasingly for labor-saving machinery, there are good
grounds for labor to begin thinking now of the implications
of automation, the most labor-saving of capital invest-
ments.

THERE seem to be as many definitions of automation
as there are experts writing in the field. Each defini-
tion, of course, depends upon where one stands in the
scale of things. In the frame of reference of this paper,
the scientific or technological features of automated pro-
ductive processes are of secondary interest. What is im-
portant, are the kinds of change in the structure of pro-
duction and of industry which result from automation
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along with the enormous increases in the productivity of
labor. For what automation means is that the same out-
put can be produced by many fewer workers; or put an-
other way, it means that the rate at which men are tech-
nologically replaced is accelerated.

Although automated machine assemblies are still rela-
tively few in the total of American industry, a sufficient
number have already been introduced to suggest their
dramatic potential for raising labor productivity. For ex-
ample, David A. Morse, Director-General of the ILO,
stated in his 1957 Report:

Fourteen glassblowing machines, each operated by
one worker, now produce 90 percent of the glass light
bulbs used in the United States and all the glass tubes
used in radio and television (except picture tubes).

(Op. Cit., p. 8.)

The 1955 Hearings on Automation and Technological
Change conducted by a subcommittee of the Joint Com-
mittee on the Economic Report of the United States Con-
gress are replete with examples of enormous strides in pro-
ductivity resulting from automated processes. Two workers
now assemble 1,000 radios a day, a task which had pre-
viously required 200 workers. One man in Ford’s Cleve-
land plant runs a transfer machine performing more than
500 operations formerly done by 35 to 70 men. Forty-eight
workers, under automatic methods, now complete an
engine block in about 20 minutes, whereas it used to take
400 workers 40 minutes to complete the same job. And so
it goes.

In the past when a mechanical device was substituted
for manual labor, productivity might have been doubled
or tripled. Such increases in output per manhour were on
a scale with other improvements in productivity resulting
from such changes as better planning and control, better
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transport, better product design, or just driving the work-
ers harder. What is new about automated processes is that
the scale of improvement is so much greater. Increases in
productivity by 10 and 15 times have now become pos-
sible in those places where automation can be applied
profitably.

When employers decide to invest in any kind of tech-
nological innovation, they do so in expectation of reducing
costs. This is the spur. Although labor costs per unit of
product are invariably reduced by automation or any other
technological improvement, there is no reason to assume
that either more units will be produced, or prices will be
lowered, or both. In the same way, there is no way to
determine in advance whether or how rapidly the labor
displaced by an automated process will be absorbed. This
will depend upon a whole series of conditions which are
quite separate from the automation; for instance, upon
the general economic climate, whether the market for the
products in question is growing, how rapidly new workers
are coming into the labor force, and so on.

AUTOMATION holds out a special kind of advantage
-to industry. In contrast with previous improvements
in methods, or adoption of new machinery, automation
makes it possible to operate at a maximum rate for most
of the productive day. This results from the self-regulatory
system under which machines, and not men, supervise and
control other machines. With human rather than machine
control of machines, the best that can be hoped for is
intermittent maximums. But with the optimal potential
under automated processes, the limiting factor is the mar-
ket for the goods.

Another way to look at the possible advantages accruing
from automation was well put by the Director-General of
the International Labor Organization in the report already
referred to, He remarked (p. 73) that “an element of
choice is always involved” in the course of taking the
benefits of the rapid increases in productivity and the re-
sultant savings in labor. These savings can go into more
production, into profits, into shorter hours, higher wages,
or price reductions. And with careful understatement he
concluded that “we have seen some sharp differences of
opinion on this matter during this last year.” (P. 75.)

Automation will undoubtedly intensify these “sharp
differences.” Even when some workers gain from the in-
creased productivity, their benefits will be substantially
less than capital’s. Moreover, whatever the gain of certain
groups of workers, it will take place at the same time
that many other workers become displaced by the new
machines. How does a union cope with this kind of
situation?

The United Automobile Workers announced early this
May that about 500 workers, including some with 30
years of seniority, will be thrown out of work by the clos-
ing of the die room of General Motors’ Fisher Body Di-
vision plant in Pontiac, Michigan. The union, incidentally,
was not advised in advance of the company’s plans to con-
centrate this work in a few newer and more efficient plants.
All it could do in the circumstances was ask that the men
discharged be guaranteed the right to move with their
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jobs, that the cost of relocating them and their families be
paid-by the company, and that adequate severance pay be
provided for those who do not wish to relocate. General
Motors is under no obligation, it appears, to do any of
these things. Nor, it can be added, is there any chance
that the company will voluntarily take care of the dis-
placed men. :

On the other hand, union policy within a wholly auto-
mated plant or department of a plant normally encom-
passes the usual routine demands for greater job security,
higher wages, shorter hours, along with the retraining and
upgrading for the men with seniority to fill the new jobs.
Frequently union discussions on automation result in de-
mands for guaranteed employment (or wages) and some
form of severance pay for the men released. It should be
added that because production changes of this kind come
about unevenly, and because their impact on both the
industry and the firm can be most varied, it becomes ex-
ceedingly difficult for a union to work out a general policy
that fits all situations.

IT is generally held that representatives of the workers
should have an opportunity to discuss the introduction
of automation in advance. Such prior negotiations are
considered by many economists and union spokesmen to
be the key to insuring that automation will benefit and
not harm the displaced workers. Certainly no one would
quarrel with prior discussions and negotiations, but one can
have some skepticism about the usefulness of such talks
unless the union is strong enough to prevent the employer
from putting the new production methods into operation.
Without this kind of strength—even if it isn’t ernployed—
most discussions will be pretty thin on results.

Clark Kerr, new Chancellor of the University of Cali-
fornia and a highly respected academic authority in the
field of labor relations, argues that the primary contribu-
tion of unionism to the long-term productivity of society
lies in its participation in the determination through col-
lective bargaining of the rules which apply in the plant or
factory. It is his contention in regard to wage discussions—
and the point is even better taken when applied to auto-
mation—that the discussions are really more important
than the outcome:

While the total union impact on wages may not be
very great, particularly in raising labor’s share of na-
tional income, the process of exploration of possibilities
by the unions and their acceptance of the results un-
doubtedly leads to greater satisfaction by the workers
with the system of income distribution. There is a
stronger conviction that the results are equitable, or at
least inevitable, than would otherwise be the case. The
process may be more significant than the results.
(Clark Kerr, Productivity and Labor Relations, Berke-
ley, 1957, p. 21. Emphasis added.)

Interestingly enough, in this same brief monograph,
Kerr maintains that there has been no showing that pro-
ductivity increases have slowed down over the decades as
unions have become more powerful—on the contrary. And
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further, that there is no showing that productivity in-
creases average less in unionized than in non- umomzed
industries.

But it is not alone in dealing with employers on the ]ob
level that labor will face many new questions as the result
of automation. For automation also accentuates some of
the broader tendencies under capitalism with which we
are already familiar—to name two important ones, that
of productive capacity to outrun consumption, and that of
production to gravitate increasingly under the control of
fewer big firms.

High productivity, instead of being a blessing to the
owners of industry, can be a liability when the consumers
are not interested in buying or can’t afford to buy. An
individual firm with increased output as a result of auto-
mation might be able to carry on a campaign of costly
advertising, special services, and the like, and thereby grab
a larger share of the available market for itself. In this
way automation—savings from which probably helped
pay for the intensified advertising campaign—might be the
salvation of a particular enterprise. But it can’t similarly
be the salvation of the free-enterprise system itself. Be-
cause automation doesn’t automatically spread more pur-
chasing power around among consumers.

M | >

There is no known method—at least to this writer—by
which a balance can be continuously maintained between
increased productivity and mass purchasing power under
our present economic system. Some American labor lead-
ers have urged wage increases in American industry spe-
cifically to keep up the market for autos, houses, and other
durable goods; good advice, except that if followed it would
cut into industry’s profits. And since, in the absence of
such boosts to purchasing power, as many conservative
American economists are now publicly acknowledging, the
economy generates capacity faster than demand, it fol-
lows that automation simply aggravates this affliction and
the economic declines which are set off by it.

AMERICAN .SOCIALIST



THERE really are no good grounds for disagreeing with
the conclusion that what we have on our hands is an
economic system that has no machinery to deal with
sweeping technological change smoothly and without bring-
ing about the displacement and unemployment of workers.
Automation is not responsible for this condition—capital-
ism is. And trade union policies are not the vehicle for
coping with economic problems of this magnitude.

What about automation’s acceleration of the concentra-
tion of production in the hands of fewer and fewer large
corporations? Carl Dreher in his amusing and mstructwe
little book on automation sagely observes:

T hose will automate who have the resources and the
hardihood, and from those who have rot will be taken
away even that which they have. It will be an automa-
tion shakeout, and it will hit the smallest hardest. (Auto-
mation, New York, 1957, p. 115.)

Only the larger and more highly capitalized firms will
be able to afford the high initial investment required to
install automated equipment. Moreover, there is an ob-
vious advantage in concentrating production in large units
turning out standardized products. Only in this way can
the fullest benefit be obtained from automation. Small and

medium-size firms will just not be able to take advantage'

of the kind of a switch-over which puts such a premium
upon size.

Thus unions can expect, as automation proceeds, that
production will become more and more concentrated in
the larger firms. These firms will employ fewer production
workers while turning out more products. Thus, while the
scale of production grows, and with it the size of the es-
tablishments and the capital employed in them, the num-
ber of workers employed will decline. In addition, if the
servicing of automated machines is handled by specialized
maintenance firms—as will be most likely in.the future—
employment of production workers will be even further
reduced.

A sidelight on displacement of production workers is
that the shift of such workers to clerical, service, and other
such jobs—which the automation optimists make much
of—is a shift directly into areas which most experts ex-
pect to be increasingly automated. Routine office and
clerical jobs are ideally suited for automatic machine
processes.

On the other hand, as automation increasingly replaces
purely routine, unskilled, and semi-skilled labor by auto-
matic devices, there will be a need for a greatly expanded
and more highly trained professional and engineering force.
Such professional workers have been notoriously anti-union
in the past and there is no reason to expect them to be
different in the future.

As automation progresses, the unions will find themselves
facing fewer but more powerful antagonists on the other
side. At the same time the production base of the unions
will become narrower, weaker, and less effective.

FREDERICK Pollock, a leading German authority on
automation, even goes so far as to prophesy in his book
Automation (New York, 1957) that in the new era the
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strike weapon will lose much of its effectiveness. And he
gives as an example a 1954 strike of operating and main-
tenance workers at the atomic energy plants at Paducah
and Oak Ridge. A handful of supervisory employees were
able to keep up full-scale production during the three-day
walkout because the plants are so highly automated.

There is little doubt that some new kind of polarization
of the working class will result from widespread automa-
tion. Those factories or plants which are conducive to
automation will gradually move out of the orbit of the
mass industrial unions. And the union movement, in its
structure and organization, will be forced to change with
these changes in industrial organization.

How far will this go? There is no way of knowing. One
dark prediction from, of all places, an investment firm
on the New York Stock Exchange, points out:

If the educational system fails to adapt itself to the
.- new circumstances [i.e. automation], we could conceiv-
ably be faced with the problem of what to do with
millions of “misfits,” people who would simply not be
- employable in the more advanced industries and would
therefore have no way of sharing in the benefits of in-
creased productivity. Some of these people might be-
come and remain totally unemployed, but it seems more
likely that in a predominantly inflationary era the bulk
of them would provide a low-wage labor force for a
sector of marginal, substandard, exploitative industries.
On the other side, there would tend to grow up a pro-
fessional and skilled elite garnering most of the benefits
of rising productivity and developing its own distinctive
style of life. A division of this sort once established,
would tend to perpetuate itself; the United States would
be well on the way to becoming a new form of caste
society. (The Scientific-Industrial Revolution, Model,
Roland & Stone, New York, 1957, p. 45.) - -

When the Luddites smashed textile machinery and de-
stroyed factories early in the last century, they were not
trying to “hold up progress,” nor were they opposed to the
lightening of their work burdens. These desperate men
were hitting back at the greed of their employers and at
the organization of society which denied them any of the
benefits of the new machines. Their lot was completely
miserable and, futile as it was, they smashed machines
and burned and destroyed both raw and finished products
because this was the only way of fighting that they under-
stood at the time.

American unionists will certainly not follow the example
of the Luddites. But how to get the benefits of improved
production processes into the hands of the workers still
remains. Without fundamental and far reaching changes
in the structure of our society, the problem will continue
to be with us. So long as the economy expands and grows,
the burdens incidental to automation will be solved, or
lost, in the general improvement. But when the economy
declines or falters, automation will show its other face.
American labor will then have to find new resources of
strength, spirit, and ingenuity if it is not to be over-
whelmed.
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The ceaseless barrage of sex and violence,
and the commercialization of all aspects
of culture, hit all Americans, but those
who are most defenseless are the workers.

A Note on

The Worker's
Cultural Degradation

by Harvey Swados

THOSE of us who persist in clinging to certain archaic
notions about the human degradation attendant upon
capitalism, and who in consequence cannot shake off the
suspicion that this might be a better world with the arrival
of something we call socialism, are often taxed with the
lack of foresight of Karl Marx. Not only is Marx held
posthumously accountable for all the crimes committed in
his name or in the name of socialism—from the Stalinist
slave-labor camps to the Socialist management of imperial-
ist pacification in Algeria—but he is also charged with
having failed to foresee that capitalism would be able to
provide not less and less, but more and more and more
of the good things of life for its proletariat. It is true that
in recent months these sardonic cries have become some-
what muted, as the unemployed are once again arrested
for stealing food and display other signs of reluctance to
proceed quietly from overemployment to home relief; but
still the claim is made that the working class under capi-
talism (especially in Magic America), far from being in-
creasingly exploited and degraded, is living at least as well
as anyone else in the world, if not better.

Well, what about it? Are we to deny that the packing-
house worker and the auto worker can and do buy color
television, three-taillight automobiles and Chris Crafts to
go with their fishing licenses? And if we admit it, shouldn’t
we also admit that capitalism is after all capable of satisfy-
ing all the wants of the underlying population, allowing
for occasional recessions?

I for one do not think so. I for one think that the work-
ing class is not having its basic emotional wants and psy-
chological needs satisfied. I for one think that the working
class—regardless of whether it is envied by other pro-
letarians who would like to drive cars instead of bicycles,
or who would like to ride bicycles instead of walking—is
being cheated, swindled, and degraded as ferociously as
ever its English counterparts were a century ago when
Marx and Engels were anatomizing them. The fact that it
may not be aware of its exploitation does not alter the
reality of its situation. The fact that, even with an ap-

Harvey Swados’ last novel, On the Line, deals with auto
workers. He writes for the Nation and other periodicals.
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preciable portion of it presently subsisting on unemploy-
ment insurance, its material status is still light years ahead
of its European (to say nothing of its Asian or African)
counterparts, is relevant only as it sheds a little light on
the potential of plenty that would be available to all man-
kind if industrialization and the accumulation of capital
were to take place at a rational pace on a world-wide
basis.

CONSIDER the condition, say, of the Chicago slaughter-
house worker at the turn of the century. Upton Sin-
clair railed magnificently, and with ultimately telling ef-
fect, not only at the economic subjugation of workers
forced to toil sixty and seventy hours a week for a pit-
tance, but also at the conditions under which they worked,
at what they had to do for a living, and at how they were
ruthlessly cleaned out in the saloons when the long day’s
work was done. It was his contention that the workers
were being degraded and enslaved not only during their
working hours, but afterward as well, when they turned
to the consolation of booze to help them forget how they
were spending their lives.

Let us grant at once that these workers are no longer
forced to toil (not even the moonlighters) sixty and
seventy hours a week. Let us grant at once that they are
paid much more for working much less than they did at
the turn of the century, and that, thanks to their union,
their conditions of employment have been immeasurably
improved. What they do does not seem to have altered as
appreciably. Since Chicago packinghouses no longer of-
fer public guided tours, let us note what was said very
recently by one of America’s most distinguished women,
who felt impelled, in her ninth decade, to address a letter
to the New York Times (April 30, 1958):

I have been horrified within the last few weeks by
learning that the old cruel way of slaughtering animals
for food is still being widely used, and that still, just as
in my youth, there is no law to forbid it. This is to me
absolutely incomprehensible because we are not a cruel
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people: we do not want to eat what comes to us through
pain and suffering. And yet, as I know of my own
knowledge, the facts about the slaughterhouses were in-
vestigated and publicized well on to sixty years ago. . ..

Miss Edith Hamilton does not dwell in her letter on the
effects of this cruel work on those hired to perform it, nor
need we linger here over the question beyond observing
that it is not one currently asked by those engaged in pro-
mulgating the myth of the happy worker.

AS for how workers are gulled and mulcted in the hang-
outs which Sinclair described as traps designed to
stupefy the worker, and which we today might characterize
as the liquid television of half a century ago, only those
who live in the dream world of official mythology imagine
that they no longer fulfill the evil function they did in the
days of The Jungle.

An armored truck [A. H. Raskin tells us in the New
York Times Magazine of May 4, 1958] stood outside the
unemployment insurance office in a down-at-the-heels
neighborhood five minutes ride from Detroit’s glistening
civic center. On the truck’s side was a sign: “Charge
for cashing checks. Up to $50—15 cents. Over $50—20
cents.” Two-thirds of the workers streaming out of the
office thrust their checks through the slot and paid
tribute to the man in the truck. . . . Inside the office the
manager frowned: “That armored truck is violating the
law, but the cops don’t bother the owner. And the wives
like it, it keeps their men out of the beer gardens to
cash their checks.

But new techniques for the inducement of oblivion have
far outstripped the traditional saloon, with its check-cash-
ing window and its soft-sell technique of simultaneously
taking the worker’s money and enabling him to forget that
he has just spent his day hitting screaming animals on the
head, tightening bolts on auto bodies, or seeking the op-
portunity to find such employment. Indeed the new tech-
niques of merchandizing both “leisure” and forgetfulness
have now developed to the point where they can be said
to play as large a part in the degradation of the worker
as does his actual employment. The English writer, Richard
Hoggart, puts the matter quite succinctly in his The Uses
of Literacy (Fairlawn, New Jersey, 1957) :

Inhibited now from ensuring the “degradation™ of
the masses economically, the logical processes of com-
petitive commerce, favored from without by the whole
climate of the time and from within assisted by the lack
of direction, the doubts and uncertainty before their
freedom of working people themselves (and maintained
as much by ex-working class writers as by others), are
ensuring that working people are culturally robbed.
Since these processes can never rest, the holding down,
the constant pressure not to work outwards and up-
wards, becomes a positive thing, becomes a new and
stronger form of subjection; this subjection promises to
be stronger than the old because the chains of cultural
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subordination are both easier to wear and harder to
strike away than those of economic subordination. . . .
(pp. 200-201.)

What is perhaps ugliest about the whole process, how-
ever, is that competitive commerce is now meshing the
chains of cultural subordination with those of economic
subordination. The worker is not simply lulled into forget-
fulness of his daily idiot routine by the TV western: he is
simultaneously pressured into permanently mortgaging him-
self by acquiring the objects manufactured by the sponsors
of his daily ration of opiates. The peddlers of persuasion
have now developed such techniques of sophistication and
grown themselves into such large-scale enterprise that they
engage the talents and the creative passions of a substantial
segment of young college graduates in the fields of sociol-
ogy, psychology, economics, and the English language it-
self. They regard the worker-consumer as a manipulable
object rather than as a human being with individual needs
and aspirations; they address him in consequence with a
cynicism that can only be described as shameless, and they
exploit him culturally as ruthlessly as he was exploited
economically a generation ago. Thus Dr. Ernest Dichter,
president of the Institute for Motivational Research, re-
cently informed the Sales Executives Club of New York
and the Advertising Federation of America:

A year ago it was correct to advertise the purchase of
air-conditioners under the slogan, “You deserve to sleep
in comfort.” Today, it may be psychologically more
correct to shift to a moral approach, utilizing spartan,
work-oriented appeals such as, “You can’t afford to be
tired all day,” or “You work better and produce more
after a refreshing night”> Dr. Dichter termed this one
approach for giving the consumer “moral permission”
and “a rational justification” for buying products that
represent the “good life.” . . . Motivation research’s
view on price cuts, according to Dr. Dichter, is that
they must be accompanied by advertisements that ex-
plain to the consumer the reasons for the change. Other-
wise, “there is a grave danger that the consumer will
become more than ever convinced that he was being
cheated during a period of prosperity.” Dr. Dichter also
urged that salesmen become philosophers as well. To
help dispel the sales lag, “he has to sell us not only a
product but the desirability, the correctness of purchas-
ing the product.” (New York Times, March 19, 1958.)

Those who manage to accommodate themselves to a
lunatic order of things have in general reacted to observa-
tions like those in the preceding paragraphs in one or a
combination of the three following ways:

(1) They assert that the great virtue in our social order
is that, in addition to providing the working class with the
necessities and the amenities of a secure and civilized ex-
istence, it also provides the worker for the first time in
history with an unparalleled variety of cultural possibilities,
ranging from the great thinkers in inexpensive paper
books to the great composers on inexpensive LP’s.

(2) They claim that the manufacturers of distraction
are giving the public what it wants, and that if the pro-
letarian turns in his off-hours not to Plato but to Spillane,
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not to Beethoven but to Alan Freed, this is.no more than
a reflection of the traditionally abominable taste of the
masses, which preceded and will endure beyond the cur-
rent American order.

(3) They point out that—if it is indeed true that we are
the victims of an unremitting, concerted commercial as-
sault on our nerves and our senses—this degrading and
relentless battering affects not just the working class but
all of us, and that it is therefore romantically inaccurate
to single out the proletarian as the particularly exploited
victim of the mass-media panderers. ’

ALL three defenses are interconnected; a response to all
must start with an insistence upon the lately neglected
fact that it is the man on the bottom of the heap, the man
who does the dirty work, who has ‘the fewest defenses
against the unending barrage of sex and violence and the
propaganda of commerce. He is the particularly exploited
victim of the mass media; he is not given an honest pos-
sibility of developing an individual taste for individual
works of the human imagination; he does not have the
range of cultural choice available to college students,
white-collar people, and middle-class citizens of the re-
public.

As Daniel Bell observes of the work' situation itself, in

his Work and Its Discontents (Boston, 1956, p. 38), “a
tension that is enérvating or debilitating can only produce
wildly aggressive play, or passive, unresponsive viewing.
To have ‘free time’ one needs the zest of a challenging
day, not the exhaustion of a blank one. If work is a daily
turn round Ixion’s wheel, can the intervening play be
anything more than a restless moment before the next
turn of the wheel?”
° The man who leaves the packinghouse or the assembly
line is neither physically nor psychically prepared to ap-
preciate the quality paperback or the classical LP. Nor are
they readily available to him in any case; the merchan-
disers of the mass entertainments reserve the right to re-
strict certain of their wares, or conversely to cram others
down the gullets of their victims. It is no more accidental
that the only civilized TV programs are presented on Sun-
days, when the average viewer is either sleeping it off or
visiting relatives, than it is that the much-touted book-
racks in the poorer neighborhoods are packed not with
Plato but with anonymously mass-produced borderline
sado-pornography.

It is not only that the mass-media exploiters are capi-
talizing on the cultural backwardness of the great ma-
jority of the American people. Worse: they are actively
engaged in the creation of new types of subliterature (see
the paperback racks), sub-music (radio and jukeboxes),
and generally sub-human activities (television), which
they dump on a_ defenseless public in saturation quan-
tities. No demand can be said to exist for such products of
greedy and distorted minds until they are first created and
then reiterated to the point of nausea or numbed ac-
ceptance. In the process of production and reiteration,
whatever remains of an independent, traditional working
class culture—as Mr. Hoggart spells it out painstakingly
in The Uses of Literacy—is gradually eroded.
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THE middle classes and the intelligentsia can at least
be said to have alternative choices for their leisure
hours. Thanks to the numerical increase of the college-
educated and to their steadily increasing purchasing pow-
er, the masters of mass consumption have made available
to them the cultural treasures of the ages through the
media of books, records, and even FM stations. But these
have not been, nor will they be, addressed to the working
class, to the vast inarticulate masses, who are deemed by
their betters to have lower tastes than the primitive Afri-
cans and Asians to whom the State Department exports
Marian Anderson and Louis Armstrong. What could be at
once more patronizing and more bankrupt than the claim
that the flood of swill daily pumped through our cultural
pipelines fairly represents all that the ordinary man can
ever be expected to appreciate? If it is true that this capi-
talist society has all but wiped out economic degradation
and oppression, why can it produce only consumers as-
sertedly hungry for cultural products as degraded as those
of any previous epoch of human history? The fantastic
technological and scientific advances of recent years—not
the singular product, we see now all too clearly, of Ameri-
can capitalism—do not merely call for an accompanying
cultural advance, up to now unobservable among us; they
will be positively insupportable without such an advance,
without a new definition of the meaning of culture and of
the individual human potential.

Meanwhile the fact of the apparent hunger for cultural
rubbish combined with the salesman’s pitch, and their
apparent mass acceptance, should not blind us to the
basic shabbiness of the degradation and the exploitation
of those who, all too unaware of what is being done to
them, may even be asking for more of the same. I must
turn once again to Richard Hoggart, who speaks to the
point on this matter:

If the active minority continue to allow themselves
too exclusively to think of immediate political and eco-
nomic objectives, the pass will be sold, culturally, be-
hind their backs. This is a harder problem in some ways
than even that which confronted their predecessors. It
is harder to realize imaginatively the dangers of spiritual
deterioration. Those dangers are harder to combat, like
adversaries in the air, with no corporeal shapes to in-
spire courage and decision. These things are enjoyed
by the very people whom one believes to be adversely
affected by them. It is easier for a few to improve the
material conditions of many than for a few to waken
a great many from the hypnosis of immature emotional
satisfactions. People in this situation have somehow to
be taught to help themselves. (Op. Cit., p. 264.)

It should not be discouraging that there are few voices
like Mr. Hoggart’s on this side of the Atlantic. Surely it
it better to speak late than not to speak at all, and by
one’s silence ensure the continuing and intensified ex-
ploitation of those least able to resist its seductive and
ultimately corrupting effects. Every voice which says “No”
is itself a demonstration of the existence of an alternative
to the cultural degradation of the masses.
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Most of labor's gains during the years
~since the Great Depression have been due,
directly or indirectly, to war—a fact
which the literature of the '"American
celebration" neglects to mention.

The Condition of theWorking Class

by Paul M. Sweezy

MUCH has been written in recent years about the
“American standard of living,” the “income revolu-
tion,” the “conquest of poverty,” and the like. In this
literature, American capitalism has become the workers’
paradise which socialists were once scornfully derided for
holding up as a vain and utopian hope to the toiling
masses. How much of all this is fact and how much more
or less deliberately fabricated ideology is a most compli-
cated and difficult question which obviously cannot be
answered in a few pages. And yet I think it is possible,
even in very brief compass, to present enough of the
answer so that the problem can be seen in its true propor-
tions. And if I am right that clarity on this whole range
of topics is a matter of the greatest importance for the
American Left (in which I include the labor movement),
then at any rate no apologies need be offered for making
the attempt.

Most of the facts and figures to be presented are com-
pressed into a few simple charts the data for which are
taken, unless otherwise specified, from Economic Indica-
tors (both the latest number and the 1957 Historical and

Paul M. Sweezy is co-editor of Monthly Review,
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Descriptive Supplement), a useful and authoritative sta-
tistical compilation published monthly by the President’s
Council of Economic Advisers.

Chart 1 shows average hourly earnings in dollars of
1947-1949 purchasing power. The series for manufacturing
extends back to 1929; for retail trade, which is included
for purposes of comparison, to 1939. Considering all the
changes and upheavals of the period, the picture is one of
remarkably steady progress. The big exceptions are, first,
the Great Depression and, second, the three.years from
1944 to 1947 comprising the end of the war and the re-
conversion to peacetime conditions. For the rest, the gains
of the thirties are fully as impressive as the gains of the
forties and fifties.

As between manufacturing and retail trade, the latter
is not only lower throughout but the spread widens: In
1939 hourly earnings in retail trade were 85 percent of
manufacturing; in 1957, 80 percent. There are several
reasons for this, as Professor Dowd shows in his article on
white collar workers elsewhere in this issue, but I think
we would probably be safe in attributing the main role
to the greater degree of unionization among manufacturing
workers.
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The fact that hourly earnings increased as rapidly dur-
ing the depressed thirties as during the booming forties
and fifties clearly suggests that if there has been a sig-
nificant change in the condition of the working class in
recent years it must have been caused by factors other
than a simple rise in wage rates.

HART 2, showing average annual earnings of wage

and salary receivers in dollars of 1947-1949 purchasing
power, presents a very different and at first sight quite
paradoxical picture. Here the increase during the thirties
is very slow, and a change that can without exaggeration
be called of revolutionary magnitude takes place during the
war. Thereafter, there is a sharp decline followed by a
gradual recovery which did not regain the 1945 peak again
until 1956!*

The explanation of this different pattern, of course, is
that annual earnings depend on both hourly earnings
and the total time worked, and that during the war both
the steadiness of employment and the numbers of hours per
week increased sharply.

The fact that annual earnings reached a wartime peak
of approximately $4000 which has only been equalled in
the last two years does not mean that the realized material
standard of living was as high during the war as it has
been since. For one thing, much of wartime monetary
income was saved at the time and spent later, so that
the actual enjoyment did not coincide with the receipt of
income;** and for another, a large proportion of consumer
durable goods bought since the war (especially houses and
automobiles) has been financed through borrowing rather
than from income. On the other hand, more members of
the family were likely to be working during the war, so
that for large strata of the working class, particularly those

* This runs so counter to current notions that some readers may
wish to check the figures for themselves. The procedure is simple:
Take compensation of employees as shown in national income,
divide by the number of wage and salary workers as shown under
the heading of nonagricultural employment, and divide by the
consumers price index with 1947-1949=—1.00.

** The abandonment of price controls after the war, resulting
in a rapid rise of prices, robbed workers of a considerable part
of the real purchasing power of their wartime savings.
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in the lower income ranges, actual realized standards of
living were at their maximum during the war years. Chart
2 must be interpreted with care, but the message it con-
veys is none the less authentic and important: at least in
the short run, the purchasing power which the worker has
at his disposal depends first and foremost on the amount
of work he can get.

It should be noted that substantially the same story is
told by the figures on average net spendable weekly earn-
ings of manufacturing workers. In 1939, a worker with
three dependents had just under $40 of 1947-1949 pur-
chasing power to spend. This rose by almost 50 percent
to a wartime maximum of nearly $59 in 1944, then de-
clined in the same manner as annual earnings, and finally
surpassed the wartime figure in 1955, reaching a postwar
peak of $63 in 1956. Here the postwar maximum is a mere
7 percent above the figure reached during the war years.*

THIS brings us to the related subject of unemployment.
The next two charts show unemployment in absolute
numbers (Chart 3) and as a percent of the labor force
(Chart 4). The figures are an understatement throughout

* These figures are from the Bureau of Labor Statistics monthly
releases on “Employment and Earnings.”
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(even in the case of the new series beginning in 1952),
but they undoubtedly give an accurate indication of the
major fluctuations.

Unemployment shot up with the Great Depression and
remained high during the whole decade of the thirties.
It then plummeted to under a million during the war
and has since then been slowly and with interruptions, but
none the less surely, creeping back up again—a trend
which shows up very clearly in both charts.

But for the cold war, needless to say, unemployment
would have been much more severe in the postwar period,
and weekly and annual earnings figures would doubtless
have recovered from their postwar slump much less rapidly
and completely than they actually have. But the thing
to be stressed in this year of depression 1958, as we look
ahead rather than back, is that unemployment has been
making a comeback for a long time and has now again
attained the status of a chronic disease.

Since there has been much discussion in recent years
about the relation between wages and productivity, it
seems appropriate to include Chart 5 showing indexes of
output per man-hour (productivity) and real average
hourly earnings in all manufacturing. It shows that ex-
cept for two relatively brief periods during the early
twenties and again at the end of the war and in the first
years of peace, output per man-hour has consistently ex-
ceeded hourly earnings, and that ever since the war out-
put has increased more rapidly than earnings. These figures
are taken from a detailed report entitled Productivity,
Prices, and Incomes put out in 1957 by the Joint Economic
Committee, in which it is also shown that substantially
the same relation between productivity and labor costs is
obtained by using more refined measurements.

Note that these figures pertain to all manufacturing and
thus include a large part of the economy’s productive
workers. Figures purporting to show the productivity of
the entire labor force have little or no meaning since a
large and growing proportion of American workers, typi-
fied by the salesman and advertiser, have nothing what-
ever to do with the production of goods and services (or
utilities either, for that matter) and are paid merely for
their role in helping to turn goods into money. To speak,
as bourgeois economics does, of the “productivity” of such
unproductive workers is a contradiction in terms and can
lead only to confusion or nonsense or both.
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IN 1953, Professor Simon Kuznets, a pioneer in the field
of national income and product statistics, published a
work entitled Shares of Upper Income Groups in Income
and Savings (National Bureau of Economic Research)
which purported to show that the share of total income
accruing to the richest five percent of income receivers
had decreased from 32.2 percent in 1929 to 19.4 percent
in 1948, a drop of no less than 40 percent in two decades.
This alleged decline in the share of the very rich, widely
interpreted as proof of growing economic equality, has
taken its place in the literature of what C. Wright Mills
calls the American celebration as the “income revolution.”

This is not the place for an evaluation of Kuznets’
results. Suffice it to say that they have been subjected to
a good deal of expert criticism,* after reading which one
can conclude on perfectly reasonable grounds that the
“income revolution” is partly, largely, or even entirely a
statistical illusion stemming from the fact that the very
rich appropriate a large and growing share of the nation’s
output of goods and services not in the form of personal
income but in a variety of institutionalized forms (cor-
porate savings, unrealized capital gains, expense accounts,
deferred payment plans, corporate and government serv-
ices, and so on).** But suppose we concede for the sake
of the argument that there has indeed been an important
reduction in the share of the top income group and in
this sense an increase in economic equality. We find then
that the change took place as it were in two steps. The
first, from 1929 to 1939, would have to be explained in
terms of the social and fiscal reforms of the New Deal.

* By far the best summary of the basic statistics and the critical
literature which has grown up around them will be found in
Selma F. Goldsmith, “Changes in the Size Distribution of In-
come,” American Economic Review, May 1957 (Papers and Pro-
ceedings of the 69th Annual Meeting of the American Economic
Association). Mrs. Goldsmith is chief of Department of Com-
merce work on income distribution and the country’s leading
authority on the subject. )

** The best discussion of the newer forms of institutionalized ap-
propriation is in C. Wright Mills, The Power Elite, especially
Chapter 7.

27



{he second step took place during the war and would be
due to price control and the achievement of full'employ-
ment. The war period undoubtedly did bring a real im-
provement to the low income groups; since the war, how-
ever, there is no statistical evidence of a further trend to
greater equality. To quote Mrs. Goldsmith:

A salient point is that for the lowest 40 percent of
consumer units, the period of greatest relative gains was
between 1941 and 1944. Since 1944, there has been
little change in the relative distribution of family in-
come according to available figures. (Op. Cit., p. 507.)

~ This means, of course, that to the extent that the upper

class has expanded its “institutionalized income,” there
has actually been an increase in economic inequality since
the war. :
™~ Thus the “income revolution,” if indeed it ever took
place, was all over before Roosevelt died. On this point,
needless to say, the minstrels of the American celebration
maintain a discreet silence.

ONE of the crucial aspects of the condition of the
American working class is the relation between Negro
and white workers. I know of no recent statistical study
of this subject, but the general picture has certainly not
changed radically since publication in 1952 of the De-
partment of Labor’s Bulletin No. 1119, Negroes in the
United States: Their Employment and Economic Status.
Two tables from this study tell the essential story.

Table 1 shows the median wage and salary income of
workers by color in 1939 and 1947-1950:

Table 1
Nonwhite
- Year - Nonwhite White as a percent
R of white
1939 $364 $956 38.1
1947 863 1,980 43.6
1948 1,210 2,323 52.1
1949 1,064 2,350 45.3
1950 1,295 2,481 52.2

Table 2 shows the percent of workers unemployed by
color in 1947, 1949, and 1951:

Table 2
Nonwhite
.~ Year Nonwhite White as a percent
of white
1947 54 33 163.6
1949 8.2 5.2 157.7
- 1951 ' 48 - 28 171.4

~ There has been some nnprovement in the relatlve income
of Negro workers since prewar times, but as late as 1950
it was still hardly more than half of white income; and
in the recession year 1949, when unemployment went up
sharply, the ratio of Negro to white incomes slumped just
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as sharply. Further, unemployment is always much heavier

among Negroes than among whites. Clearly, the material

condition of black workers is still far inferior to that of
their white brothers.

resented in such a way as not only to permit but en-
courage the reader to draw his own conclusions. I will
mention only the two which struck me most forcibly as I
reviewed the material:

(1) Marx was absolutely right to stress the decisive
importance of the reserve army of labor, which was his
term for unemployment, to the material and moral con-
dition of the working class. The last three decades have
indeed witnessed a large rise in the level of workers’ real
incomes, but most of it occurred during World War II
and was directly associated with the achievement of really
full employment in those years. Now that unemployment
is again returning to “normal” (for capitalism), we can
venture the forecast that the era of important workers’
gains has ended. And we may hope that this foreshadows
the rebirth of labor mlhtancy on both economic and pohtx-
cal -fronts. :

(2) Since only war has been able to produce full em-
ployment under capitalism, it follows that most of what
the workers have gained during these years they have
owed indirectly to war. Sooner or later, American workers
will have to face up to the implications of this fact. Do
they want to restore full employment, with its concomitant
advantages to them; through more war? Or will they
finally comprehend the terrible cruelty and irrationality
of such a course and set themselves the arduous but re-
warding task of building a new social order in which both
employment and incomes will be under the planned con-
trol of the society of producers?

THE foregoing facts and figures are intended to be
P

I think the time is long overdue when we stop throwing away
our strength for the Republicans and Democrats and build a
real farmer-labor party of our own. We have seen during the
war, we have seen since the war, people that we helped put
into office do everything possible to wreck our labor movement.
We have placed people in Congress of the Democratic Party
particularly and we have to stay behind them with a blackjack
in order to keep them in line on such matters as the Case bill
and other matters of legislation.

We have to completely re-examine the political role we have
been playing in our movement. For ten years since we have been
organized in the State of Michigan we have been throwing away
our strength. If we started years back to build a real labor party
of our own we would not be in the political mess that we are
in at the present time.

Delegate Emil Mazey (now Secretary-Treasurer of the
United Automobile Workers) to the eighth annual
convention of Michigan State CIO, June 1946.

Take courage and believe that we of this age, in spite of all
its torment and disorder, have been born to a wonderful heritage,
fashioned of the work of those who have gone before us; and
that the day of the organization of man is dawning. It is not we
who can build up the new social order; the past ages have done
most of that work for us; but we can clear our eyes to the signs
of the times, and we shall then see that the attainment of a good
condition of life is being made possible for us, and that it is our
business to stretch out our hands to take it.

William Morris, Signs of Change, 1915.
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