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PREFACE



As I waited for an Uber to pick me up at Google, my mind was racing.


It was late February 2015, and a light breeze blew through the Mountain View, California, night sky. I’d spent the past couple of hours at a meeting of a group called i4j, which stands for Innovation for Jobs. The buffet had been resoundingly mediocre—a surprise considering that we were at the Googleplex, the technology giant’s corporate headquarters, famous for its great perks. The cognitive power in the room was sure dazzling, though.


There was Vint Cerf, a Google vice president and one of the fathers of the Internet; Byron Auguste, a former Obama administration economic-policy official who was now running an organization called Opportunity@Work, which was aiming to “rewire the US labor market”; Robin Chase, the cofounder of Zipcar; Marjory Blumenthal, executive director of the President’s Council of Advisors on Science and Technology; and a couple dozen other entrepreneurs of both the business and social variety.


This being Silicon Valley, we’d been kicking around how to “disrupt unemployment,” which officially stood at 5.5 percent in the United States at that moment, a substantial drop from the double-digit jobless rate that had wracked the nation four and a half years earlier, following the Great Recession. Yet for many folks across the country, the recovery was less than full-bodied. “Right now, as many as 30 million Americans are either out of work or severely underemployed,” Jim Clifton, the president of Gallup, the research and consulting firm, noted just a few weeks before my visit to Mountain View. “Trust me, the vast majority of them aren’t throwing parties to toast ‘falling’ unemployment.


“The great American dream,” he added, “is to have a good job, and in recent years, America has failed to deliver that dream more than it has at any time in recent memory.”


High-tech tends to be full of optimists, and i4j didn’t disappoint in this regard. Many on hand could see a day coming soon when algorithms would connect job seekers of all stripes with just the right options for employment—a development that would be terrific for everyone, including business. “There are trillions of dollars to be made in raising the value of people, which are, perhaps, our world’s most underutilized resource,” asserted David Nordfors, the cochair of i4j.


I, too, am an optimist at heart, and I truly hoped that Nordfors was correct. But as someone who’d spent more than five years examining how the social contract between employer and employee in America had changed since the end of World War II, I was skeptical of any remedies that seemed too quick or easy.


As my Uber driver, Jorge, pulled onto Plymouth Street to take me to San Francisco, it was hard not to think about what kind of job he had. On one level, far too much has been made of Uber, TaskRabbit, and the rest of the online “gig economy,” which accounts for less than 1 percent of the US workforce. But on another level, Uber is a perfectly appropriate symbol for positions that are now found all across America: ones that don’t pay well, have terrible or nonexistent medical and retirement benefits, and command not the slightest bit of long-term loyalty from one’s employer.


Labor economist Guy Standing has a term for those with such jobs: “the precariat,” a group of people who invariably live lives defined by economic insecurity and are all too aware that they’re stuck in the mud, if not falling ever further behind. Their ranks extend well beyond those in gig jobs or other forms of “contingent work,” and their disenchantment with how poorly they’re faring is hardly new. Indeed, members of the working class have been feeling aggrieved since political pundits in the early seventies referred to them as the “Archie Bunker vote,” a nod to the star character of the hit sitcom All in the Family.


Since then, not much has improved for most workers; a lot has gotten tougher. Compensation for some 80 percent of the American labor force, in fact, has barely gone up since Archie ruled the airwaves—a 10 percent raise over forty years, after adjusting for inflation. During the prior twenty-five years, by contrast, pay and benefits for this huge demographic climbed by 90 percent.


Today, nearly half the nation’s workforce earns less than fifteen dollars an hour. About a third of men in their prime don’t make enough to keep a family of four out of poverty or are altogether unemployed—double what it was thirty years ago. More than 10 percent of jobless men ages twenty-five to fifty-four have stopped looking for work—a trend particularly prevalent among those without a college degree. In the mid-1950s, only 2 percent of this group of men was on the sidelines.


Meanwhile, few Americans have sufficient savings to retire on, in no small part because employers have cut their pension benefits. And businesses continue to push more health-care costs onto their employees.


Some unequivocally good news came when the US Census Bureau reported that median household income rose more than 5 percent in 2015. But this surge didn’t come close to offsetting decades of stagnation. For those on the middle rungs of the economic ladder, their income was still more than 4 percent below where it was at the start of the financial crisis in 2007, and more than 5 percent below where it was at the end of the nineties. Even after the latest jump, earnings for male workers were less than they were in the 1970s. Median pay for women has essentially been flat since 2000.


Why is this happening? It’s certainly not because American companies have been struggling overall and therefore haven’t had the means to do better for those in their employ. Corporate profits have reached historic highs in recent years. A big part of the trouble is that this wealth has not been distributed like it was previously. Workers have been largely left out. Instead, the winners have been the fortunate few: investors (who’ve reaped dividend increases and stock buybacks) as well as top corporate executives and others at the very high end of the pay scale. Most Americans, even those who work their tails off, can’t count on the job market to give them the lift it once did.


“Some say that our current income inequality is no longer like the Roaring Twenties or even the Gilded Age,” labor lawyer Thomas Geoghegan has written. “We’re reaching inequality that we haven’t known since feudalism. Charlemagne, not J. P. Morgan, is the relevant comparison.”


Within weeks of my evening at the Googleplex, a slate of candidates would officially announce that they were entering the 2016 race for the White House. The resentment voiced by Geoghegan—and so many others—would now find its expression through the campaigns of Bernie Sanders on the left and, especially, Donald Trump on the right. “The forgotten men and women of our country will be forgotten no longer,” Trump vowed in his victory speech on election night. The working class (really, the white working class) had helped to catapult Trump to the presidency, taken in by his promises to restore the kind of blue-collar employment that had once guaranteed a good life. “I want him to bring America back,” said Youngstown, Ohio, resident Kerri Smith, a caregiver for disabled children and a former Democrat who voted for Trump. “Bring back the jobs, bring our country back.”


But while the electorate’s anger was understandable, it was tough to see how shaking up Washington would have the intended effect. There is “the pretense in American elections that choosing the right president will magically fix the nation’s wide economic problems,” observed journalist Hedrick Smith, the author of, among other books, Who Stole the American Dream? But what “plagues the middle class is much less the product of presidential policies and much more the result of the private-sector trickle-down business model. In the economy, the power to divvy up the nation’s pie lies in the hands of corporate CEOs.”


This reality—that most Americans’ fortunes depend directly on whether they have work and how their company treats them, not on the maneuverings of government—is what compelled me to explore the shifting relationship between employer and employee. It is a narrative that I’ve been watching play out for a long time from a variety of angles.


For fifteen years I was a reporter at the Wall Street Journal, where I tracked the coal, steel, and aerospace industries, getting to know frontline laborers along with those in the C-suite. I covered economic policy from the Treasury, Federal Reserve, and White House—and was also there when a minimum-wage worker in Louisiana came home after a ten-hour day to discover that her gas had been shut off because she couldn’t afford to pay her bill. More recently, I’ve done management consulting for major corporations at the Drucker Institute and have sat side by side with union leaders on the board of a progressive publication called Capital & Main. From all of these different vantages, I have noticed the growing worship of Wall Street; the increasingly one-sided chess match between employers and their workers; the mounting hoopla around “corporate social responsibility” that, in most cases, has very little to do with companies looking out for their own people.


I bring to these issues a strong belief that by better understanding where we’ve been, we can be smarter about where we’re going. To that end, since 2009 I have been delving into the histories of four companies: General Electric, General Motors, Kodak, and Coca-Cola. By tracing their ups and downs over a seventy-year span—through the Golden Age of the fifties and sixties, the tumultuous years of the seventies and eighties, and the past two and a half decades, when the corporate compact has been completely undone—I tell the bigger story of how America has transformed.


I have tried not to romanticize what was or wash out the complexities and contradictions. Most workers, for instance, did do quite well during the aforementioned Golden Age—but only if they were white and male. For women and people of color, corporate America was a hostile environment. (In many cases, it still is.) The hatred between organized labor and management was often savage. Many look back at that older era and fondly remember it as a time of rock-solid stability, marked by “lifetime employment.” I even use that felicitous phrase in a few spots. But it’s actually not so cut-and-dried. Even in the 1950s and ’60s, it wasn’t uncommon for someone to have ten or twelve different jobs over his career. The ability of workers to move around has always been a positive feature of the American economy.


That said, workers in more recent years have found themselves moving less because they’ve wanted to and more because they’ve had to. Job security in the private sector is much weaker than it once was, a big reason that many people’s incomes have become tremendously volatile, swinging up and down a lot more than they did before. For workers, the American corporation used to act as a shock absorber. Now, it’s a roller coaster.


As seen through the lens of GE, GM, Kodak, and Coke, a combination of forces has led us here: globalization and heightened competition from low-wage countries; the fading influence of unions; the introduction of labor-saving technology; a newfound willingness—and at times eagerness—to lay off enormous numbers of people even when there’s no crisis at hand; the outsourcing of all manner of work; the decline of manufacturing; and the rise of knowledge jobs for those with the skills and education to grab them and, simultaneously, the rise of third-rate service jobs for those without.


Yet from my reading of these four iconic companies—and the larger universe of businesses that they reflect and represent—I’d single out one other factor as more important than all the others: a reconstituting of corporate culture that has explicitly elevated shareholders above employees. American workers won’t be able to overcome these other challenges unless this perversion ceases.


What the future holds is a mystery, of course. Some maintain that we are destined for a prolonged period of slow economic growth, which would be bad for workers. Others see the spread of artificial intelligence setting off the next boom. Some warn that robots will take away so many jobs that masses of people will be left with nothing to do. Others suggest that all sorts of new avenues of employment are about to open up because of cloud computing, Big Data, and the Internet of Things.


Whatever comes, what’s clear is that we as a country have to find a way to share our prosperity more broadly again. At stake is nothing less than the well-being of our democracy.


A good place to begin is simply to ensure that more people are working. A tight labor market causes employers to bid up compensation—something that finally started to be realized toward the end of 2016—and split profits more equitably. “With just a few exceptions, our economy has failed to generate the necessary quantity and quality of jobs,” Jared Bernstein, who served as director of the White House Task Force on the Middle Class under President Obama, has written. He has calculated that when wages were expanding at a healthy clip for most everyone, from the late 1940s through the late 1970s, the country was at “full employment” more than 70 percent of the time. That’s the point at which all eligible people who want a job can find one. Since 1980, we’ve been at full employment less than 30 percent of the time.


Given his perch, Bernstein has offered numerous policy prescriptions (some of them also supported, to varying degrees, by the Trump administration): putting people to work repairing roads, bridges, railways, airports, and the like through a government infrastructure program; more aggressively overseeing Wall Street so as to protect Main Street jobs from being wiped out in another speculative bubble; more seamlessly reintegrating into the workforce those with criminal records; giving special attention to residents of “job deserts”—depressed urban and rural areas with stubbornly high unemployment rates. All of these recommendations are vital.


But Washington’s prod can’t alone turn things around. Corporate executives must step up. It is their companies that must do the bulk of the hiring. It is their companies that must reinstitute a sturdier social contract with their workers.


If that sounds Pollyannaish, this is where history is a useful reminder. In the 1940s, those heading some of our biggest companies took it upon themselves to help create tens of millions of decent jobs. And they did so not only to make a buck but also to strengthen society.













PART I



THE GOLDEN AGE
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While General Electric touted its contribution to the war effort in this 1943 advertisement, it was also starting to plan for peace, including the creation of good jobs for returning US troops.
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THE SCRAMBLE FOR 58 MILLION JOBS


In March 1943, as they had for three and a half grim years, men across much of the world fought and killed each other on fields of battle, while others brutalized innocents beyond the normal pale of war. Early in the month, US and Australian aircraft bombed a crucial Japanese supply convoy in the Bismarck Sea, prevailing in what Gen. Douglas MacArthur would single out as “the decisive aerial engagement” in the southwest Pacific theater. A few weeks later, the British Eighth Army overran German and Italian forces along the Mareth Line in southern Tunisia, a bloody struggle punctuated by torrential shelling and heavy machine-gun fire. Hitler’s SS rounded up the remaining Jews in Poland’s Krakow ghetto, sending 8,000 men, women, and children to the Plaszow concentration camp and murdering 2,000 more on the streets. Aboard the Japanese destroyer Akikaze, the crew matter-of-factly gunned down some sixty Germans—Protestant missionaries and Catholic priests and nuns—accused, speciously, of being spies. Then they flung the dead over the side of the ship into the waters off New Guinea.


Meanwhile, at month’s end, thousands of miles from the combat and the mayhem, nineteen American businessmen gathered at the Harvard Club in New York to plan for peace. This mission didn’t sit well with everyone. Some people found it unseemly to be talking about postwar America while husbands and brothers and sons were still dying halfway around the globe. They fretted that corporate interests were jumping the gun—literally.


The group went by the bureaucratic-sounding name of the Industrial Advisory Board of the Committee for Economic Development, yet their assignment was anything but humdrum: Once the war was over and America’s factories were no longer churning out tens of billions of dollars in armaments, how could they prevent the country from falling back into the crippled economic state it had experienced in the 1930s? How could they make sure that legions of servicemen wouldn’t find themselves jobless, impoverished, and forced to queue up in bread lines upon their return home? How could they render misguided all of the forecasters who were predicting that as many as 30 million people would soon find themselves unemployed while, in the words of one observer, “the worst depression in history would sweep the land”?


The Committee for Economic Development was far from the only organization trying to grapple with these thorny questions. Over the next two years, the federal War Production Board, the National Resources Planning Board, the Senate’s Special Committee on Postwar Economic Policy and Planning, and dozens of other public bodies would all wrestle with these same difficult issues. The United Auto Workers union and various business lobbies, including the US Chamber of Commerce and the National Association of Manufacturers, would take them on as well. But the CED, more than any other entity, gained a reputation for the thoroughness of its analysis, the boldness of its action, and the progressive nature of its thinking—progressive, at least, for a bunch of businessmen.


Some dubbed their worldview “enlightened capitalism.” Others called it “liberal conservatism.” Still others affixed harsher labels: one Detroit industrialist went so far as to brand the CED’s leaders “the most dangerous men in America.” What prompted such contempt was that the CED was far more accepting of organized labor than either the Chamber or the Manufacturers, asserting that unions can, in fact, “serve the common good.” The CED also endorsed the idea that federal debt could be added in service of “promoting and maintaining high levels of productive employment”—a perspective at odds with the deficit hawks more commonly found in the corporate community. Taken aback by the CED’s position, the Nation ran an article headlined “Heresy in High Places,” in which it declared: “Some of the basic concepts of Keynesian economics have at last penetrated into the upper stratum of American business society.”


Despite taking such unconventional stances, those shepherding the CED didn’t fit the profile of rebels. Many of the executives instrumental in the organization’s early days were big bosses at some of the nation’s largest corporations. Among them were Eastman Kodak’s treasurer, Marion Folsom, a technocrat of the first order; the inventor of the all-electrical car ignition (and holder of 139 other patents) and General Motors vice president, Charles Kettering; and Coca-Cola chairman Harrison Jones, a man so silver-tongued he once boasted that he “could sell bottled horse piss.” Charles Wilson, General Electric’s president, would join the CED board by the war’s end.


For each of these men, generating more jobs was a top priority. To Kettering, or “Boss Ket” as he was known within the corridors of GM, employment and innovation were inextricably linked. “In the future,” he said, a major corporation “must accept as a moral obligation the task of propagating new industries. It must pay more and more attention not alone to the improvement of old things but to the development of new things.” To Folsom, “well-organized statistical and planning departments” were the vehicles through which companies could project sales fluctuations, regulate inventories, and thus keep employee turnover to a minimum. “If management applies brains and effort to this problem of stabilizing employment,” he said, “real progress can be made.” To Jones, the trick was to get enough companies to start hiring so that the nation’s economic flywheel would begin to turn—workers becoming consumers, leading to demand for more products made by more workers. “The furnishing of jobs starts the cycle, which builds and gathers momentum, and the more men employed, the greater the prosperity,” he said. And to Wilson, the idea was similar: companies must consciously keep prices low and paychecks high so that “the common man” would trigger a virtuous circle of economic growth. This was the “dynamic logic of mass production” that Henry Ford had famously dramatized in 1914, when he had instantly doubled his workers’ income by decreeing the five-dollar day. “How am I going to sell my refrigerators if we don’t give ’em wages to buy with?” Wilson asked.


The CED was the ideal megaphone to amplify these viewpoints. The US Commerce Department had launched the CED as an independent, self-financed organization in September 1942 in a bid to combine the best in economic scholarship with the real-world input of those in industry. The mix proved powerful. “When I started this job, I thought we were going to hatch a hen egg,” Paul Hoffman, the president of the automobile company Studebaker and the CED’s chairman, confided to the executive committee of the organization six months after its founding. “It has turned out to be an eagle.” With the CED’s momentum building, its agenda quickly formed. “We are being pressed to go off on a dozen tangents,” Hoffman said. “We shall have to hold enthusiasm in check a bit in order to stick to our main purpose—jobs.”


On this day, March 29, the man in charge of winning the peace was David Prince, a vice president of General Electric, who called to order the meeting at the Harvard Club at 9:45 a.m. Bespectacled and mostly bald, with stray wisps of gray hair, Prince looked every bit like the engineer he was. His specialty was switchgears. But GE had directed him to concentrate on a switchover of a different sort: the eventual transition to a peacetime economy. Indeed, GE was widely seen as the most advanced company in the nation when it came to postwar planning, having meticulously estimated the output of its products under a host of possible circumstances, and the CED had tapped Prince to spread this know-how.


Much of GE’s blueprint involved straightforward, if exhausting, legwork—methodically surveying producers and consumers to gauge supply and demand market by market. “There is nothing mystic or magic or revolutionary about advance planning,” said GE’s Charlie Wilson. The process was, however, inherently controversial. Some businesspeople worried that the CED’s approach was synonymous with centralized control. “To many Americans economic planning denotes totalitarianism,” Prince admitted. “They visualize an economic system in which individuals and corporations would follow the dictates of a super economic bureau, and they therefore quite properly suspect it because it is opposed to their ideas of personal liberty.”


Yet to Prince and his CED colleagues, this logic was totally backward. Minus sound planning, Prince cautioned, “we will certainly develop overproduction” in a raft of industries, “and I doubt whether we can weather another case of that sort without the government taking over.” To the CED, the very best way to keep Washington from exerting too heavy a hand was for companies to plan assiduously and thereby prevent a relapse of the 30 percent jobless rate that had bedeviled the country in the preceding decade. “In the absence of such activity on our part,” Prince said, “I fear government will take over by default.” Later, he added: “This expectation of mass unemployment gives a perfect charter for all of the crackpots to promote government regulation… make-work projects, etc.” By getting out in front of the problem, “this should be an opportunity for the business community to be the champions of courage and optimism,” rather than getting dragged down by “the counsel of despair.”


Much of the Harvard Club meeting—attended by officials from Kodak; Firestone Tire & Rubber; Sears, Roebuck; the Automobile Manufacturers Association; and other companies and trade groups—focused on selling this vision through a variety of industry handbooks and other publications. One report they discussed at length, “Markets After the War,” turned out to be so popular that more than 1,000 requests a day poured in for it. The study, which relied on extensive data crunching by the Commerce Department, revealed a huge gulf between prospective employment one year after the end of the war and the anticipated size of the peacetime labor force. The only way to close the gap, remarked Gardiner Means, the eminent economist who joined the CED staff in 1943, was to spur “a radical change in business attitudes.”


Casting itself as “a merchant of ideas,” the CED urged managers to jot down the new goods they were hoping to sell after the war, while it also gave advice on how to leverage knowledge gained from military production. In the future, both consumer and industrial offerings “will contain many ‘hidden values’ resulting from the use of new materials and better methods,” the CED suggested in a treatise called “Planning the Future of Your Business.” “They will reflect wartime experience, which companies will put to good use to provide the public with products having greater value in performance, in lasting qualities, in appearance and, most important, in price.”


In time, the CED set up a massive field operation, with a presence in nearly 3,000 communities all over the United States, through which some 250,000 local trade-association members regularly received information. A relentless push for 58 million private-sector jobs propelled the entire effort. This, said Hoffman, was the target that America would need to hit to avoid catastrophe. His math went like this: in 1940, the year before Pearl Harbor, some 49 million people were employed in the United States, turning out $98 billion dollars worth of goods and services. Thanks to the war, 62 million people now had jobs, and US economic output had soared more than 50 percent. If the country were merely to fall back to where it had been in 1940, the ranks of the unemployed could reach 15 million—an “intolerable” situation in Hoffman’s mind. He thought 58 million jobs was the total required to keep the nation humming.


Unpretentious and self-deprecating, Hoffman liked to portray himself as a “simple-minded man with simple objectives.” But an explicit goal of 58 million employed—with private industry on the hook for 50 million of those jobs—was, in many eyes, downright audacious. “I don’t believe that you made this statement. I hope you didn’t,” George Sloan, a prominent New York businessman, told Hoffman. “I am strongly of the opinion that we, as representatives of industry, must be very careful that we do not make statements or implied promises that will be thrown back at us when the war is over by enemies of a free economy… that while they were fighting in Tunisia or Guadalcanal, industry, through its spokesman Paul Hoffman, had assumed the responsibility of supplying 58 million full-time jobs when they returned—and that industry had failed completely in living up to this responsibility.”


What Hoffman and the others at the CED knew, however, was that anything less would deprive Americans of the thing they craved most in the wake of the Great Depression—perhaps even more than peace: a strong sense of security. “We believe in the American system of free enterprise,” the CED proclaimed. “By that we do not mean that the government should let business alone, nor that economic opportunity should take precedence over political liberty, nor that the ‘good old days’ of the twenties should return.


“By free enterprise,” it continued, “we mean freedom of opportunity, opportunity to work, to live decently, to educate children in the arts of citizenship and human happiness and in the skills of a trade or profession to provide against sickness and old age. We stress opportunity, not contrasted with security, but identified with security.”


In the years to follow, members of the CED would work earnestly toward achieving these principles. They pursued them, in large measure, by analyzing and opining upon the proper federal role in shaping and steering the nation’s economy. Specifically, they encouraged the government to manipulate the levers of fiscal and monetary policy so as to put an end to the boom-bust cycles that had long roiled American businesses and their workers.


The CED would also support select pieces of social legislation. Most contentious was the Employment Act of 1946. When the bill was first introduced in the Senate, it was titled the Full Employment Act, and it held that “every American able to work and willing to work has the right to a useful and remunerative job in the industries, or shops, or offices, or farms, or mines of the nation.” This language, which echoed President Roosevelt’s 1944 Economic Bill of Rights, set off alarm bells among many business groups. The US Chamber of Commerce derided the legislation’s “Utopian objective,” while the National Association of Manufacturers said it would lead to “state socialism.” The ultraconservative Committee for Constitutional Government, which had substantial corporate backing, attacked the bill as “Russian spawn” whose other “ancestors” included Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini.


When the bill finally crossed President Truman’s desk, ready to be signed into law, it was vastly watered down, going only so far as to say that the government should “draw on all of its resources and functions to promote maximum employment.” Any hint that the government guaranteed full employment, or that individuals had an absolute right to work, had been erased. Still, the fact that the legislation didn’t die outright in the face of such virulent opposition was itself remarkable. And its survival was due, in no small way, to the CED’s general approval of its aims.


Regarding full employment, “I like the phrase as an expression of a goal for national policy,” Beardsley Ruml, the treasurer of the retailer R.H. Macy, told Congress on behalf of the CED. “Why not leave the term ‘full employment,’ like ‘liberty’ and ‘justice,’ to stand as a goal of democratic government, and to derive its specific content from the will of the people as expressed from time to time by their free institutions.” Paul Hoffman likewise slammed the notion that the bill would somehow transform the government into an employer for masses of Americans. “The crucial role, the most vital function of government in fostering employment,” he said, “is to establish conditions under which the free enterprise system can operate most effectively and to counteract the tendencies in the system toward booms and depressions.”


Yet even with all this, those in the CED saw clear limits as to what Uncle Sam could and should do. Ultimately, they believed, it was up to corporate America to offer pensions, health insurance, and an array of other benefits to its workers. It was up to corporate America to create jobs. “We speak of ‘full employment.’ But, under any name, it doesn’t happen automatically or in response to government fiat,” said Ralph Hayes, a Coca-Cola executive. The CED wasn’t suggesting that government was an insignificant player. Beyond nurturing an environment in which business could flourish, with regulations and rates of taxation that were sensible, the government had an obligation to erect a safety net for all citizens. But this was meant to be only “the basic floor of protection,” said Kodak’s Marion Folsom, who was influential in the passage of the Social Security Act in 1935. At the end of the day, most working people would find the security they were looking for as participants in the private sector, not as wards of the public sector. Companies practicing modern forms of “welfare capitalism”—and not the welfare state—would meet the bulk of their needs. It was industry that should “lend a helping hand to its workers,” said General Motors chairman Alfred Sloan, shielding them “against the vicissitudes of life.”


This wasn’t a matter of business being altruistic. Many executives were concerned that unless they made sure there were enough jobs to go around, and unless the benefits that came with them were sufficiently abundant, communism or socialism might well take root on America’s shores. “Any nation with a great unemployment wave becomes a seedbed for -isms,” said Harrison Jones of Coca-Cola.


Nor did companies look at this as a one-way deal. They would give a lot to their employees as well as insist on much in return: diligence, productivity, good morale, and above all, devotion to the corporation—or, as Kodak president Frank Lovejoy characterized it, “the whole-hearted interest and cooperation of the worker.” General Electric codified the expectations on both sides, listing the following among its primary corporate objectives: “to provide good jobs, wages, working conditions, work satisfactions, and opportunities for advancement conducive of most productive performance and also the stablest possible employment, all in exchange for loyalty, initiative, skill, care, effort, attendance, and teamwork on the part of employees.”


For most of American history, there had been no such give-and-take. Through much of the nineteenth century, companies kept a distant relationship with their workers. Many used skilled contractors rather than hiring too many full-timers. Clothiers and shoemakers favored a “putting-out” system in which they would give people the materials they needed and then have them produce the finished goods at home. By the early twentieth century, businesses were bringing more and more workers in-house as they sought to gain new efficiencies and to better control quality. Mass production supplanted artisan labor. But just because companies now wanted their own employees didn’t mean they were going to coddle them; management led by intimidation, not accommodation. “Bill, has anyone been fired from this shop today?” the assistant superintendent of one factory asked his foreman. Told no, he shot back: “Well, then fire a couple of ’em. It’ll put the fear of God in their hearts.” Members of the working class were typically unemployed for long stretches of the year, and decisions about whom to hire and fire were often capricious and cruel. The best way to ensure job security was to bribe your boss—and many did.


The new social contract emerging between employer and employee in the United States represented a drastic departure from this punishing past. It was forged between men and women—some of them unionized, some of them not; some of them blue collar, some of them white collar—and corporations such as Kodak, GM, Coca-Cola, and GE. These four giants, as well as thousands of other large businesses, would affect job security, pay, benefits, and worker engagement through this compact. In other words, not only would they make cameras and cars, refreshments and refrigerators; over the next seventy years, they would also make, and sometimes break, millions of lives.


In March 1932, George Eastman smoked a Lucky Strike cigarette, lay down in his bed, pointed a Luger automatic to his heart, and squeezed the trigger. The great man—who in 1885 had given America and the world the first transparent photographic film and later birthed amateur snapshot picture-taking by introducing the Kodak camera to the market—had been in ill health for more than a year. A condition affecting the nerves in his spinal cord had made walking difficult and painful. At age seventy-seven, Eastman had had enough. His suicide note, written on a piece of yellow-lined paper, read:






To my friends





My work is done—


Why wait?




GE








Notably, Eastman’s body of work included not just stupendous technological feats but equally impressive accomplishments in the realm of human relations. The instinct to do well by his workers stemmed from an incident that occurred when he was a young employee at a bank and was passed over for a promotion that unquestionably should have been his; the job went instead to a relative of one of the bank’s directors. “It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair,” Eastman recalled. “It was against every principle of justice.” Insulted, he struck out on his own, resolving that everybody who worked for him “should feel, under every condition relative to employment, that the fair thing, the just thing is being done by him or her.… There is no panacea that can cover all the wounds that must necessarily come in a relationship of employer to employee. But there is such a thing as making a worker feel that his contribution to the success of the organization is important and deserving of recognition.”


In 1911, Eastman established the Kodak Welfare Fund with an initial infusion of $500,000 to assist those employees who couldn’t work because of illness or accident or might have to retire because of their age. “We have got to be prepared to do something for men who have grown old in our service,” Eastman stated, adding that “now while we are making so much money is the time to provide such a fund.”


The following year, Eastman introduced what was to become Kodak’s signature benefit: a profit-sharing plan known as a “wage dividend.” The payout was based on the common stock dividends disbursed to the company’s shareholders, with the total pot then proportioned to reflect each employee’s individual earnings over the previous five years. For someone with at least five years of service, it was a sizable bonanza—worth about a month’s pay. Receiving that inaugural wage dividend was “like a godsend to me,” especially given “how much ground it covered,” one Kodak veteran would recount decades later of his $57 bonus—a sum equal to more than $1,300 today. Eastman wouldn’t have been surprised by such delight. “You can talk about cooperation and good feeling and friendliness from morn to midnight,” he said, “but the thing the worker appreciates is the same thing the man at the helm appreciates—dollars and cents.”


In 1919, Eastman offered employees $10 million in Kodak stock—one-third of his personal holdings—at far below the market rate, directing that all resulting proceeds be added to a supplemental welfare fund. “For fifteen or twenty years back,” Eastman said, “I have had a provision in my will to distribute this stock among the employees who have helped make the company a success, but I am so discouraged about the prospect of dying soon that I am afraid many of the possible beneficiaries will get to Heaven ahead of me, so have concluded to expedite the distribution.” The basic intent of this bounty was plain: “Our employees are well satisfied and loyal,” Eastman said, “and this can only act to make them more so.”


Year after year, Eastman’s largesse grew. Kodak added a sickness allowance in 1920, and in 1928 the company unveiled an employee benefit plan that it touted as “the most advanced yet by a corporation.” The comprehensive program featured life insurance, disability coverage, and a retirement annuity. Kodak’s reach also extended far beyond the pocketbook. The company developed two suburban housing developments right outside its home base of Rochester, New York—one for rising executives and another, with more modest housing, for rank-and-file workers. They could buy a lot from the Kodak Employees Realty Corporation and secure their mortgage from the Eastman Savings and Loan Association.


Employees’ children were educated at the Kodak Union Free School, while workers themselves could receive tuition subsidies when they took classes at the University of Rochester or other local colleges. They competed in company-sponsored sports leagues—basketball, softball, bowling, and more—and were entertained at lunch by string quartets that Eastman hired. And when they were feeling under the weather, they could depend upon the Kodak Medical Department, complete with dentist and nutrition adviser. If a worker was housebound, one of the company’s ten visiting nurses came calling, administering “hope and joy and… advice.” In all of these things, the “Kodak King,” as Eastman was known, had turned his company—alongside Procter & Gamble, DuPont, Standard Oil of New Jersey, American Telephone and Telegraph, International Business Machines, and a slew of others—into a paragon of welfare capitalism.


For many of these corporations, the Depression changed everything. As the downturn worsened, they slashed costs and curtailed the activities that had been designed to win their employees’ fealty. Some killed the personnel departments that had been in charge of dispensing goodies to their workers—and keeping them in line. Kodak was jolted too. It tried to save jobs by reducing people’s hours and putting them on part-time status. “We hoped that this would be sufficient,” Kodak president William Stuber told employees in April 1932, a month after Eastman had killed himself. But it wasn’t, and layoffs followed. That summer, the company trimmed executives’ pay by 10 percent, while those with lower salaries and wages were hit with a 5 percent cut. In 1934, Kodak failed to issue a wage dividend for the first time in the plan’s history.


Still, Kodak—and its workers—fared far better than most. The company kept its benefits largely intact through the Depression, and even added paid vacations for factory hands in 1938. With the economy in shambles, Kodak also spearheaded a private, community-wide hospital insurance program in Rochester (later integrated into the Blue Cross system), and it led an alliance of area businesses in forming a voluntary unemployment insurance plan. Fortunately for them, Kodak’s workers didn’t need to withdraw from the reserve all that often. From 1935 to 1939, the separation rate—the total of quits, retirements, layoffs, and firings—at the company’s Rochester factories averaged a mere 11 percent annually, far below the 45 percent for US manufacturing.


Much of this stability was due to the deft planning of Marion Folsom, who first exhibited his gift for statistical analysis long before he showcased these skills for the CED. The McRae, Georgia, native had stepped in and improved his father’s bookkeeping techniques at the family’s general store shortly after going to work there at the age of twelve. Folsom went on to graduate from the University of Georgia when he was just eighteen, and then enrolled at Harvard Business School. In 1914, on the recommendation of the Harvard dean, Eastman personally wooed Folsom to join Kodak. For the next forty years, before President Eisenhower picked him to be his secretary of health, education, and welfare, Folsom was central to seeing that, as he framed it, “all employees receive a ‘square deal’” at Kodak.


But as much as Eastman was genuinely humane, and as much as Folsom was sincerely interested in trying to help “the poor guy who’s always up against it,” something else compelled them to be so munificent with their employees: a desperate desire to thwart the unions.


Many companies were engaged in similar efforts, yet Kodak was particularly dogged. In 1919, Eastman appealed directly to his workers when labor organizers came to Rochester. “Right now there are those who are trying to poison the minds of the people of this community and of this company with a line of so-called argument that reeks of incendiarism—are circulating propaganda that, if followed to its full conclusion, can bring us only to the pitiable condition of prostrate, starving Russia,” he told them. “Such propaganda and propagandists can not easily be reached by the management. But you men at the bench, you know! And you have the remedy in your own hands.… Your comfort and prosperity and the growth and prosperity of the company are interdependent.” Unionization went nowhere.


Nine years later, organizers were still trying to make inroads at Kodak Park, the company’s main factory complex. “As individuals we are helpless,” The Kodak Worker, an openly Communist publication, opined in May 1928. “We must learn the lesson of class solidarity. We must learn to appreciate the value of organization. We must resolve… to take the offense against our bosses, demand higher wages, shorten work days, and put an end to the oppressive conditions within the plant.” But for all the paper’s swagger about ensuring that “the master class trembles in its boots,” Kodak employees still weren’t buying it.


By the 1930s, many companies could no longer hold back unions, be it with carrot or with stick, as the Depression exposed fundamental weaknesses of American business and New Deal era laws greatly strengthened labor’s standing. But Kodak kept on as it had, buying the loyalty of its 22,000 workers with fat paychecks, regular wage dividends, ample benefits, and a complaint system known as “the Open Door”—all of it trumpeted on the pages of Kodakery, the employee newspaper started during World War II. At the same time, Kodak managers kept tabs on what unionized companies in Rochester were about to offer their workers and made sure they at least matched it. “As long as there’s somebody else has got it a little bit better,” Folsom explained, “the industrial relations people say we have to go along.”


In the late 1940s, Kodak faced perhaps its toughest test yet on the labor front: a drive by the United Electrical, Radio, and Machine Workers to organize the company’s Camera Works. But, again, management triumphed, as Kodak president Thomas Hargrave pressed his employees on whether “these outsiders” from the union “had anything to do with bringing… into existence” the many benefit programs they were receiving from the company. “I know, and I am sure you know, that they did not,” he said. The UE campaign ended soon thereafter.


Unionists may have thought “industrial paternalism” was a more accurate choice of words than “welfare capitalism,” but Kodak’s employees didn’t seem to care. And the brass was bent on keeping it that way. “When Eastman died in 1932, he left behind two generations of inbred managers, men who… shared his commitment to welfare capitalism as well his views that unions were anathema and an affront to private property,” the historian Sanford Jacoby has written. “It was well understood by Kodak managers… that a sacred tradition would be broken if a union came into the company on their watch.” When all was said and done, none ever would.


Through the 1920s and ’30s, Coca-Cola’s recipe for capturing its employees’ allegiance consisted of three main ingredients: charisma, culture, and cash.


Two figures, in particular, possessed the charisma: Robert Woodruff and Harrison Jones, who had grown up just blocks apart in Atlanta and then found themselves leading the company—Woodruff as Mr. Inside, Jones as Mr. Outside. “Since we were knee-pants boys together in grammar school,” Woodruff said, “our paths and our lives have been interlocked, and during our mature years the common bond and cement has been the dedication of both our lives and careers to Coca-Cola.” For all that joined them, though, Woodruff and Jones were a study in contrasts.


Jones, a lawyer by training, had the dynamism of a Chautauqua tent preacher: the booming voice emanating from his 6-foot, 220-pound frame; the gesticulating hands; the flowing river of words. Perhaps the only thing separating him from a man of the pulpit was that nearly all of his sentences were pockmarked by “goddamn this” and “goddamn that”—as well as vernacular far more vulgar. “Every observation by Harrison,” Coca-Cola’s Ralph Hayes once commented, “begins with a spate of profanity, followed by an explosive negative in heated denial of whatever has just previously been said.” Ralph McGill, the editor of the Atlanta Constitution, called Jones “a steam engine in pants.”


Jones’s prime responsibility was dealing with Coca-Cola’s bottlers, a web of mostly independent businesses that converted the parent company’s syrup into soda and then packaged and sold the final product—all backed by the marketing, advertising, and branding juggernaut that has always been Coca-Cola. Interactions between the mother ship and its franchisees were often fractious, and Jones took it upon himself to smooth things over, while pushing the troops to sell, sell, sell. “Did it ever occur to you that Coca-Cola, the finished beverage, is a child of a marriage between the Coca-Cola Company and the bottler?” Jones thundered to a group of executives from throughout the Coca-Cola system. “It comes from the womb of one and the loins of another. Oh, there is mutuality in this deal. But the only thing that counts to any worthwhile parents, and the only thing that counts here, is offspring, and Coca-Cola is the child, the offspring, of that marriage.… The millions of people in the world don’t give a hoot who the parents of this child are. They know the child. They believe in the offspring. That is our life; that’s our blood, and it’s that we must perpetuate. And we must adopt the motto that the one spring that springs eternal is offspring. So, we must have unity. We must have cooperation.”


Back at headquarters in Atlanta, Jones would assume the same role, sitting in the company cafeteria and listening to employees’ gripes—all while expounding on the need for unity and cooperation. “People would try to talk, but before it was over they’d be spellbound,” said his grandson, Harrison Jones II. “He’d sit there, and people would just be amazed that he would spend so much time with them. He’d spend forty-five minutes with an employee with a problem.” Evidently mollified, the workers of Coca-Cola proper never unionized, though plenty of the bottling plants were organized, mostly under the auspices of the Teamsters.


Woodruff, known as “The Boss,” had a much different personality. For starters, he wouldn’t have been caught dead in the employee cafeteria. An adroit behind-the-scenes operator, Woodruff preferred to eat with a few handpicked executives and friends in his private dining room, just off his office, which he reached by private elevator. He was a natural tycoon, right down to the ever-present cigar in his mouth—usually a Cuesta-Rey, though on occasion a Havana encircled by a special Coca-Cola band. But Woodruff was a tycoon with a southern twist. His pride and joy was Ichauway Plantation, a 30,000-acre paradise in rural Georgia, where politicians, athletes, and entertainers joined him to ride horses, fish, hunt quail, and drink bourbon. “One of the high points,” one visitor related, “is when the colored chorus comes up to the ‘big house’… to sing Negro spirituals.”


Woodruff could be gruff at certain times and aloof at others—something never true of Jones—but he radiated his own commanding presence. Just six feet tall, he still dominated a room. “You knew when The Boss had arrived, even if you were facing the other way,” said one associate. “You could feel it.”


The blend—Jones, rousing and riotous; Woodruff, refined and respected—worked beautifully. Each in his own way made sure a common message was conveyed constantly to everyone in the Coca-Cola universe, from top manager to floor sweeper, from bottler to advertiser: being part of this company was truly something special. In a certain respect, it was a funny refrain. Other products, arguably, had far more import than did a bottle of soda. General Electric, for one, could claim that it was at the very center of what Henry Ford called “the Age of Edison”—the early twentieth-century period of electrification that sparked America’s new industrial future. General Motors played a key part in making Americans mobile, forever changing the basic structure of community and society. But Coca-Cola had a singular grip on the American imagination, giving the nearly 7,000 people that the company employed in the mid-1940s an unusual sense of pride in their work.


As legend has it, it was 1886 when Atlanta pharmacist John Stith Pemberton hunched over a three-legged brass pot in his backyard and cooked up the first batch of the syrup that would build an empire. He poured his concoction into a jug and carried it down the street to Jacobs’ Pharmacy, where it was sold at the soda fountain for five cents a glass. Soon, whether by design or by accident, it was mixed with carbonated water. People loved it.


During World War II, the company shipped its billionth gallon of syrup, and through the 1940s it outsold its rival Pepsi by roughly five to one. But even more striking than the company’s market share was its mind share. Coca-Cola, wrote newspaperman William Allen White, “is a sublimated essence of all that America stands for—a decent thing, honestly made, universally distributed, conscientiously improved with the years.” During the war, American factories clamored for Coke to keep their workers contented, leaving Woodruff’s men feeling immensely gratified. Such demand, Ralph Hayes told The Boss, spoke to “the unique position of this beverage as a part and symbol of a way of life for which a war is being waged.” It was heady stuff for a soft drink.


Aware perhaps of the psychic value that the company offered, Coca-Cola paid its factory workers relatively well but stinted somewhat on executive salaries. When manager Harold Sharp joined the legal department in the early 1920s, “I was making about three times as much money” elsewhere, he recalled. Yet he signed on anyway, “interested in becoming connected with a clean, commercial enterprise, regardless of the compensation.” And, sure enough, Sharp found real purpose in his work. “We have the product, and we are aiming at a definite objective of bringing refreshment, pure and wholesome, to the millions of people who inhabit the earth,” he said.


Despite the occasional grumbling about tight pay, Woodruff was able to get a lot out of his employees. One way he did this was by always giving executives a second chance. “I hate to see a fellow fail when, with just a little more thinking and a little more work, he could succeed,” Woodruff said. Among The Boss’s best traits, Hayes averred, was his fierce “loyalty to his enterprise, fidelity to his associates, constancy toward his friends.” Along with the constancy came cash—well-timed cash bonuses, to be exact.


These payments were very different from Kodak’s wage dividend, which was strictly objective and egalitarian. A windfall from Woodruff, by contrast, was highly subjective and personal—the type of benevolent gesture, one imagined, to which the help at Ichauway Plantation had also grown accustomed. “This company has sure been good to a lot of us country boys,” Sharp said in 1939, having just been handed his bonus for the year. Holland Judkins, another recipient of Woodruff’s good graces, told The Boss: “Thank God for you and Santa Claus in the order named.” Some offered a quid quo pro upon the receipt of their bonus. “To show my appreciation,” said W. J. Brogunier, who worked in Coca-Cola’s Baltimore office, “I will do all that I can to help make next year better.”


At times, Woodruff would adjust people’s base salaries—a move that also engendered warm expressions of loyalty. Upon learning that “my rate had been hijacked, my feeling of utter surprise was followed by other feelings of quiet, confusion, gratitude, and determination,” said Hayes. By “determination,” he added, he meant that he didn’t want to let Woodruff down by not doing everything he could to help the company. It’s the determination “to avoid giving anyone cause to say that your judgment or confidence was too badly misplaced,” Hayes wrote. “I don’t mind you losing bets on horses, cards or dice, but I don’t want to be a party to your losing one on a person, particularly if I’m the person.” He closed his letter this way: “Bob, what I started to say was, ‘Thank you,’ and that I do—proudly and humbly and faithfully.”


Gerard Swope earned a degree in electrical engineering from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, but his real education—the one that would turn his tenure as the president of General Electric into something strange and extraordinary—came from a very different place: Hull House, the settlement agency that provided a range of services for immigrants (mostly Italians, Czechs, and Russian Jews) and sought to close the divide between rich and poor.


Swope, the son of a St. Louis manufacturer of watchcases, had made his way to Chicago after graduating from MIT in 1895 and landing a machine-shop job with the Western Electric Company. Soon thereafter, he began teaching algebra and electricity classes at night at Hull House, which Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr had opened on the city’s Near West Side in 1889. Their converted mansion would expand over the years into a thirteen-building complex, stretching for nearly a block, with a gymnasium, theater, art gallery, music school, boys’ club, auditorium, cafeteria, cooperative residence for working women, kindergarten, nursery, libraries, post office, and meeting rooms—often used by labor organizers.


But Addams’s real contribution had less to do with bricks and mortar and more to do with flesh and blood—the way she attracted wealthy women and men to Hull House to serve those who were less fortunate. They came as volunteers “to help out with the house’s many activities in art, drama, music, recreation, education, and charity,” Jane Addams’s biographer, Louise Knight, has written. “While they often arrived with a sense of moral superiority, if they stayed long enough and their minds were open, their class condescension evaporated and was replaced by democratic beliefs: outrage at the unjust conditions working people strove to overcome and eagerness to be their political allies in those struggles.”


For Swope, such ideals were a potent magnet, and always had been. While at MIT, he had studied business law with Louis Brandeis, who would go on to join the US Supreme Court and memorably sum up his own philosophy on income distribution this way: “We can have democracy in this country, or we can have great wealth concentrated in the hands of a few, but we can’t have both.” Swope was wicked smart, intense, and exacting—“a spring under tension always, never spent and never relaxed,” as one friend painted him. But he was no stuffed shirt. While in college, he took a job at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair, working at the General Electric exhibition for a dollar a day. Tearing down transformers and other gear in need of repair, he immersed himself in oil, grease, and dirt. Swope would eventually become a full-time resident of Hull House. There he met his wife, Mary Hill, who was a social worker. Addams herself officiated at their wedding. Moving back to St. Louis at one point for Western Electric, the Swopes even opened their own settlement house, right next door to their home, where Mary taught immigrant women to sew.


By the time, then, that he was named president of General Electric in 1922, having spent the previous couple of years organizing the company’s foreign operations, Gerard Swope had a head full of well-thought-out ideas about how the laboring class should be treated. “There are three factors in our economic system today that must be taken into consideration in our work: the shareholders, the employees, the community,” Swope told GE’s foremen on his first cross-country tour of the company’s factories. As for the shareholders, he said, “happily, there is little to worry over in regard to the financial end of our business.


“My greatest concern,” he went on, “is in the other two phases of our responsibility, that towards the employee and to the community at large. As to the employees, I infer every man here realizes that he is dealing with men and not with material or machinery. In our human relations between employees and employers there must be justice and sympathy. We spend so much of our time, so much of our life, in industry that we can get a very much greater satisfaction out of life if we have the conditions which surround our work pleasant and congenial.”


Much like Kodak, GE was already a pioneer in this arena. Under Charles Coffin, who became GE’s first president after merging his Thomson-Houston Company with Thomas Edison’s businesses in 1892, a number of steps were taken to cushion the workforce. The company instituted a pension plan in 1912 and in 1913 formed a mutual benefit association to succor employees and their families in case of sickness, hospitalization, or death. A profit-sharing system kicked in in 1916, a life-insurance plan in 1920 (partly a response to the flu pandemic two years earlier), and a savings plan in 1922.


Swope then improved these benefits and added a bevy of new ones: hospital coverage, loan funds, housing assistance, and recreational activities for employees. Along the way, Swope had the consummate partner: Owen Young, who had shown himself to be an exemplary problem solver as GE’s general counsel before rising to be chairman. Like Swope, Young, who’d grown up as a poor farm boy in upstate New York, knew what it was like to get his hands dirty. Like Swope, Young had been exposed to the thinking of those who questioned the excesses of capitalism and put the worker first—in Young’s case, the muckraking journalists Lincoln Steffens and Ida Tarbell, who lauded Young for “a labor policy… in harmony with liberal notions.” And like Swope, Young believed that it was possible to bind together the interests of employer and employee.


In the past, “capital was the employer, buying labor as a commodity in the cheapest market and entitled to all the profits of the undertaking,” Young told an audience at the Harvard School of Business in 1927. “Managers were considered the paid attorneys of capital to devise ways and means to squeeze out of labor its last ounce of effort and last penny of compensation. Is it any wonder that in this land of political freedom men resented the notion of being servant to a master?… Fortunately, we are making great progress in America in these difficult relationships. We are trying to think in terms of human beings—one group of human beings who put their capital in, and another group who put their lives and labor in a common enterprise for mutual advantage.”


To promote that spirit, Swope and Young kept GE’s pay rates as high as possible—an essential element, they were convinced, to help those on the line feel valued and, in turn, inspired to help management meet its objectives. “Slowly we are learning that low wages for labor do not necessarily mean high profits for capital,” Young said.


Beyond their own brand of welfare capitalism, Swope and Young utilized two other methods to try to motivate their employees. The first was “scientific management,” the principles that Frederick Taylor had popularized a few years before World War I (and a cousin of Fordism, which standardized mass production). Under Taylorism, the time required for each element of a job was to be measured so as to ascertain the best way for tackling every task. The aim was to boost productivity. Although many would come to regard time-and-motion studies as instruments of management repression—an image that Charlie Chaplin helped to make indelible in his 1936 film Modern Times—Taylor himself had a completely different goal. “The principal object of scientific management,” he wrote, “should be to secure the maximum prosperity for the employer coupled with the maximum prosperity for the employee.”


Lillian Gilbreth, a Taylor protégé, taught GE how to apply this methodology in the mid-1920s, and by and large, the workforce seemed to like it—or at least they learned to like it, bending the system so as to raise their incentive pay while reducing the most tyrannical aspects of being monitored by a stopwatch. Often, groups of employees would work together, calibrating things so that they cranked out neither too much product (an offense known as “rate-busting”) nor too little (“chiseling”).


The other tactic that GE used to win over its workers was to cultivate “company unions”—an appellation every bit as oxymoronic as “Jews for Jesus.” Real unions despised these management-sanctioned groups, which could be found not only at GE but also at Goodyear, Dennison Manufacturing, AT&T, and more than 1,000 other companies across America. Samuel Gompers, the labor leader, called them a “pretense admirably calculated to deceive.” But many workers weren’t so condemning, at least not at GE. The bosses treated the leaders of GE’s company unions as junior partners, not as opponents, and they were even given access to corporate financial data. The upshot: management was able to “educate and secure sympathy and support from a large body of employees,” the manager of GE’s plant in Lynn, Massachusetts, reported. Esprit de corps ran high; turnover was low.


Then the Depression hit. Swope responded by thinking big—really big. In 1931, he put forth a proposal to shore up all of industry and cure the nation’s unemployment crisis. “A job for every man!” became his watchword. After President Hoover rejected “the Swope Plan”—an intricate scheme involving the adoption of a large-scale social insurance system, funded by employer and employee, and the formation of corporate cartels—GE moved on its own, extending unemployment benefits to those who’d been laid off from the company.


Over time, however, GE was forced to cut back on many benefits, while reducing average pay by nearly 30 percent. Its payroll shrank by more than half, from 88,000 employees in 1929 to fewer than 42,000 in 1933. The company restored wages and benefits as rapidly as it could, but in the meantime, the lean years had given an unprecedented opening to a faction that had never really made much headway at GE before: outside labor organizers. Among this band was James Carey, who in 1936 became president of the new United Electrical and Radio Workers of America.


Swope and Young’s reaction to the UE stood in stark contrast to that of their peers at a company like Kodak. Rather than stiff-arm organized labor, as Eastman had done and his successors would continue to do with a kind of religious fervor, the two GE executives openly embraced the national union movement. Their impulse wasn’t new. As early as 1926, Swope and Young had met secretly with William Green, the head of the American Federation of Labor, to invite him to organize their company’s factories. They even suggested that the AFL could parlay the dues it collected at GE into a war chest that would help the union infiltrate other electric companies. Their main demand was that GE’s workers be organized into a single, broad industrial union, which they believed would be easier to negotiate with than a series of competing craft unions. The overture to Green fizzled, but it signaled that Swope and Young were, even among the “industrial statesmen” of the 1920s, well ahead of their time.


In 1935, President Roosevelt signed into law the National Labor Relations Act, the landmark measure that established the rights of workers to organize unions and bargain collectively. The law, known as the Wagner Act (for its chief sponsor, Sen. Robert Wagner, a Democrat from New York), also created the National Labor Relations Board and the legal infrastructure through which union-related disputes would be settled. Many companies fought the law bitterly—so much so that Business Week magazine was undoubtedly speaking for the mainstream of its readership when it called the Wagner Act “a piece of despotism” that corporate America would “unitedly resist.” But not Young and Swope, who had been among a handful of corporate executives to make constructive suggestions on the drafting of the bill. To them, it was inescapable that labor was going to organize itself, and so it made good business sense to get out in front. But more than pragmatism was at play. Working with unions, instead of wrangling with them, was an extension of Young and Swope’s credo that employees should sit atop the corporate pecking order, ahead even of shareholders. “In the long run,” Swope said, “the people who should be management’s chief concern are those who give their lives to the business, the workers, and not primarily those who buy in and out because a company pays good dividends.”


Not every GE executive felt so comfortable about the UE’s ascent. When Carey, newly elected to head the union, asked Swope for a meeting in February 1937, Swope’s lieutenants advised him to spurn the request. After all, it wasn’t a normal part of the corporate president’s job to sit down with a labor representative, and they feared that a face-to-face session with GE’s top man would give Carey too much cachet. What’s more, GE’s managers liked the plant-by-plant bargaining that took place under the company-union system—an arrangement endangered by the UE’s pursuit of a single, national contract. But Swope ignored his men, and he and Carey had “a fine intimate talk,” as Swope would remember it—the sixty-four-year-old corporate lion peppering the twenty-five-year-old “boy wonder” of labor with questions about his background and beliefs. It was the only time that the two met directly, but Swope came away persuaded that Carey could be trusted, and vice versa. “If you can’t get along with these fellows and settle matters,” Swope told the vice president handling labor relations, “there’s something wrong with you.” By the spring of 1938, GE’s old company unions had been swept aside and the UE had won its first national contract without any real resistance from management.


The amity would be short-lived, however. Swope and Young retired in 1944, and the executives who followed them—including Charlie Wilson—had a decidedly different view of unions. The new guard were still moderates in some ways, as evidenced by their active involvement in the CED. But in dealing with organized labor, they took a sharp turn to the right, a turn that was all the more pronounced because for so long GE had stood so far to the left.


In the spring of 1938, Sales Management magazine sent a squad of researchers to Muncie, Indiana—the prototypical American “Middletown”—where at every twentieth home they asked questions about ninety big corporations. One of them was, “Which companies, in your opinion, treat their employees fairly?” The three that topped the list were General Motors, Coca-Cola, and General Electric. For those actually working at these behemoths, however, reality was more cloudy and complicated. This was especially so at GM.


Like GE, GM was an early adopter of an assortment of employee benefits. A bonus system for salaried personnel was started in 1918, a savings and investment plan for all workers in 1919, a training institute providing continuing technical education in 1926, disability and life insurance that same year, and sickness and accident insurance in 1928. In 1932, as the Depression deepened, GM tried to keep as many people as possible employed through the use of job sharing. In 1939, the company would begin offering no-interest loans in the event a worker with five or more years of seniority faced a sudden reduction in hours or was laid off. And in 1940, it would implement a retirement plan. Wages were good.


Most of these pluses for employees came while Alfred Sloan ran GM. Born into an upper-middle-class Connecticut family, Sloan was a classmate of Gerard Swope’s at MIT. Following graduation, he joined the fledgling Hyatt Roller Bearing Company, which after several years—and with the help of his father—he bought from the original owner. Over the next two decades, Sloan greatly expanded the business by supplying two companies at the fore of the fast-growing auto industry: Ford and General Motors, which had been founded in 1908 by William Crapo Durant. Sloan was well on his way to being a rich man.


Billy Durant would make him even richer. In 1916, he approached Sloan and offered to acquire Hyatt, part of a strategy in which the ever-scheming Durant would buy up and put under one roof various components manufacturers. Although Sloan and his father each walked away from the deal with $5 million—an amount equal to more than $100 million today—Sloan wasn’t the type to retire and be idle, especially at age forty-one. So, Sloan went to work for Durant, where he learned all he needed to know about how not to manage a company. By 1920, the freewheeling Durant had pushed General Motors to the financial brink. He “was a great man with a great weakness—he could create but not administer,” Sloan would say. The chemical company DuPont, which had become a major investor in GM, forced Durant out in November of that year. Beginning in 1921, Sloan worked closely with a coterie of DuPont executives to get GM back on track. They did, and in May 1923, Sloan was made president of GM.


He was an organizational genius. The management writer Peter Drucker, who knew Sloan well, would credit him with being “the first to work out systematic organization in a big company, planning and strategy, measurements, the principle of decentralization,” and more. Sloan’s role “as the designer and architect of management,” Drucker added, “surely was a foundation for America’s economic leadership in the forty years following World War II.” Sloan’s no-nonsense manner could make him seem impersonal and cold. But Drucker insisted that this was an unfair portrait. He had “tremendous personal warmth and was unbelievably generous—with his time as well as with his money,” Drucker wrote. “Wherever I went in GM… I was told, often by fairly junior people, how Sloan had come to their rescue, usually unasked—how, for instance, he had given up an entire Christmas vacation to find the hospital where the badly burnt child of a plant manager could get the best medical care, and he had never even met the plant manager. I always asked, ‘To whom would you go if you were in a serious jam?’ Most people immediately answered, ‘Alfred Sloan, of course.’”


Rather than make a fuss about his own openhandedness, Sloan preferred to crow about GM’s open-mindedness. “The ability to get people to work together is of the greatest importance,” he said. “General Motors, by its method, gets the fullest possible benefit of every ounce of brainpower in the whole organization. It also, in this way, gets the fullest possible contribution of every man, because everybody has been won over by open, aboveboard discussion to every policy adopted.”


Well, almost every one. Even Sloan couldn’t possibly have said with a straight face that GM was open and aboveboard in its policy toward organized labor. Fearful of the ascendant United Auto Workers, GM hired Pinkerton and other detective services to spy on its employees from early 1934 through mid-1936. In all, the automaker spent nearly $1 million—about $17 million in today’s terms—on its espionage activities, though their full extent will never be known. That’s because executives purged their files when they caught wind that a special US Senate committee, under the direction of Wisconsin Progressive Robert La Follette Jr., was about to investigate the matter as part of a sweeping probe into how some of America’s largest companies were routinely violating the civil liberties of workers attempting to organize. The timing of the purge was impeccable, with GM’s records cleaned out just before La Follette’s staff could serve subpoenas. “I was astonished at the amount I could get rid of,” Louis Seaton, a GM manager in charge of labor relations, acknowledged to La Follette.


The picture that did come together, while incomplete, was damning enough. In order to feed a steady stream of reports to GM about the UAW and its plans, Pinkerton had placed informants inside a number of union locals, and the agency had even lured an organizer from the UAW’s international office into its pocket. It set up a dummy office inside the Hoffman Building in downtown Detroit, where the union had its headquarters, to keep a close eye on who came and went. According to one of its former agents, Pinkerton tapped the phone of the UAW’s president, Homer Martin. Operatives also maintained surveillance of union leaders, including Martin and the man who would succeed him as head of the UAW, Walter Reuther. GM wasn’t as apt to turn to violence as was Ford Motor—with its infamous service department, populated by gun-wielding thugs—but its behavior was just as creepy.


During the summer of 1936, with congressional investigators beginning to piece things together, GM dismantled its spying apparatus. Six months later, in February 1937, the company’s executives were called to appear before La Follette’s committee. In between, without any more Pinkertons snooping around and making things difficult, the UAW made significant strides in organizing the workers at GM.


It all began on December 30, 1936, when union activists sprang into action at the Fisher No. 1 factory in Flint, Michigan, which supplied car bodies to Chevrolet and Buick. Rather than picket outside the plant, which would give the company an opportunity to send in scabs, workers loyal to the union camped inside, effectively seizing control of the facility and shutting down production. In the coming days and weeks, the sit-down strike spread across the area—to a Cadillac assembly plant, and then to a Fleetwood factory, and then to Fisher No. 2. There, on January 11, 1937, the police tried to take back the facility by firing rounds of tear gas at the strikers, only to be rebuffed by a barrage of stones, bottles, and steel door hinges. The cops turned and bolted—a retreat that led laborites to call the confrontation the Battle of the Running Bulls. But the bulls didn’t stay away long. The police returned and opened fire with pistols and riot guns, wounding thirteen people. The clash strengthened the resolve of the strikers, who pressed on. On February 1, under the leadership of Walter Reuther, the union occupied Chevy Engine Plant No. 4—a linchpin of the GM factory system.


From the outset, GM contended that the strikers were breaking the law, having commandeered private property. The company also did its best to make the case that it was a fair employer. “Wages are higher today, by far, than the corporation ever paid before,” Sloan told his workers. “No one can honestly say otherwise.” Yet, while that was true, employees did have their frustrations—mostly about the ever-increasing speedup of the assembly line. The old “drive system,” which had governed much of the American workplace from about 1880 to 1915, was still in full throttle at GM. “Everywhere workers indicated that they were being forced to work harder and harder,” read a 1934 National Recovery Administration report on the auto industry. “They are vigorous in denouncing management as slave drivers, and worse.” It was said that William Knudsen, a GM executive who would become corporate president in May 1937, could yell, “Hurry up!” in fifteen languages. As a rejoinder, the strikers in Flint sang:




When the speedup comes, just


twiddle your thumbs.


Sit down! Sit down!


When you want them to know


They’d better go slow,


Sit down! Sit down!





On February 11—with pressure mounting from US labor secretary Frances Perkins; Michigan governor Frank Murphy; and John L. Lewis, the president of the Committee for Industrial Organization, the umbrella group to which the UAW belonged—GM finally gave in. It didn’t have much choice. The company had pumped out 50,000 automobiles in the month before the start of the strike. Now, output was at a virtual standstill, with just 125 cars rolling off the line in a week.


The four-page agreement that GM signed with the UAW was groundbreaking, for it recognized the union as the exclusive bargaining agent for the company’s workers. The pact was also monumental for the labor movement as a whole, marking the beginning of a thirty-year period in which industrial unionism would serve as a countervailing force against corporate power in America.


As a clutch of GM labor officials made their way to room 357 of the Senate office building in Washington, just four days after the Flint sit-down strike had been settled, it was clearly too soon for anyone to grasp the historic weight of the accord. The executives were simply trying to explain how they’d ended up overseeing “the most colossal supersystem of spies yet devised in any American corporation,” as La Follette’s committee termed it.


They did their best, reminding the panel that unions could play rough, too, like the time in 1933 when organizers dynamited a power station at one of the plants in Flint, causing several hundred thousand dollars in damage. They also took care to make a distinction between their own laborers and labor unions—“outside organizations” that promoted “a great deal of radicalism,” as Alfred Marshall, director of personnel at GM’s Chevy operation, put it.


“I have hired upward of 250,000 men in my day,” Marshall said. “I personally hired every man that went into the Chevrolet division for five years at Flint. I personally headed up the welfare.” He went on to tell the committee that three principles guided him: “Hire a man; keep him busy.” “Pay him well for what he does.” “And treat the man as you would be treated yourself.”


Sen. Elbert Thomas, a Democrat from Utah, was skeptical. “Just carry that logic through with regard to spying and see where you are,” he told Marshall.


“We try to be very fair with regard to spying,” Marshall replied.


As mockable as Marshall’s rationalization may have been, he wasn’t being insincere: many GM executives really did feel as if their domain had been invaded by a group of outsiders, threatening the company’s independence to the point that they could justify spying (at least to themselves). “Will a labor organization run the plants of General Motors Corporation or will management continue to do so?” asked Sloan, who was so opposed to the New Deal and its supportive posture toward unions that he helped fund the American Liberty League, a fanatical group that stooped to racism and anti-Semitism in its frenzy to bring down President Roosevelt.


Some inside GM’s executive suite weren’t so dogmatic, however. At least a few of Sloan’s top men thought the use of spies a bad practice. The chief heretic was Charles Wilson—“Engine Charlie,” as he would come to be known, to distinguish him from GE’s “Electric Charlie” Wilson. He had joined GM from Westinghouse in 1919 as an engineer and nine years later was made a corporate vice president. In 1941, he would replace Knudsen as president of GM, having taken an especially close interest in labor relations.


Given Wilsons’s roots, this focus wasn’t surprising. His father had organized a toolmakers’ local in Pittsburgh, and Wilson himself had been business agent for a Pattern Makers union as a young man. He liked to tell people that when Socialist labor leader Eugene Debs ran for the White House in 1912, he’d voted for him. Wilson even kept a framed copy of his union card on his desk at GM.


To be sure, Wilson was no pushover, and he and his underlings—some of the same men who had orchestrated the spying in the 1930s—would fight the UAW hammer and tongs over all sorts of contract provisions and corporate policies throughout the forties. But as less of a hard-liner than Sloan, Wilson was open to collaborating with the union, making lasting peace where possible. “The test of labor relations isn’t rhetoric,” he once said. “The test is results.”


It was striking that GM had room for both men—a staunch conservative like Sloan, who would remain GM’s chairman until 1956, and a more free-thinking executive such as Wilson—and it highlights an often-overlooked facet of the way that corporations have always dealt with their workers and, more generally, defined the social contract: with terrible inconsistency. And so Charles Kettering could sit on the founding board of the CED, while GM vice chairman Donaldson Brown lent considerable intellect and energy to the National Association of Manufacturers and its assault on the Full Employment Act. The very concept of “full employment,” Brown told Sloan, was the kind of “abstract economic theory” that could result in government planners “laying down a dictum” as to how much industry must produce. Some scholars like to put a thick line between the two groups: the CED has become shorthand for those companies at the center-left of American big business in the 1940s; the NAM has become code for those much further to the right. What often gets missed, however, is that many corporations—not only GM, but also GE, Kodak, and Coca-Cola—had at the very same time executives who were involved with both organizations, a display of corporate schizophrenia that would make it difficult to shove any of these enterprises into a single political box.


The Germans surrendered, just as the CED knew they would, in May 1945, and the Japanese followed suit in August. More than 400,000 American soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines had died in what would be called the Good War.


As millions more veterans made their way home, the bread lines that many had foreseen never materialized. In January 1946, Time magazine reported that the nation’s economy was going full tilt, leaving it to the CED’s Paul Hoffman to tote up “the cheery figures”: some 52 million workers were already employed in civilian jobs, household earnings were rising steadily, and private production was also surging.


Whether this excellent fortune was due to the advance planning of the CED and all the corporations it had enlisted in its cause, or whether it was the result of other factors—pent-up demand, government policy, demographic change—who could say for sure? And who really cared? “The problem,” said Time, “is no longer how to achieve full employment. The question now is: how can it be maintained?” For America’s workers, their long-elusive quest for security finally seemed within reach.
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In 1947, General Motors officials launched the MJC—the “My Job Contest”—in which employees were invited to write on the topic, “My Job, and Why I Like It.” About 175,000 GM workers entered, an extraordinary showing.
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TAKE THIS JOB AND LOVE IT


Not long after V-J Day, General Motors president “Engine Charlie” Wilson addressed a group of his executives in Detroit, laying out half a dozen fundamentals to ensure the company’s “continuing success” and “to maintain our competitive position” as the automaker embarked on the transition from a military to a peacetime economy. Most of these guidelines hinged on giving workers what they needed to thrive on and off the job—tangibles and intangibles alike. “Put the right people in the right places,” Wilson advised. “Train everyone for the job to be done; make the organization a coordinated team; supply the right tools and the right conditions; give security with opportunity, incentive, recognition; look ahead, plan ahead for more and better things.”


As platitudinous as these principles may have seemed to some, they were sufficiently inspiring to be invoked two years later, in the fall of 1947, by William Kitts, a junior engineer in the company’s Fisher Body Division, as he sought to shed light on why he appreciated working for GM. Citing Wilson’s words was a nice touch—nice enough, at least, to help Kitts’s composition stand out from the nearly 175,000 others submitted as part of a company-sponsored letter-writing contest. Everyone who’d entered had been directed to explore the same topic: “My Job, and Why I Like It.” Bill Kitts’s prize: a brand new black Pontiac Streamliner four-door sedan. At the grand awards banquet, Wilson himself would hand Kitts and thirty-nine other winners keys made of gold.


In all, about 59 percent of GM’s hourly and salaried workforce participated in the contest—a deluge of entries so large that, had they been stacked one on top of another, the pile of paper would have extended six stories high. The frenzied response was prompted by a crush of promotional activities, which began in September with a two-week teaser campaign in which the initials “MJC” were tossed out unexplained, adding an air of mystery to the proceedings: it was then revealed that they stood for “My Job Contest.” Spurred on by more than one hundred contest chairmen spread across GM’s factories and offices, foremen and supervisors urged their underlings to write letters. Buildings were festooned with streamers and posters, letting everyone know that their views were welcome. “You Don’t Have To Be A Highbrow… Know How To Spell… Be A Skilled Writer… Fine Penmanship… Use English… Or Even Own a Pen,” read one placard. Plants held open houses, exhibits, and parades to gin up interest. Six full-color postcards were mailed to employees, reminding them to get their letters in. And they did—in every form and fashion imaginable.


The average letter ran about 250 words, though one wag put down but a single sentence. Others ballooned to 20 typewritten pages. About 700 were in foreign languages—Polish, Spanish, German, Hungarian, French, Lithuanian, Hebrew, and Arabic—and required translation. One was written in Latin, another in braille. Some employees took the “or even own a pen” line literally, sending in phonographic recordings. One worker put together a six-minute silent film, showing him talking about the contest with his family, writing his letter, and then placing it in the corner mailbox. Poems, acrostics, and renderings were also part of the mix.


Without a doubt, many of the missives were barefaced attempts by GM employees to snare one of the forty cars (one Cadillac, three Buicks, six Oldsmobiles, ten Pontiacs, and twenty Chevrolets) or the more than 5,000 other items offered to those deemed best: refrigerators, freezers, ranges, washing machines, radios, and more. To this end, some engaged in pure sycophancy—nothing but “apple-polishing,” as Time bluntly put it in a write-up of the company contest. But many others, the magazine added, penned pieces that “had a ring as authentic as the clang of the drop-forge hammer” used to stamp out engine parts or axles at one of GM’s giant factories. Kitts, whose job was to make improvements to the assembly line at Fisher Body’s St. Louis plant, was among those who weren’t blowing smoke. “The better the tools, facilities, and working conditions,” Wilson had stated back in 1945, “the more that can be produced with the same human effort and the lower the cost of the product. When this results, higher wages can be paid and more good jobs provided.” Wrote Kitts in his essay: “I feel that in some small way I am helping to put into effect one of the basic points that Mr. Wilson set up.… The reason I like my job is because I’m doing a job that is important and at the same time is exactly what I wanted to do to make a living. What more could any man desire?”


Kitts, who was twenty-three, had been fascinated by cars since he was a little kid. After high school, he took a job as a stock clerk at the Fisher Body plant in his hometown of Memphis, Tennessee. One day, shortly after Kitts started, the head of industrial relations at the site asked him if he would consider applying to the General Motors Institute—the company’s technical training center in Flint, Michigan. He did, and was accepted. “This was one of the biggest moments of my life,” Kitts recounted in his winning letter. “It was about this time that I first began to feel a great like for the corporation, for I realized that it not only had an interest in production, but also had an interest in the individual employee as well.” By taking advantage of this break, Kitts was put on a pathway that big businesses such as GM loved to tell the world they afforded. “Think of the corporation as a pyramid of opportunities toward the top with thousands of chances for advancement,” Alfred Sloan had written in his 1940 book, Adventures of a White-Collar Man. “Only capacity limited any worker’s chance to grow, to develop his ability to make a greater contribution to the whole and to improve his own position as well.”


In Kitts’s case, he wasn’t going to let anything limit him. “I learned early on that I wasn’t as smart as some people,” he said, “but I could outwork them.” For four years, Kitts traveled every eight weeks by rail between the General Motors Institute—where he took courses in metallurgy, math, and physics—and Fisher Body operations in Memphis and, after the war, St. Louis. In Flint, he cleaned blackboards and swept out classrooms to earn a little extra money. “That’s how you learned responsibility,” he said. Once he’d completed his studies, having displayed particular talent on the lathe, his assignment was to recommend the best portable hand tools to heighten efficiency at Fisher Body. “I had immense pride working at General Motors,” Kitts said. “You’d be surprised how much pride you had. I’d compare it to Annapolis or to West Point.”


There was more to liking a job than deriving from it personal honor and satisfaction, of course. Kitts noted in his MJC submission that he was “receiving good wages,” and many others also highlighted the company’s pay policy. Overall, 52 percent of those writing contest letters applauded how much they earned at GM, making income the most frequently mentioned of eighteen broad themes identified by the company. Mary Linabury, who held a job in the Electro-Motive Division’s engineering department, wrote that she “never yet had to ask for a raise” because “they have come through steadily with my increasing abilities.” Vernon Halliday, a grinding-machine operator for Buick, whose letter was playfully written in the style of a bumpkin, said: “I gets paid every Friday,” and “the pay is good, too”—though there were other ways that GM took care of him. Halliday, who had joined the company in 1922, lived with his family in one of about 1,000 houses that GM had constructed in a Flint neighborhood called Civic Park, offering workers sweetheart financial incentives to buy.


Other MJC winners also touted the company’s fringe benefits. Betty Kraft, of the GM patent office, pointed to the retirement program as an essential reason for her “happiness and peace of mind.” Delphia Baugh, who’d joined Fisher Body’s Fleetwood Plant in 1929, wrote that her “neat little white cottage” in Detroit was, in a sense, “a gift to me” from the company because it had awarded her a $1,000 bond for an idea that she’d had to increase production during the war—part of the GM Suggestion Plan. “With this bond,” she said, “I made the down payment on my home.” Wrote C. Wales Goodwin, who worked in the engineering department at Pontiac: “In my twenty-seven years with General Motors, I have not only seen marvelous mechanical progress, but I have also seen great humanitarian progress” with “old-age benefits established, pension and retirement funds set up, group and hospital insurance set up, shorter working hours, higher wages, and vacations with pay for all employees.”


GM did pay well—an average of more than $3,000 per employee across the company in 1947 (equal to about $32,000 today). That compared with about $2,700 for all US workers. But in this regard, GM was merely at the fore of a much larger trend. Nationally, full-time workers had seen their wages and salaries rise markedly since the end of the war, up more than 18 percent in two years. A good chunk of this gain reflected the need for Americans to keep up with the cost of consumer goods, which was now surging after the lifting of wartime price controls. And there had been some serious bumps along the way, especially in certain industries like autos, which experienced massive layoffs right after the war’s end. Yet the US unemployment rate remained below 4 percent through 1946 and 1947, and it wasn’t long before a real and lasting prosperity began to sweep across the country, elevating millions of families “from poverty or near poverty to a status where they can enjoy what has been traditionally considered a middle-class way of life,” Frederick Lewis Allen, the editor of Harper’s Magazine, observed in his book The Big Change. In concrete terms, this meant “decent clothes for all, an opportunity to buy a better automobile, install an electric refrigerator, provide the housewife with a decently attractive kitchen, go to the dentist, pay insurance premiums, and so on indefinitely.” Benefits were expanding widely as well. The National Industrial Conference Board discovered that group accident and health insurance was in place at 64 percent of the 3,500 companies it surveyed in 1946, a sharp increase from the 31 percent with such protections in 1939. Pension plans were now being offered by 42 percent of the companies, up from a scant 13 percent seven years earlier.


Yet, in the end, many GM workers reached past such practicalities and, like Kitts, found tremendous pride in the company and its products. Indeed, nearly half of all the MJC letters captured such feelings—almost as many as those referring to the magnitude of GM’s remuneration. “I’ve got a job I’m really proud of!” Linabury wrote. “It is from this engineering department that come all of the changes in design that produce stronger, lighter cars with smoother, more efficient engines and motors.” Taylor Phillips, a color-spray man, said he wore his GM “badge as proudly as the proudest G.I. wears his honorable-discharge button because I know that my job is an important and necessary one in this gigantic organization.”


Eliciting comments like these was just what Charlie Wilson and his senior colleagues wanted. Workers were always going to beef about something, they figured, but just getting them to articulate some of the pluses at GM was bound to help keep them more content. “In the words of the popular song, it caused these men and women to ‘accentuate the positive,’” Wilson said. “As one letter writer indicated, he had never before stopped to think about the good things connected with his job, but when he did stop to think, he was surprised with the number of ‘positives’ there really were.” Harry Coen, GM’s vice president for employee relations, added: “A bit of homespun philosophy has run like a thread through all of the material issued during the contest, and that is—‘Let’s look at the doughnut instead of the hole.’ It’s just as simple as that.”


The contest had a second purpose, too: to allow management to peer inside the minds of GM’s workers. To help them determine the best way to interpret the letters, Coen’s staff met with experts in the fields of education, social psychology, psychiatry, and political science. Readers, specially trained by the Statistical Analytics Company, coded every entry, carefully tabulating on IBM “mark-sense” cards which prevailing subject or subjects the writer had brought up. Peter Drucker, who served as an employee-relations consultant to Wilson and was also one of the MJC final judges, called the contest “the richest source of information ever about workers, their needs, desires, and capabilities.”


This claim, even if half-true, was impressive, given the widespread use of employee-attitude testing at the time. From the mid-1940s through the mid-1950s, two in five large companies in America would conduct at least one such survey. Sometimes, the aim was to generate results that could be used to propagandize: “Ninety-seven percent of employees think this is an above-average plant!” Other times, the intent was to give workers a place to vent their complaints—a safe avenue for a calming catharsis. Kodak, for instance, set up a program in which department heads would meet regularly with small groups of hourly workers for an open-ended conversation. One of its primary aims was “to serve as a psychological ‘safety valve’ for individual employees.” In either case, such efforts were often used to blunt union organizing, helping management unearth and assuage workers’ concerns before they could fuel official demands by an outside labor representative.


Despite these manipulative moves, real insights were gleaned from attitude testing. From the time that the technique had been pioneered in the 1920s, researchers found that managers hoping to foster good morale tended to overestimate the value of paying their workers well and underestimate how crucial it was to treat them fairly, provide jobs that have real meaning, and communicate clearly the way in which each individual’s role fit into the larger mission of the organization. “Apparently it is not enough to have an enlightened company policy, a carefully devised (and blueprinted) plan of manufacture,” wrote Elton Mayo, the famous Harvard professor, who in the late 1920s guided the interviewing of some 21,000 employees (half the total) at the Western Electric Company’s Hawthorne Works in Cicero, Illinois. “To stop at this point, and merely administer such plan, however logical, to workers with a take-it-or-leave-it attitude has much the same effect as administering medicine to a recalcitrant patient.… This is the essential nature of the human; with all the will in the world to cooperate, he finds it difficult to persist in action for an end he cannot dimly see.” Other scholars—Abraham Maslow, Douglas McGregor, and Frederick Herzberg, among the most highly esteemed—would also stress how critical it was for people to find a loftier purpose in their jobs. “Unless there are opportunities at work to satisfy these higher-level needs,” McGregor wrote, “people will be deprived; and their behavior will reflect this deprivation.”


The MJC reinforced these notions. As Drucker summarized it, “the contest fully proved” that extrinsic rewards such as pay and promotion—what Herzberg termed “hygiene” factors—could cause dissatisfaction among workers if handled poorly. “But satisfaction with them,” Drucker continued, “is not particularly important and an incentive to few. Achievement, contribution, responsibility, these are the powerful motivators and incentives.” Taken by this core finding, Wilson floated an idea: he wanted to test a new organizational structure in which management and blue-collar employees would work closely together to find ways to improve GM’s operations. For the first time, frontline laborers would have real input into the corporation’s decision making.


The concept was immediately shot down from both directions. Sloan, who as chairman of GM remained by far the most influential person at the company, “had little use” for Wilson’s progressive views, Drucker remembered. “For the great majority of GM executives—and for executives in American industry altogether at that time—anything like” what Wilson was advocating “represented the abdication of management’s responsibility,” Drucker added. “‘We are the experts, after all,’ they argued. ‘We are being paid for knowing how to organize work and job, or at least for knowing it better than people with much less experience, much less education, and much lower income. We are accountable,’ they argued, ‘and not only to the company, its shareholders, and its customers, but above all to the workers themselves, to make them as productive as they possibly can be—or how else can we pay them a decent wage?’”


Although Wilson invited the union to be a part of his program—and although Walter Reuther privately characterized the GM president as “a very decent, genuine human being”—the opposition from the leadership of the United Auto Workers was every bit as violent as that from the company’s executive suite. “To the UAW,” Drucker said, “anything that would establish cooperation between company and workers was a direct attack on the union.” Without an ally in sight, Wilson’s vision died swiftly—or at least it would remain in a deep coma for the next thirty years.


In the meantime, Reuther and the UAW did all they could to discredit the MJC. “The General Motors contest is an attempt to conduct a one-sided opinion poll of the workers,” Reuther contended. “The corporation hopes, by offering a number of valuable prizes, to buy employee statements to the effect that General Motors is a kindly, fatherly, and understanding employer, sympathetic to the workers’ problems and needs, which will later be used in so-called goodwill advertising. If GM is sincerely interested in a true opinion poll of its workers, the corporation should be willing to offer equal prizes for letters stating what is wrong with GM employer-employee relations with constructive suggestions for improving such relationships.”


At least a few union men ripped down MJC posters from plant walls. Others, like R. E. McDonald, writing in The Searchlight, the newspaper of UAW Local 659 in Flint, resorted to verse instead of vandalism:




They ask me why I like my job


And offer several prizes.


Some household things, some odds and ends


And cars of different sizes.


They all look good from where I sit


Say! Maybe I could lie


And tell ’em how I love my job


And give ’em reasons why.


For instance, I like my job


Because the boss is kind.


(He reprimands me from in front


And kicks me from behind).


Or else I like my job because


My wages here are greater,


(I have bologna once a week


And with it, boiled potater).


I like my job because they keep


The plant so clean and purty.


(The flies don’t come in anymore,


The dining room’s too dirty.)


They look out for my comfort, too.


At least that’s how I feel,


(In summertime I slowly melt,


In winter I congeal).…


Your mail will surely bulge with notes


That praise you to the skies,


Delude yourself how much you may


You’ll know it’s simply lies.


And guys like that should stop and think,


They’d see the whole thing’s funny,


For Judas did the same damn thing


For a hell of a lot less money!





UAW supporter Phil Singer, writing under the pseudonym Paul Romano in a widely distributed tract called The American Worker, also reported that attitudes about the MJC were sour. The rank-and-file’s “remarks vary from: ‘The biggest liar will win’ to ‘The winners are already picked out,’” he wrote. “Others say: ‘I like my job because I can feed my family,’ ‘I like my job because I want to win a new Cadillac,’ ‘I like my job because I want to keep my job,’ etc.… The company is pressuring the workers to enter the contest. The foreman and plant superintendents have been going around trying to coerce workers into entering. One long-employed worker was in the office about it. He noticed that the boss had a mark next to his name. He became furious and had an argument with him. He said that he would write a letter only if he himself decided. So far he had decided not to, and no one was going to compel him.”


For all of this tough talk, though, there was no escaping it: by the fall of 1947, it was organized labor—and not companies like GM—that had been knocked back on its heels.


On June 23, 1947, Congress voted into law a piece of labor legislation that would turn out to have as much impact on the relationship between employer and employee as any other in American history: the Taft-Hartley Act. As is often the case, the measure’s full wallop would not be felt for quite a while; despite a number of restrictions that Taft-Hartley placed on union organizers, the ranks of labor continued to grow in the immediate wake of its passage, and the share of the nation’s nonagricultural workers who were unionized would not fall below 30 percent for fifteen years. Still, whether because they were prescient or just trying to be provocative, labor advocates were apoplectic about Taft-Hartley from the outset. Less than a week after the law’s approval, pickets surrounded the Cincinnati church where Lloyd Taft, the son of the bill’s Senate cosponsor, Republican Robert Taft, was getting married. “CONGRATULATIONS TO YOU. ____ TO YOUR OLD MAN,” read one of the protestor’s signs, leaving it up to onlookers’ imaginations to fill in the blank with all manner of invective.


President Truman, whose veto of Taft-Hartley had been overridden by overwhelming majorities in both the House and Senate, called it “a slave-labor bill.” Walter Reuther excoriated the law, known formally as the Labor-Management Relations Act, as “a vicious piece of Fascist legislation.” Said Thomas Johnstone, assistant director of the UAW’s General Motors Department: “If allowed to stand, the clock may be turned all the way back… to the days of the open shop and industrial war.” Actually, Taft-Hartley came about through industrial war, in a fracas that pitted, among others, GM against the UAW.


The union had followed its electrifying triumph in the 1937 Flint sit-down strike with another huge victory, winning a contract at GM in 1940—this time, without needing to implement any work stoppage. The wage increase in the accord was small, just one and a half cents an hour. But it forced GM to give up paying different amounts to workers who did the same jobs. No longer would the whim of the boss hold sway. No longer were laborers subject to the sort of individual bias they had encountered in the past. No longer could a particular plant supervisor pay his employees based on his own proclivity for stinginess. “GM’s shift toward a uniform, nationwide wage pattern represented one of the industrial union movement’s most significant steps toward the New Deal era’s transformation of the American class structure,” the historian Nelson Lichtenstein has written. “Factories within the same firm, and companies within the same industry, would cease to compete for lower wages, and within those factories and occupations wage differentials would decline” for millions of blue-collar workers.


The 1940 agreement was also pathbreaking in its establishment of a grievance arbitration system. Under it, the stickiest shop-floor disputes were decided by an “umpire” who considered written briefs and oral arguments from UAW officials on one side and members of GM’s industrial-relations staff on the other. Many of Sloan’s top men were uncomfortable with this arrangement, fearing that it gave the union an invitation to interfere with the prerogatives of management and would further drive a wedge between the company and its workers. “Often, through union activity directed at gaining the exclusive allegiance of the union membership, there is lost the essential element of loyalty and recognition of dependency upon effectiveness of management,” groused Donaldson Brown, the GM vice chairman. “An understanding of the mutuality of interests of management and labor is dissipated. Efficiency is reduced, and the interests of all concerned suffer as a consequence.” But Wilson realized that having the union’s explicit involvement in a corporate disciplinary system was paramount to promoting peace—or at least to preserving what many would regard over time as an “armed truce.”


The arrival of World War II introduced its own complications into the dynamics between union and company. Reuther talked up the ideal of “victory through equality of sacrifice.” And in a show of patriotism, the UAW and other leading trade unions offered an unconditional no-strike pledge. But many workers resented having their wages held in check by the War Labor Board, which was trying to tame inflation by keeping a lid on pay, while corporate coffers grew fat on military contracts. Union membership in America swelled during the war, increasing from about 9 million to 15 million from 1940 to 1945. Grievances piled up, and wildcat strikes—actions unauthorized by the union brass—proliferated across heavy industry: autos, coal, rubber, steel, and shipbuilding. During 1944, more than 2 million laborers across the United States walked off the job, an all-time high. More than half of all autoworkers took part in some kind of work stoppage that year, including 7,000 employees at GM’s Chevrolet Gear and Axle, who were enraged over the firing of five workers who’d failed to meet stepped-up production schedules. “When we found that there was no other solution except a wildcat strike,” said one GM worker, “we found ourselves striking not only against the corporation but against practically the government, at least public opinion, and our own union and its pledge.” Many of these were quickie strikes, of limited economic consequence. But they were a potent symbol of working-class solidarity—and a harbinger of more unrest to come.


Leaders of labor and management tried to head off additional trouble. In March 1945, the presidents of the US Chamber of Commerce, the American Federation of Labor, and the Congress of Industrial Organizations signed a seven-point charter that acknowledged “the inherent right and responsibility of management to direct the operations of an enterprise,” as well as “the fundamental rights of labor to organize and engage in collective bargaining.” The idea was to “substitute cooperation and understanding for bitterness and strife,” as the AFL’s William Green described it. That turned out to be wishful thinking. By the fall, with Germany and Japan having now surrendered, 200,000 coal miners, 44,000 lumbermen, 43,000 oil workers, 35,000 longshoremen, and thousands more in the glass, textile, and trucking industries had struck their respective employers. In the final four and a half months of 1945, 28 million “man days” of work were lost to walkouts—more than double the high reached over a full year during the war. The key issue was wages: wartime bonuses and overtime had been cut and the cost of living was climbing rapidly.


On November 5, with the public growing increasingly dismayed over the seemingly endless strike wave, President Truman convened seventy-two delegates from the AFL, CIO, Chamber of Commerce, National Association of Manufacturers, and other groups at a labor-management conference in Washington. He implored them to figure out a way past their differences. “There are many considerations involved,” the president said in opening the colloquy. “At the base of them all is not only the right but the duty to bargain collectively. I do not mean giving mere lip service to that abstract principle. I mean the willingness on both sides, yes, the determination, to approach the bargaining table with an open mind, with an appreciation of what is on the other side of the table—and with a firm resolve to reach an agreement fairly. If that fails, if bargaining produces no results, then there must be a willingness to use some impartial machinery for reaching decisions on the basis of proved facts and realities, instead of rumor or propaganda or partisan statements. That is the way to eliminate unnecessary friction. That is the way to prevent lockouts and strikes. That is the way to keep production going.”


Not everyone was thrilled with the message. GE’s president, “Electric Charlie” Wilson, thought that Truman’s oratory had tilted unfairly against the corporate community. “It was too one-sided to do other than egg labor on to get all they can,” he said. Whether Truman’s speech served as the impetus or not, packinghouse, steel, coal, and railroad workers would lead protracted strikes in the coming months. During the year after V-J Day, the scope and intensity of labor-management conflict would go down as unmatched in US history. About 5 million men and women were involved in more than 4,500 work stoppages. At GE alone, 100,000 members of the United Electrical, Radio, and Machine Workers walked out in January 1946, seeking higher pay. “The problems of the United States can be captiously summed up in two words: Russia abroad, labor at home,” Wilson said, as the nation’s unions remained restive and the Cold War dawned.


But by far the longest impasse—lasting 113 days—would play out at GM. The strike’s principal architect was Walter Reuther, who at the time was running the UAW’s GM Department and was still four months away from assuming the union presidency. The son of a German immigrant union activist, Reuther was born in Wheeling, West Virginia, on September 1, 1907—Labor Day eve. As an eleven-year-old, he went with his father to visit the old man’s hero, then in prison: the Socialist leader Eugene Debs. Reuther moved to Detroit in 1927, where over the next few years he’d show great skill as a die maker at Ford Motor, stump for Socialist presidential candidate Norman Thomas, and take economics and sociology classes at Detroit City College. In January 1933, Reuther and his younger brother Victor set off for Europe and then Russia, hoping to learn more about the Soviet system. Taking jobs at the fledgling Gorky Auto Works, they were impressed. “In all the countries we have thus far been in,” Victor Reuther told a friend, “we have never found such genuine proletarian democracy. It is unpolished and crude, rough and rude, but proletarian workers’ democracy in every respect.”


In late 1935, the Reuthers returned to Detroit, where Walter rejoined the Socialist Party and began to make his mark as a UAW organizer, most dramatically during the Flint sit-down strike at GM and, several months later, at the Battle of the Overpass at Ford. In that brawl, several company union-busters had kicked and slugged Reuther and another UAW organizer near the Miller Road overpass outside Ford’s sprawling Rouge plant. For good measure, Reuther was thrown down a flight of stairs. He came away bloodied and battered—but proud and able to claim the moral high ground in the union’s tussle against corporate America. As deft as Reuther was at fighting the large companies, he demonstrated equal aptitude for dispatching his foes inside the union, adroitly navigating the internecine rivalries that plagued the UAW in the 1930s and ’40s. At first, Reuther allied himself with the union’s more radical faction, which included a group of Communists, in part because it allowed him to differentiate himself from those leaders who favored a policy of accommodation with GM. Later on, when it suited his ambitions, he turned against the Communists and resigned from the Socialist Party as well. By 1940, according to Lichtenstein, Reuther had emerged as “a national spokesman for the pro-defense, pro-Roosevelt ‘right wing’ within the American labor movement”—a standing he cemented with a bold plan, known as “500 Planes a Day,” to speed the auto industry’s conversion to military output.


Now, with GM focused on how it would reconvert its lines for postwar production, Reuther again thrust himself into the spotlight—leading 180,000 workers to walk out of the company. The strike began on November 21, 1945, just two weeks after President Truman had tried to smooth things over at his labor-management conference. “It is time to debunk the notion that labor can meet in parleys with government and management and by some miracle fashion a compromise that will keep all parties happy and contented,” Victor Reuther said, speaking for his brother. GM initially proposed to raise average pay by 10 percent, from a $1.10 an hour to $1.21. In early December, in response to newly issued wage and price regulations from Washington, the company upped its offer by two and a half cents, an overall boost in pay of 12 percent. But the union was pressing GM to increase average hourly income all the way to $1.43—a 30 percent jump—so as to make up for the mountain of overtime that workers no longer would receive because of the end of the war. “Never in the history of this industry has there been so perfect a chance to correct the inequalities… and to obtain a real increase in wages,” the UAW asserted, “for the major auto companies are swollen with war profits and are hungrily reaching for the greatest potential market for automobiles that has ever been seen, or ever will be seen again in our lifetime, in all probability.”


Reuther didn’t stop there. The company was so flush, he insisted, it could meet the UAW’s 30 percent demand without charging any more for its cars. “Wage increases without price increases” became Reuther’s rallying cry—a strategy that widened the circle of support for the strike. “In this struggle,” he later explained, “we were defending the interests not only of autoworkers alone, but of labor as a whole and of all the millions of small farmers, white-collar workers, intellectuals, pensioners, etc. who stood to be damaged just as much as we if living costs were permitted to spiral upward.”


The company countered that it was in no position to pay anything close to the amount that Reuther was trying to exact. GM’s sales may have doubled during the war, it said, but profits had actually fallen 12 percent over that time. And even though the company’s income could conceivably surge going forward amid a blossoming consumer economy, there were many uncertainties and no guarantees. “We had the gun put to us awfully quick,” Wilson said. “When we were still hearing echoes of the atomic bomb, we got 30 percent” as the UAW’s ultimatum. What’s more, said Wilson, to think that wages could be raised without affecting prices was sheer folly. Should the union get what it wanted, “prices to customers would have to be raised 30 percent,” he warned. “If wage raises in automobile plants forced such increases in car prices, the market for automobiles would be restricted. Fewer cars would be sold; fewer people would be able to afford and enjoy them, and fewer workers would be employed in making them.”


Reuther didn’t back down. If GM’s financial condition was really as precarious as the company claimed, he said, prove it—open the books. For GM, this was the ultimate indignity: a challenge far outside the normal framework of union negotiations. Federal labor law covers “such areas as rates of pay, hours of work, working conditions,” the company said in a full-page newspaper advertisement it took out across the country. “No mention is made of earnings, prices, sales volume, taxes, and the like. These are recognized as the problems of management.” The ad, which bore the headline “A ‘Look at the Books’ or ‘A Finger in the Pie?,’” went on to add that Reuther’s gambit would “surely lead to the day when union bosses, under threat of strike, will demand the right to tell what we can make, when we can make it, where we can make it, and how much we must charge you—all with an eye on what labor can take out of the business, rather than on the value that goes into the product.”


In January 1946, a federally appointed fact-finding board recommended that GM hike average pay by nineteen and a half cents an hour, or 17.5 percent. Although this was far less than the UAW had been pushing for—a terrific letdown for Reuther—the panel embraced the union’s basic reasoning: a fast-growing marketplace for autos, it suggested, would stimulate a buildup in production and profits that could easily absorb higher wages without higher prices. Reuther hailed the board’s report as “a complete endorsement of the union’s position” and a “historic step.” GM’s Donaldson Brown fretted that the Truman administration had bestowed upon Reuther “a moral victory.” But as time dragged on, it became apparent that the company had the much stronger hand to play. Early in the strike, the government had sent GM more than $34 million as part of a refund of “excess profits” taxes paid during the war, giving it a sizable cash cushion. Those in the union, conversely, were running out of dough. By March, Detroit’s Public Welfare Department said the city’s relief funds had been nearly exhausted by GM workers on strike. Meanwhile, a string of other companies were able to sign contracts for far less than the thirty-three cents an hour that constituted Reuther’s line in the sand. Ford, Chrysler, Radio Corporation of America, and most notably, the nation’s big steelmakers had all settled for gains of eighteen or eighteen and a half cents an hour. Precedent had been set. The United Electrical Workers, which bargained on behalf of about 30,000 GM employees who were not part of the UAW, similarly settled with the company for eighteen and a half cents, with no concession on prices—a move denounced by Reuther as a Communist-inspired double-cross.


Despite the setbacks, Reuther’s bluster continued. “The president’s offer of nineteen and a half cents was a compromise of our demand,” he said. “I will be God damned if I will compromise a compromise.… This is all horseshit about going back to work.” Yet within a few weeks, Reuther was out of tricks. The final agreement with GM, reached with the help of a federal mediator, called for a base wage increase of eighteen cents an hour, plus an extra penny to correct certain inequities—a 19 percent increase overall. In addition, the union won some new language regarding seniority, along with a mechanism to facilitate the collection of dues from workers. All in all, however, it wasn’t much to show for a strike that had lasted nearly four months. If there was any real winner, it was Reuther, who was narrowly elected president of the UAW on March 27, 1946, a couple of weeks after the contract’s ratification. His nerve in taking on GM, the leviathan of American industry, unquestionably had helped his cause.


But there would also be a heavy price to pay—for the UAW and for all of American labor. Having unleashed strike after strike after strike, the union movement had gone too far in many people’s estimation. “The public will not tolerate a continuance of the civil war which prevailed in 1946,” the Committee for Economic Development said in its appraisal of the situation. Even President Truman, who usually could be counted on as a friend of labor, had become so irritated that a handful of men could cripple the economy, he threatened to conscript striking railroad workers in May 1946. “No longer the underdog in the public’s mind,” historian James Gross has written, “‘too powerful’ became the most-used adjective for labor unions.” Editorial cartoonist Thomas Little, who’d later win a Pulitzer Prize for the Nashville Tennessean, neatly encapsulated the country’s mood by depicting swirls of factory smoke that curled into the air and spelled out the word STRIKES. The caption read, “Better Get It Under Control.” To do that, the nation turned to the GOP, which campaigned under the slogan “Had enough?” “We know that in the year after V-J Day we had lost $6 billion in the standard of living in America due to industrial strife,” said Richard Nixon, who came to Washington as a congressman from California in 1947, part of a Republican rout in the midterm elections that saw the party wrest control of both the House and Senate from the Democrats. “We had seen unprecedented force and violence in labor disputes throughout the country. We had seen abuses by labor leaders.… We had seen, as well, in the labor-management field how a few persons, irresponsible leaders of labor, could paralyze the entire country by ordering a strike by the stroke of a pen.”


Although America’s antiunion sentiment had come to a fast boil—“The public was happy with labor on V-J Day, but in the years since we have seen a shift in public opinion,” Nixon said—the reaction on Capitol Hill was more of a slow burn. Ever since the Wagner Act had been passed a dozen years earlier, giving workers the right to organize and bargain collectively under the vigilant eye of the National Labor Relations Board, the law had been under constant assault. Business interests, including the Alfred Sloan–backed Liberty League, at first challenged the act’s constitutionality. When the Supreme Court upheld the act in April 1937, the battleground relocated to Congress. Over the previous decade, lawmakers had put forward 169 amendments to national labor policy, most of them repeating “the same chant of hate: ‘Regulate labor, curb labor, destroy labor,’” said Philip Murray, who served as president of the CIO as well as president of the United Steelworkers. In general, these proposals had sought to ramp up the regulation of internal union affairs, limit the ease with which strikes could be called, restrain picketing and boycotting, and make illegal the “closed shop” (a business in which membership in a union is a condition for being hired and continuing to work there). The Taft-Hartley Act, just one of 200 labor-related bills introduced at the start of the 1947 congressional session, was more of the same—and then some. Opponents called it a “death warrant” for unions. But others had a gentler interpretation. Reform, said GE’s “Electric Charlie” Wilson, was needed “to save labor from its own excesses—excesses which, if unrestrained, will in the long run be injurious to labor itself.”


It is tempting to dismiss Wilson’s comment as a total charade—an attempt to make himself seem fair and reasonable when what he really wanted was to see America’s industrial unions obliterated. But issues like this are rarely so black and white. By 1945, even the hard-nosed National Association of Manufacturers had given up trying to have the Wagner Act repealed outright. In part, this was a calculated bid by the NAM to seem less reactionary and burnish its image. Beyond that, many executives of larger companies had learned to like collective bargaining because it provided a measure of predictability and stability on the shop floor. What was needed, the CED said, were some “orderly ground rules” moving forward. For others, putting up with a union man like Walter Reuther was simply superior to the alternative. These executives “believe that pension plans, good lighting, and personnel counseling are better than socialism,” C. Wright Mills wrote in his 1948 classic The New Men of Power: America’s Labor Leaders.


Given this stance of most of big business—it wanted to rein in, not do away with, unions—there couldn’t have been a more fitting person recruited to write the Taft-Hartley Act: a one-time New Deal Democrat who would remain lifelong friends with FDR’s labor secretary, Frances Perkins, but who’d drifted more and more to the right over the years and would soon become a high-priced lawyer and lobbyist for GE and GM. His name was Gerard Reilly.


Reilly grew up in Boston, the oldest of three children, in a working-class household that was long on discipline. His father, an accountant, “would beat the boys—not because they did anything wrong, just to keep them straight,” Reilly’s daughter, Margaret Heffern, said. Reilly earned a scholarship to Harvard, where he graduated with honors in 1927. Gangly in appearance and possessing a slight stutter, “he was socially awkward and very cerebral,” said his son, Jack. To help pay his expenses through school, Reilly worked as a gas-station attendant and as a substitute mail carrier. After earning his diploma, he became a newspaper reporter in Rhode Island, where one coworker recalled him as “a very idealistic young man with a liberal social philosophy.” Reilly eventually went to Harvard Law School, where he studied with Felix Frankfurter, and then joined the Roosevelt administration. He wound up in the Labor Department and quickly worked his way up to be the top lawyer there. The Senate confirmed him as solicitor in 1937, and he became a close and trusted adviser to Secretary Perkins.


Reilly’s views were not as far to the left as those held by some New Dealers, and he worried that certain individuals in the Labor Department were ignoring administration policy “because of mistaken zeal.” Still, official Washington was a tight community, and with his easy laugh Gerry Reilly befriended many who were part of it, including White House aide James Rowe Jr. and the Hiss brothers, Alger and Donald. (Alger Hiss would become one of the most controversial figures of the Cold War after being accused of spying for the Soviets and convicted of perjury in 1950.) Even with his relatively moderate leanings, Reilly had little doubt that many aspects of the capitalist system had crumbled amid the Great Depression and might never be rebuilt. “The days of ‘laissez faire’ economy are past” in Reilly’s judgment, the Washington Star wrote. “He is an unqualified advocate of federal regulation in the field of… social insurance as ‘safeguards to workers.’” In particular, he urged Perkins to fight for tough labor standards. “Millions of employees are being paid wages insufficient to maintain themselves and their families in decency and comfort, and are being forced to work unconscionably long hours,” he told Perkins in August 1937. “The need for correcting these evils has long since been recognized by commentators, legislators, administrators, and the public at large.”


In 1939, House conservatives went after Perkins and Reilly, accusing them of conspiring to avoid the deportation of Harry Bridges, the Australian-born leader of the International Longshoremen’s and Warehousemen’s Union and a suspected Communist. The secretary and solicitor maintained that they were just following the law in not moving precipitously against Bridges, but a resolution was introduced in Congress demanding their resignations. “Do you remember the priest that walked beside Joan of Arc when she went to the stake?” Perkins asked Reilly as the two entered a House Judiciary Committee hearing. It isn’t known whether Reilly indulged any of his vices that day, pouring himself an extra glass of bourbon or puffing on a few extra Chesterfields, but he couldn’t be blamed if he had. Settling in before the hostile panel, “you could see them all sharpening their knives and their pencils,” Reilly later said. In spite of the pressure, he comported himself very well. Emanuel Celler, a Democrat on the committee, told Perkins afterward that Reilly’s “sincerity and guilelessness were most disarming.” The two survived the ordeal, and in September 1941, President Roosevelt picked Reilly to join the National Labor Relations Board. Upon Reilly’s departure from the Labor Department, Perkins thanked him not only for his service—“You have had an extremely important part in… lifting the standard of living of the people of this country in compliance with our new conception of what makes a healthy economy in a mass-production system”—but also for his “warm personal friendship.”


By this point, the NLRB had accumulated “a fine roster of enemies,” Time pointed out. This included, not surprisingly, antiunion businesses that were upset over the board’s vigorous enforcement of the Wagner Act. What outraged them, apart from any substance of the board’s actions, was its tone. In those days, the NLRB had a habit of “not only telling the employers they were wrong… but telling the employers they were immoral,” said Paul Herzog, who would later chair the board. The AFL also pilloried the NLRB, accusing it of “brazen favoritism” toward the CIO in a series of jurisdictional disputes in which the rival labor coalitions were vying for members. “I have never seen a more united or extensive protest against a federal board,” said Rep. Howard Smith, a Virginia Democrat, who was the NLRB’s chief antagonist through the late 1930s. Even worse, the NLRB had garnered a reputation as a hotbed of communism.


Much of the condemnation of the NLRB was exaggerated, with little real evidence to indicate that the board was exercising partiality in its decisions. Still, hoping to quiet the critics, President Roosevelt shook up the three-member NLRB after the election of 1940 by nominating two men who didn’t have the baggage that their predecessors did. One of them was Reilly. “It may be said of Solicitor Reilly… that he has at least kept himself above the great ideological controversies in his field to remain comparatively unknown to the general public,” the Baltimore Sun wrote. What no one had yet detected was that Reilly had become deeply disillusioned. He was aghast that staffers at the NLRB and in other parts of the federal government were, as he said later, “waist deep in the Communist Party.” And he was offended by the “skullduggery” that some at the board had perpetrated to tip official rulings in labor’s favor. Workers may well have needed a guardian angel more than businesses did during the 1920s and early ’30s, Reilly reasoned, “but certainly by the time of the war, the pendulum had swung too far the other way.” As he saw things, it was unions—not companies—that had begun to exploit workers for their own aggrandizement, with an unabashed assist from the NLRB. “It’s a very paternalistic attitude… these union leaders take toward the rank-and-file,” he said. Many inside the NLRB were infuriated by Reilly’s politics. He had started his career “as a kind of sneaker-wearing Georgetown type, very bright and very liberal” but “ended up a kind of legalistic spokesman for industry”—a switcheroo that led to “more cussing” at the NLRB than almost anything else at the time, said Herbert Fuchs, who worked there.


But what appalled some appealed to others. After leaving the NLRB in 1946, Reilly was invited to draft legislation that would vitiate the Wagner Act and the NLRB, first by Republican senator Joseph Ball of Minnesota and then by Robert Taft. Reilly would help, as well, with the bill being advanced in the House by Republican Fred Hartley of New Jersey. And when differences in the Taft and Hartley measures needed to be reconciled by a conference committee, Reilly was on hand there, too. At times, his old world and his new one collided. “I’d go and play with Alger Hiss’s son, and that evening Representative Nixon would come by and meet with my father at our house,” Jack Reilly recalled. Through it all, somehow, Reilly and Frances Perkins remained devoted to each other: he, now a Republican insider; she, the epitome of New Deal liberalism—“Saint Frances of the Labor Department, Our Lady of Working Americans,” as one of her Democratic successors called her. Even though Reilly’s and Perkins’s politics had totally diverged, “he adored her,” his daughter said. He even became the executor of her estate and would always cherish the cufflinks that President Roosevelt had given to her and she had passed on to him.


The act that finally became law—despite President Truman’s objections that it contained “new barriers to mutual understanding” between employer and employee—put a hard bridle on union organization and operations. Taft-Hartley created a Federal Mediation Board to decrease strikes and reorganized the NLRB, shunting much of its policy-making authority to the courts. It gave the president the power to limit a union’s right to strike in peacetime by requiring a sixty-day cooling-off period on national security grounds. It prohibited jurisdictional strikes between the AFL and CIO, which were still feuding over turf, and designated sympathy strikes and secondary boycotts as “unfair labor practices.” A “free speech” provision made it easier for employers to try to dissuade their workers from even joining a union. It barred the unionization of “managerial and supervisory” employees. And it put an end to the “closed shop” while expressly sanctioning state “right-to-work” laws under which no person could be obligated, as a condition of employment, to join or pay dues to a labor union. In sum, Taft-Hartley didn’t outlaw collective bargaining, but it emphasized the rights of individual workers—just the way Gerard Reilly wanted it. “He morphed into a very thoughtful conservative,” said Frank Nebeker, who sat with Reilly on the federal bench in the 1970s before being appointed by Ronald Reagan to direct the Office of Government Ethics. “He even out-conservatived me.”


If the full effect of Taft-Hartley would come slowly for most of America’s rank-and-file, one group found itself pinched right away: factory foremen, who as part of the “managerial and supervisory” class no longer had any right to organize and bargain collectively. Companies like GM had been hankering to clamp down on them for years, ever since the Foreman’s Association of America had evolved into a disruptive force during the war—amassing a membership of as many as 50,000, staging walkouts at Chrysler and other manufacturers, winning contracts at Ford Motor and United Stove Company, and cutting a deal with the Congress of Industrial Organizations by which the CIO agreed that its members wouldn’t replace any foremen should they go out on strike.


They had a lot to strike for. Once paid as much as 60 percent more than the hourly workers they oversaw, foremen at some companies were now earning less than their subordinates because, unlike those in the United Auto Workers and other industrial unions, they couldn’t plump their salaries with overtime. Their fringe benefits often trailed as well. Hoping to turn that around, the foremen’s demands were not much different than those of the workers they supervised. They wanted, among other things, a seniority system, sick leave, and a premium for covering the night shift. They were also angling to recover some lost respect. Through the 1920s, foremen played God inside many of America’s factories—hiring, firing, driving, and rewarding those on the line. But as industry became more technologically advanced and was managed with greater sophistication from above, their clout diminished and in some cases disappeared.


As warranted as the foremen’s frustrations may have been, GM and most other companies viewed their unionizing as an utterly preposterous proposition. In their eyes, foremen were the first-line officers of management; they spoke for the enterprise and, therefore, had no choice but to take sides. The laborers under them could simultaneously feel loyal to both company and union—a phenomenon that management theorists called “dual allegiance”—but this division of sympathies was untenable for foremen, a nonstarter. What, for instance, would happen if a group of foremen was to affiliate with the CIO, the same labor organization that the UAW was part of? How could they possibly represent the company when ironing out grievances submitted by their union brethren? “The dual allegiance which will arise when foremen are unionized will imperil their ability to fulfill their responsibilities to maintain efficiency and discipline of the men under their direction,” GM’s Charlie Wilson said. “In such circumstances, management cannot continue to give them such authority any more than the Army can risk granting a commission to a man who holds partial allegiance to another country.”


Taft-Hartley removed, once and for all, the chance that America’s foremen would feel any such pangs of dual allegiance. But the law left them feeling something else: stuck in the middle. If the foreman “don’t get it from the people below him, he gets it from those above,” said Joseph Kundla, who ran a crew of thirty-six men in the car conditioning department at GM’s Framingham, Massachusetts, factory. One of Kundla’s peers from the chassis department, William Keinath, also had the sensation of being squeezed. Whenever something goes wrong, he said, “no matter who the fault actually lies with, the foreman gets blamed.” Added James Frederickson, a foreman in the plant’s paint department: “When it comes down to it… management pulls the strings on us like we were puppets. They call us members of management, but they don’t treat us like we are.” Too far down in the hierarchy to have any real voice in company decisions, but high up enough to incur the antipathy of the guys on the line, foremen like Kundla, Keinath, and Frederickson were caught in a corporate netherworld—their vulnerability foreshadowing that of the cubicle-dwelling middle manager of the 1980s and ’90s.


Still, not everyone despised the job, not all the time anyway. Kundla thought the pay was fine, and he was pleased with the varied nature of his work. “It’s not monotonous,” he said. Keinath looked forward to moving up the ladder at GM. “I hope to go a long way,” he said, “and I think I have the potential.” For Frederickson, there was dignity in his work: “I do have a strong drive to want to do a good job and be trusted to do it.”


For most employees—salaried or hourly, unionized or not—this was (and would remain) their day-to-day reality: they found lots of things about their jobs to be exasperating, but they found others to be exhilarating, with most falling somewhere in between. After all, these are “human beings,” Peter Drucker wrote, and not “the statistical abstractions that most management men and many sociologists and industrial relations people see in their mind’s eye when they say ‘worker.’” They “do not ‘like’ everything, nor do they completely ‘dislike’ everything,” he added. “They discriminate. They are never ‘satisfied’ but also seldom totally ‘dissatisfied.’ They judge.” In this light, GM’s My Job Contest wasn’t meaningless; employees’ letters were valid expressions of what they liked about their work. But, as Drucker noted, this was only half the equation. A more rounded, more nuanced, more illuminating picture would come from hundreds of interviews conducted by a team of Yale University researchers several years after the MJC. Roaming two GM factories (Framingham and Linden, New Jersey), they talked to foremen (including Kundla, Keinath, and Frederickson) and production workers of every occupation. From this, they heard it all: the positives and the negatives, compliments and brickbats, professions of gratitude and outbursts of anger.


Steve Domotor, a forty-five-year-old Hungarian immigrant, had bounced around several industries—shipping, autos, textiles—before he found his way to the Linden plant in 1937. He was seduced instantly. Working with metal “was in my blood,” Domotor said, and the money that GM offered was above the national average. He started off at seventy-five cents an hour, pounding out imperfections in car bodies before they were painted. A week later, he was making eighty-five cents, “and in no time,” Domotor recalled, “I was up to a dollar.” By the early 1940s, he’d become a “ding man,” a painstaking job that required him to remove dents and fix damage without marring the paint or polish that already had been applied. This took so much dexterity that only 8 of 2,000 people in the whole plant rose to be “ding men.” It was one of the highest paying jobs at Linden—not bad for someone with a sixth-grade education and, in that way, a telling example of how workers with minimal schooling could pull down solidly middle-class wages in the postwar era. Yet it was the size of the challenge, and not just the size of his check, that really excited Domotor. Each banged-up piece of metal that came his way had to be puzzled out. “Every day there’s something new,” he said. “You see those wrecks on the highway? There’s no two alike, is there?”


But Domotor also learned that people could be as twisted as fenders. “If the foreman treats you like a man, everything is alright,” Domotor said. “An experienced foreman will listen to you. You talk to him, and you can compromise with him.” But others, he found, use language “that’s not fit for pigs.” One supervisor was “authority crazy,” Domotor complained. “He wants you to bow down to him.” Many others said the same thing: whether they liked a job depended, to a large extent, on whether or not they reported to a jerk.


Some were naturally suspicious of all foremen, carrying a level of animus so intense it seemed almost tribal. “The company trains them guys,” said John Sillup, who during his fifteen years at GM had mounted cushions, seats, and side-arm panels on Buicks, Oldsmobiles, and Pontiacs. “They teach them how to pat your back and feel for a soft spot to put the knife in.” Others were more generous. “The pressure is on the foreman just as on the worker,” said Bradford DeGroat, a welder. “It’s the higher-ups who brew all the trouble.”


Amid this welter of opinion, there was one well-defined area of agreement: everybody, virtually without exception, abhorred the unremitting pace under which they worked. “The line keeps moving, moving, moving—and there’s no avoiding it,” said John Donohue, who assembled heaters to be installed inside Oldsmobiles. In many sections of the factory, the din was continuous, and the air befouled by oil, smoke, or other contaminants. “Here, look at my cap,” said Stanley Tomsky, a metal finisher, holding up a hat full of steel dust. “Imagine what my lungs are like.” Production workers were supposed to take breaks, with “relief men” swinging into position to keep the line moving in their absence. But many times, “you can’t get relief until they see the piss running out of your eyeballs,” said Robert Scales, a glass installer.


Overtime delivered extra pay. But it also intruded into the normal rhythms of workers’ households. “You never know when you’re going to eat lunch, and my wife doesn’t know when to have supper for me,” said DeGroat. “They not only hire you; they run your life.” Men went home irritable, exhausted, beaten down. “I can’t go bowling or shoot pool anymore,” said John Hajducsek, a thirty-eight-year-old seat-installation man, who was hired by GM in 1940. “I have no energy to go out. As far as I’m concerned, I’m finished.”


“Here they know a man is being overworked, and they try to get that last ounce of blood out of him,” said Glace Bright, a welder. “The whole thing is that you’re constantly working under pressure. Your mind is never at ease.


“It isn’t a question of liking the job,” Bright said. “You just do what you’re told, whether you like it or not.”


GM feted the forty top winners of the “My Job, and Why I Like It” contest at the Statler Hotel in Detroit a couple of weeks before Christmas 1947. The six MJC judges made brief remarks. Charlie Wilson gave a speech. “The results of the… contest have exceeded all our expectations,” he said, “not only because of the number of General Motors employees who participated, but more particularly because of the tone and quality of the letters themselves.… They are the most sincere and most moving human documents it has ever been my privilege to read. They give one a feeling that so long as people such as the men and women who wrote those letters live and work as Americans, our country and our institutions are safe.” The evening wasn’t all so earnest. Del Delbridge and his orchestra played, while guests feasted on shrimp cocktail Neptune, essence of chicken royal, and filet mignon. The high point was when Wilson handed over the golden keys to the winners’ new cars. Thomas Anslow, a forging machine operator, got the top prize: a Cadillac. Bill Kitts drove off in his Pontiac Streamliner. Mary Linabury, Betty Kraft, and C. Wales Goodwin each received Chevy Fleetline Sportmasters. Both Taylor Phillips and Delphia Baugh went home in a Buick Model 51 sedan.


There was just one snag. Vernon Halliday, the grinding-machine operator from Flint, didn’t go to the banquet because his son Douglas, a GM engineer, had been mistakenly told he should attend instead. It wasn’t until the end of the festivities, when Wilson read excerpts of the winning entries, that Douglas realized something was wrong. “The names of the authors of these excerpts were not given,” Vernon later told his own parents, “but Douglas instantly recognized mine and at the end of the banquet announced to Mr. Wilson the error. The head of the personnel division here at the Buick, who sat at the same table with Douglas, told me privately that he knew something of the mental anguish which Douglas suffered during the reading of my entry when the truth dawned upon him.… No one but our son knew of the error, of the whole four hundred assembled.” Vernon sold his new car, an Oldsmobile Series 76 Dynamic Cruiser, and tried to split the money with Douglas. “But he won’t hear to taking a cent,” Vernon said. “What would have been such joyful news, had there been no error, just left us feeling sort of numb.… Not that he wasn’t proud to have his dad win—only that it was such a letdown to discover that his expected and planned-for prize belonged to another, especially after we had talked together of his selling it and using the proceeds as an investment fund against a time of need.”


Some days you like your job. Some days you don’t.
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