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Although it was once considered obligatory to dedicate
one’s first book to one’s parents, that convention, along with
many others, has been swept aside by the honesty of this
generation. Therefore, this book is sincerely dedicated to the
man who was genuinely the most important source of
inspiration and support, not only for this book, but throughout
the years.

His involvement in politics and the struggle for progress
stretches over forty years, from the ’30s, when he had an
almost chance involvement aiding several union locals, which
became the basis for the CIO (Congress of Industrial
Organizations), to long years of work with Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr., beginning soon after the Montgomery bus boycott
and continuing on in the years after Dr. King’s assassination.
For dedication, political knowledge and competence, and in
that far more rare combination of simple courage and utter
selflessness, I have never known his equal.

His name is Stanley Levison, and he is, in fact, my father.
But, that is, in a real sense secondary. Everyone has a father,
but few have fathers like him.

>

(3]



Contents

PREFACE: Blue-Collar Workers and the

Future of American Politics 11
CHAPTER ONE The American Working Class 17
CHAPTER TWOQO The Discontents of Work 53

CHAPTER THREE The Discontents of Community
Life 97

CHAPTER FOUR Working-Class Political Opin-
1on 133

CHAPTER FIVE The Influence of Unions on the
Working Class 173
CHAPTER SIX The Current Scene 213
CHAPTER SEVEN The Future 249
Notes and Sources 293

Index 309



Acknowledgments

THE FirRsT AND MosT deeply felt acknowledgment I must
make is to Mr. Stephan Klein. Although the statement that
“this book could not have been written without him” is often
used (and is frequently an exaggeration) in this case it is the
simple truth. Although the words themselves and the ideas in
this book are those of the author, terms like “researcher” and
“assistant” do not describe the full role Mr. Klein played in the
book’s development. He was not only a researcher and aide,
but a genuine co-worker, doing not only library and field
research, but contributing ideas and analyses in countless
discussions of the facts that lay before us. There is not a single
chapter that does not bear some imprint of his work, and were
this an academic article, his contribution would surely merit a
credit as “junior author.”

I must also express my gratitude to Congressman Andrew
Young and Mrs. Martin Luther King, Jr., president of the
Martin Luther King, Jr. Center for Non-Violent Social
Change. When the opportunity to write this book arose, 1 had
a range of commitments to both of them, many of which had
to be put aside. Though they could have felt, with perfect
justice, that the book should be postponed, they gave their full

8



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 9

and wholehearted support, despite the difficulties my absence
created for them.

I also owe a debt of gratitude to the many people I
interviewed or who otherwise assisted with information and
advice. In particular, Mayor Richard Hatcher of Gary,
Indiana, and Mr. Irving Bluestone, international vice-president
of the United Auto Workers, took time out of their packed
schedules to give long and informative interviews, such as few
writers ever receive. Franklin Wallick of the UAW and Moe
Foner of Local 1199 of the Drug and Hospital Union also gave
interviews, filled with invaluable information, as did local
union officials of the United Steel Workers and The Ameri-
can Federation of State, County, and Municipal Workers
among others. In this case, however, the caveat that the
opinions and conclusions in this book are solely those of the
author applies with special force. Whenever as many contro-
versial topics and issues are considered as are in this book,
almost everyone will find something with which he disagrees.
The author alone bears full responsibility for the ideas and
conclusions presented.

Another person who deserves the deepest thanks is Carey
McWilliams, editor of the Nation. Though he is deluged with
articles every day of the year, no editor could have devoted
more time or given more assistance to a fledgling writer. The
basic information in the first chapter, as well as some material
in others, originally appeared in the pages of the Nation, and it
was as a result of those articles and Mr. McWilliams’ early
interest and able assistance that | received the opportunity to
do this book. Morris Rubin, editor of the Progressive, must also
be credited. His thoughtful comments and incisive revisions
not only made the articles 1 have done for his magazine far
better, but have been a kind of on-the-job training course in
the skills of writing.



10 ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

A last, but by no means least, acknowledgment I must make
in regard to the writing of this book is to Mrs. Peggy Brooks,
senior editor of Coward, McCann & Geoghegan. She quickly
saw, in the very first article done for the Nation, the potential
for a book. But in addition, she immediately grasped not only
the central points, but the author’s desire to make the book as
clear and readable as possible. Her frank and helpful comments
guided the book through its various revisions and in its final
stages, and her thorough editing, rewriting, and deletions
made the book far closer to what the author ultimately desired
than he could ever have done himself. Mrs. Louise Lee must
also be thanked for handling the thankless task of typing and
transcription with consistent skill and good humor.

Finally, this book owes much to a man who probably is not
even aware of its existence, Professor Maurice Zeitlin of the
University of Wisconsin. Although it has been more than six
years since | sat in his course on Contemporary American
Society, and although I have not seen him since, the
inspiration, and more than a few of the concepts, I first
encountered in his lectures on working-class America. He was
informing his students about the problems, discontents, and
political role of American workers long before George
Wallace even appeared on the national political scene and
while most of his colleagues were still reciting the clichés of
the ’50s. But more than any specific point, 1 hope this book
reflects his insistence on hard facts and independent, empirical
observation as the only way to draw meaningful conclusions
about American society and how it can be improved.



Preface:
Blue-Collar Workers and
the Future of American Politics

WaTERGATE and the enérgy crisis have dominated the head-
lines for so long they have obscured the far more critical and
basic political problem facing liberals, the Democratic party
and all Americans who hope for progress today: the blue-collar
vote. The exposure of the Nixon Administration’s long tangle
of deceit, corruption and illegal activity may have decisively
crippled the “emerging Republican majority” touted by the
conservatives. But the problem remains. In 1972 blue-collar
voters defected to Nixon. What will they do in 1976? That is
the central issue in American politics.

The reason for this is simple. If, as the centrists claim, the
1972 election indicates that American workers have lost their
faith in liberal goals and chosen the right as their political
home, then, for the foreseeable future, there is little hope of
winning a majority of the American people to the side of
progress. According to this thesis, the Watergate scandal in all
its ramifications is only a temporary setback in a long-range
conservative trend, and 1976 will see the election of a
President who, if not Nixon’s equal in arrogant lawlessness,
will be his match in political conservatism.

Bleak and depressing as that prospect is, many Democrats,
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12 PREFACE

liberals and progressives have come to accept it. They have
decided they must either compromise their ideals or ignore the
workingman and seek a coalition of women, youth, the
alienated. They sidestep the blue-collar issues and look
elsewhere for a constituency.

These opinions are widely held. The central thesis of this
book is that all of them are basically and profoundly wrong.
The hope for a progressive majority in America need not be
forgotten, the basic progressive principles and ideals do not
have to be jettisoned, and more widely disparate groups with
few common interests need not be proposed as solutions to the
current political dilemma.

All such approaches are tactics born of desperation rather
than a serious understanding of the real problems, legitimate
discontents, and, in significant measure, decent democratic
instincts of American workers. They are conclusions reached
on the basis of a common wisdom about workers and
working-class life that is simply without foundation.

Consider the basic social and economic conditions of
blue-collar workers. Although the euphoric image of the
“affluent worker” of the ’50s has been modified in recent
years, to the less ecstatic “middle American,” it is generally
accepted that the classic discontents of blue-collar life have
become a thing of the past and workers are now “lower middle
class,” unofficial junior partners in affluent America. No
thousand-dollar stereos perhaps or Christmas trips to Aruba,
but still, in the popular conception they are increasingly
identical to their middle-class neighbors in suburban America.

As we shall see, for all the talk of overpaid craftsmen and
narrowing income gaps, the truth is far different. The majority
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of America’s blue-collar workers live not only far below
affluence, but below the modest government standards for a
fully comfortable “middle American” life. The gap between
the working class and the middle class, between those who
work basically with their hands and those who work with their
minds, is enormous, and like the notion of similar life-styles, is
belied by the reality of a deep economic, social, and geographi-
cal segregation between workers and the middle class that
approaches the distinction between black and white. On the
job and in the community workers often face not only the
most harsh and pressing problems, but often clear injustice as
well. While genuine improvements over the years are undeni-
able, so is the persistence of a real and basic inequality. Even
the venerable cliché of America as a white-collar society turns
out, on examination, to be a simply deceptive misstatement of
the facts. For the rest of this century, the majority of
Americans will be essentially manual, rather than professional
or managerial, workers.

The popular notions about workers’ political attitudes are
equally flawed. Although often caricatured as far worse racists
and militarists than the middle class, careful evidence fails to
back up the claim. Strong currents of racism and militarism are
certainly present in working-class America, but a vision of all
workers as hate-filled “hard hats” assaulting students is no
more valid today than the shamelessly romanticized image of
Tom Joad was in the "30s, when Henry Fonda acted the part
in The Grapes of Wrath. The results of elections and other
real-life behavior in fact suggest that, in certain vital respects,
blue-collar workers are still a largely liberal, not conservative,
force in American politics.

For many readers, these assertions will sound so contrary to
everything they have read and heard that they will be tempted
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to reject them out of hand. But though each one flies in the
face of a common wisdom which has been accepted for more
than twenty years, they are all supported by fact. And it is
vital to note that, despite its wide acceptance, virtually every
prediction about workers made on the basis of the conven-
tional view has been wrong. It proclaimed that blue collar and
white collar had become almost indistinguishable. But in 1968
workers identified themselves with a vengeance, in the
Wallace campaign and later in the clashes between workers
and students. On the basis of these events it was assumed that
workers were suddenly captives of the “social issue” and were
suckers for Agnew or any other reactionary politician who
appealed to racism or knee-jerk patriotism.

Once again, Democratic victories in the 1970 elections
proved the predictions of this common wisdom wrong. Yet, in
July, 1972, while the Democratic party fought diligently to
ensure that the convention represented women, youth, and
blacks in the proper numbers, a similar concern with the
number of workers represented was never seriously debated.
Underground newspapers were allowed on the floor of the
convention, but some union officials, all of them supporting
McGovern, could not even get passes for the gallery. Nor was
this lost on the blue-collar workers who watched that
convention on TV. A mechanic who was steward of a
Southern union local summed it up with the simple comment
that “the only working people 1 saw there were wearing
Wallace hats.”

There are many other examples, but this is sufficient to
show how destructive this liberal confusion about social class
has been.

The myths about the shrinking numbers, increasing
affluence, and political extremism of blue-collar workers has
led again and again to defeat. It has antagonized workers and
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isolated liberals every time it has been accepted. The lack of
concern and outright condescension it generates have created
stumbling blocks for almost every social movement of the ’60s,
peace and ecology in particular. It played a role in electing
Nixon twice to the Presidency, and it will elect a Wallace or
worse in '76 if we cling to it. These concepts have led to
defeat every time policy has been based on them. And if, as we
will argue, they are basically false, it is time to get rid of them,
once and for all.
That, in a nutshell, is the purpose of this book.*

* One final comment needs to be made. Because the subject of this book is of interest not
only to specialists, but to every person with an interest in the future of America, every
attempt has been made to keep the book straightforward and readable.

But on the other hand, since conclusion after conclusion challenges widely held beliefs, the
slipshod and oversimplified style of avoiding charts and footnotes (which is characteristic of
many “popular” treatments of technical subjects) was also judged inappropriate.

The result is, I hope, a happy compromise. All facts have been footnoted and where full
data are appropriate, a chart has been used.

On the other hand, no statistical notation more complex than percentages have been used,
and correlations, etc., have been translated, as best they can be, into common English. Equally,
while several footnotes in a paragraph and page-by-page footnotes are a real convenience for
the specialist, to many readers they are as foreign and intimidating as Latin services were to a
churchgoing peasant in medieval Europe. In many cases, therefore, where a series of related
anecdotes or facts are presented, a single footnote at the end of the paragraph or related series
of paragraphs refers the interested reader to all the sources used.



CHAPTER ONE

The American l%néz’ng Class

IT was oNE of the cold, chilly, gray days of fall, for which the
Midwest is famous, when I sat in a university classroom and
took notes in a bored and abstracted fashion from one of the
faceless army of professors who drag one from freshman to
senior year in the colleges of the “Big Ten.”

[ was sitting toward the back with a friend who was equally
distracted and bored. He was a Vietnam vet who was born in a
working-class suburb of Milwaukee. The topic of the lecture
was ‘“The Working Class,” and had there been a spark of
interest in the professor’s presentation, my blue-collar friend,
at any rate, would have been roused from his doldrums.

But instead of anything dramatically new, the professor was
simply reciting the common wisdom of postwar American
society. “The working class,” he asserted, “is, for several
reasons, no longer a central force in American society.

“First, they have become a minority. White-collar workers
now outnumber blue-collar.

“Second, rising income levels have eliminated the rigid
distinctions between blue-collar and white-collar—some blue-
collar workers, like plumbers and mechanics, make more than
white-collar workers like clerks and teachers.

17



18 THE WORKING-CLASS MAJORITY

“Third, the suburbs have created social and cultural integra-
tion, a common life-style that makes the distinctive working-
class neighborhood or culture a thing of the past.”

The professor went on to declare the political implications
of this change, which, in his view, was the end of any
distinctive “working-class” political attitudes.

This lecture was delivered in the fall of 1967—and within
six months George Wallace would end the idea that the man
who works in a factory was politically the same as his
university professor cohort in suburban America.

The other points, about the percentages, life, and conditions
of American workers, would not die so easily. In one form or
another they have continued up to today and many still believe
them.

I did not doubt my professor at the time. But if I had, 1
might have turned to my friend and learned from him a good
deal more about working-class life in postwar America than |
could have gained from listening to the lecturer. But most
university students and liberals have lived without ever really
coming in contact with workers and the three points that the
professor listed seem perfectly logical and unquestionably
sound. But, each of these conclusions is wrong and politically
dangerous to any rational strategy for progress in America in
the seventies. They are, in fact, simply myths that must be put
aside.

11

The first conclusion, that a majority of Americans are white
collar, seems hard to deny. If a student in that classroom, for
example, had not been convinced by his professor’s assertion,
he would have found little to support his skepticism. His
economics textbook had a full-page chart which made the
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white-collar occupations appear to be spreading throughout
America like some advancing army charging across a map of
Europe. The one relevant paragraph in the text began with the
rhetorical question, “Why has this dramatic shift from blue
collar to white collar, from brawn to brain occurred?” ! The
rest of the page was devoted to an answer.

Ordinarily, this would end any doubt. But, if the student
was suspicious of his “establishment” textbook and professor,
and turned to the most popular liberal and even radical social
theorists, he would have found the same thing. John Kenneth
Galbraith certainly did not challenge this myth. In The New
Industrial State he said:

By 1965 there were nearly eight million more white than blue
collar workers, 44.5 as compared to 36.7 million. During those
years the number of professional and technical workers, the
category most characteristic of the technostructure, approxi-
mately doubled.?

Herbert Marcuse also endorsed this common conception in
One Dimensional Man:

An assimilating trend shows forth in the occupational strati-
fication. In the key industrial establishments the “blue collar”
work force declines in relation to the “white collar” element.
The number of non-production workers increases.’

Finally, even in the “pop” best seller, Future Shock, Alvin
Toffler presents a particularly lyrical version of this same idea:

In about 1956 the U.S. became the first major power in which
more than 50% of the non-farm labor force ceased to wear the
blue collar of the factory or manual labor . . . within the same
lifetime a society for the first time in human history not only
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threw off the yoke of agriculture, but managed within a few
brief decades to throw off the yoke of manual labor as well 4

Confronted with such an overwhelming unanimity of
opinion, it is not surprising that the student in that class
immediately dismissed blue-collar workers and turned instead
to theories of youth and consciousness for the way forward.

But, while it is understandable that a note-taker in that class
would give up in despair, it is a shame. If he had pressed on
one more step, he would have found that the terms white
collar and blue collar were used in a specific and technical way
that was not the way we use them in ordinary conversation.

So, before taking the further steps that the student omitted,
let us be clear about the “commonsense” definition of blue
collar or white collar; working class or middle class.*

In terms of occupation, the division is basically between
manual, essentially physical or menial, labor and managerial or
intellectual work. Blue-collar workers mean people who work
with their hands, not with their minds. The images are the
factory worker or the garbage collector, the construction
worker or the man who carries your bags in the airport.
People instantly recognize that there is something fundamen-
tal that separates all the people who “punch a clock” or just
“bust my ass all day” from the doctors, lawyers, and executives
whose jobs are an important, creative part of their lives and
mean something to them. Working-class jobs are almost

* Some will object to talking about occupations separately from income, life-style, and all
the rest. However, for the last twenty years these three issues have been mixed together on
the assumption that the “old” notion of American society as stratified by occupation simply
couldn’t be correct. In many discussions of social class, occupation is not even mentioned,
instead income is used to describe social position. But it is worth separating out the various
issues of occupation, income, and life-style, looking first at the occupational structure, blue
collar vs. white collar, then at the income these occupations provide, and finally at the

life-style one can purchase with that income. Before that, few sweeping conclusions can safely
be drawn about the entire American working class. :
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inevitably relatively low paying and low in prestige. Day to
day, they offer little independence or control, certainly in
comparison with a doctor or lawyer.

On the other hand, “white-collar jobs” bring to mind the
image of the man behind the desk: William L. White’s The
Organization Man, angling for the vice-president’s job. Or else
the doctor or lawyer, the “professional” man comes to mind.

These jobs are relatively high in status and pay, and offer
more independence, control, and satisfaction than work which
requires only rote, mechanical labor.

Some jobs fall in a gray area between these two poles. These
are, in general, the lowest level clerical positions. But this basic
brain vs. brawn dichotomy is how we really think about class
in America. In 1970, when construction workers beat up
students in downtown New York, the horrified reactions of
many intellectuals clearly expressed the real way class is
viewed. Liberals said, ““Those thugs are beating up our kids.
They don’t understand. They must all be fascists. We have to
do something!”

All of the clichés which said construction workers were
really middle-class and shared the life-style of the intellectuals
were forgotten. It was us and them and they meant working
class. Thus, if we want to think in practical political terms
about American workers, this simple commonsense division is
what we must use as a guide.

In a way, it shouldn’t even have been necessary to justify
this point of view. Since most people use blue-collar and
white-collar as synonyms for brawn and brain, for manual
labor vs. professional and managerial work, one would reason-
ably expect that when statistics are quoted, they are based
fairly concretely on this dichotomy.

But the problem is that they are not. If that suspicious
college student had gone to the publications of the census
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bureau he would have found that the more than 20,000 specific
jobs that people have in the United States are not directly
classified into brawn vs. brain, but into ten different categories,
some of which are then labeled white-collar or blue-collar.
They are:

W hite-collar Blue-collar Other

Professional,
Technical, and

Kindred Craftsmen and Foremen Service
Managers, Officials,

and Proprietors  Operatives Farm Laborers
Clerical Laborers (non-farm) Farmers
Sales

This sorting looks fine on the surface. The categories are
not crystal clear, but they seem adequate. But, while for
twenty years these categories seemed reasonable enough for
commentators to proclaim the end of manual labor, had the
commentators or a student in that classroom gone beyond
these ten categories to the specific jobs they contain they
would have found that the white-collar majority was very
much like a desert mirage; the more carefully one looked, the
farther away it became. The precise definition of the category
“blue-collar” limits it to production and distributive workers,
who are only a fragment of all the Americans who are still
employed in essentially rote, manual labor.’

First of all, the “service” workers were excluded from the
blue-collar classification. But within this group are such
occupations as janitors, waiters, porters, ushers, elevator
operators, doormen, and even shoeshine boys. These jobs just
listed are a “who’s who” of the most menial and low-paying
occupations in America. Yet, when writers quoted the
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percentage of “blue-collar’” workers at 37.5 percent they were
automatically including everyone else, including the service
workers, in the middle class. Other workers in the service
category are equally manual: guards, watchmen, cooks, house-
keepers, hospital and other attendants, barbers, police, and
firemen. Only a tiny handful of people who hold jobs such as
FBI agents and detectives could even be suggested as middle-
class.

In addition, the male clerical and sales category, considered
as part of the white-collar group, proves to have many
working-class jobs concealed within it. The postman is a
clerical worker. So is the young man in the supermarket who
punches the prices on the cans. Baggagemen, messenger boys,
bill collectors, newsboys, auctioneers, peddlers, office machine
operators, bus and train dispatchers, telegraph operators, and
so on, are all contained in the white-collar category and hence
called middle class.

All of this becomes clear just by looking at the specific
occupations for men. But on turning the page to the
breakdown for women, suddenly we realize we have been
thoroughly bamboozled.

When people read those quotes about the end of manual
labor and the new white-collar majority they automatically
thought of doctors and lawyers and “corporation” men as the
“new class.” But what they were reading were statistics not
only about men, but about all women too, even those who only
worked a few hours a week.

These women comprise 70 percent of clerical and sales
workers, a key part of the “middle-class majority.” They work
as telephone operators, cashiers, salesgirls, typists, and in other
low-paying, low-status jobs. The euphoric image of a society
of professionals and executives is irrevocably lost. Eighty
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percent of the labor force are either manual or clerical
workers, with the majority in manual jobs.

Some sociologists have tried to salvage the “middle-class
majority” by suggesting that these women clerical and sales
workers are a “new” social group, a lower-middle-class
“salariat.” This is an appealing solution since one would
hesitate about calling these women “working-class.”

Many writers have been seduced by this concept since it
seems to apply to the many “career girls” whom one meets
and who seem more middle-class than working-class. The
image of the women clerical and sales workers that these
writers have is the New York single girl, perhaps a Vassar
graduate, who is working as a secretary, but dreams of
“getting into publishing.” She lives with two other girls in an
expensive East Side apartment, reads Ms., takes courses at the
New School on some strange subject like existential pottery,
smokes pot on occasion, and goes skiing on the weekends.
Such a person, however, is not at all typical of the clerical and
sales category. Most women clerical and sales workers are
married and about half are married to working-class men.

Suddenly the career girl secretary is joined by a somewhat
less romantic figure, a welder’s wife who works part time as a
cashier in the A&P. Instead of Ms., imagine Reader’s Digest,
instead of the ski slopes, it’s Wednesday night bowling. Lastly,
not pot but one of her husband’s beers. If a sociologist met her
on the street, she would be one of “them,” not one of “us.”

The best way to clarify this confusion is to look at the
occupational structure for men alone. Most women are
married and therefore live in the class and culture of their
husbands. They follow their husbands lead in politics and all
their social life is with their husbands’ class. Thus the
occupations for men gives a much clearer indication of the
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relative size of the working class and middle class in America.
The following chart shows the proportions quite clearly:

MAJOR OCCUPATION GROUPS FOR MALES, 1969*7

Professional and

Technical 14.69,...29.2
Managers, Officials and
Proprietors 14.6 /...42.4 Middle Class
Clerical 74... .. 13.2
Sales 5.8
Craftsmen and Foremen 21.4
Operatives 214 . ... 57.5 Working Class
Laborers 7.6
Service 7.1

When we remember that there are many working-class jobs
like mailmen hidden in the clerical and sales category, the true
manual figure is probably 60-62 percent. Thus, three-fifths, 60
percent of America is working-class. The euphoric concept of
a middle-class majority, the end of manual labor, and the new
age in human history were all based on including the wives of
steelworkers who went to work as cashiers and salesgirls as
middle-class.

This chart, however, includes black and white Americans.
Since blacks are disproportionately employed as manual
workers, one might suspect most white people could be
white-collar.

This, however, is not the case: 55.3 percent of white men
are in the four manual categories, and with the misclassified
clerical workers one can estimate about 58 percent, perhaps

* The reason for using 1969 figures is simply that the Nixon recession threw many
blue-collar workers into the ranks of the unemployed, and made statistics on employed males

in *70-"72 very deceptive. No one, to my knowledge has ever called men out of work part of
the middle class, but so it would appear if '70 or '71 figures were used.
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more, are what we would call working-class. Thus, the
difference is about 2 percent—57.5 to 55.3.8 *

The chart above also excludes students, and therefore seems
to underestimate the size of the middle class. But even if one
added in students and other groups outside the employed labor
force, the conclusion would not change. If students tend to be
middle-class, then several other excluded groups tend to be
lower-class (or at any rate, not middle-class): unemployed
blue-collar workers, for example, old people living on pen-
sions, and the armed forces, which recruit a disproportionate
number of working-class youth.?

All of these groups together far outnumber the students in
America. America is not a white-collar or middle-class society.
Sixty percent of American men still work in essentially rote,
manual jobs.

For all practical purposes this is the key point. Next
Monday 60 percent of American men will begin a new week
at nine to five jobs which they do basically with their hands.
To anyone who is involved in organizing communities,
winning elections, or. passing legislation this is the reality they
must face.

But, it does leave open the possibility that blue-collar work
may be rapidly disappearing and perhaps in a few years we
will have our beloved middle-class majority after all. Social
analysts most certainly jumped the gun in announcing the end
of manual labor, but perhaps they were right in saying that
fundamental changes occurred in the postwar period and that
the long range trend is toward the end of manual labor.

If one presses the expert for the facts about the “great”
changes in the work force, one usually gets a very complicated
set of statistics about “‘relative rates” of increase and decline, all

* The complete figures for the white occupational structure are presented in Footnote 8.
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of which seem very impressive and all of which point to a
disappearing working class.

Unfortunately, while these statistics are very useful for
publishing in the academic journals, they are not very good for
getting a practical understanding of what is going on, because
they conceal some of the most important information.

If we look at the actual number of people in different
occupations, there is one absolutely stunning fact. The number
of working-class Americans has not decreased at all—in fact,
since 1950 it has increased by roughly four million! There are
four million more workers in America today than in 1950.
The declining trend the analysts notice is totally relative—as
the population grew, the working class increased, but the
minority of Americans who are middle-class increased at a
faster rate.

Here are the figures for men in terms of our commonsense
definitions and rounded off:

1950 1969 Change, 1950-69"°

Middle Class 13,000,000 19,000,000 + 6,000,000
Working Class 22,000,000 26,000,000 + 4,000,000

This white-collar increase is significant, but let us put it in
perspective. The relative percentage of workers goes down,
from 62.4 percent to 57.5 percent, a 5 percent drop in twenty
years (not counting the misclassified clerical and sales work-
ers).

But first of all, that stll leaves us with 26 million
working-class American men and 19 million middle-class.
That is a raw social and political fact that cannot be denied.

Second, the middle class needed an increase of three million
people just to stay even with the working class and hold the
working-class majority at 62 percent. So there are only a bit
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less than three million middle-class people who indicate
something new in the occupational structure since 1950.

Again, the raw number is striking. The whole “great
change,” the postwar “revolution,” the end of manual labor
comes down to less than three million men in a male labor
force of 45 million. It may be significant, but it hardly
constitutes a fundamental change in the very nature of society.
At this rate there will be a working-class majority until the
next century. At least another generation of Americans wiil be
predominantly working-class. Seven presidents and thousands
of congressmen will be elected by a working-class majority.

The Department of Labor estimates for 1980 confirm this.
No manual category will decline in absolute numbers, and the
relative decrease is small. In the seventies the figures for
craftsmen and foremen will show no real change; operatives a
decline of 2 percent; laborers, 1 percent; and service workers
will in fact, grow.!!

A closer look at changes in the particular occupational
categories since 1950 shows some further points of interest:

EMPLOYED MEN BY OCCUPATION (in thousands),
1950 anD 196912

Middle class 7950 7969
Professional and Technical 2,700 6,800
Managers, Officials, and Proprietors 5,400 6,700
Clerical 3,000 3,400
Sales 2,400 2,700

Working class
Craftsmen and Foremen 7,500 9,900
Operatives 8,800 9,900
Laborers 3,400 3,500

Service 2,700 3,300
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In the white-collar category the striking fact is that the
three million “new” workers are clearly in the professional and
technical category, whose growth can be largely traced to two
concrete events of the postwar period. One is the sudden
growth of the educational system in response to the postwar
baby boom and Sputnik. A second is the massive allocation of
resources to scientific research and development, much of it
directly related to military projects.

Obviously, a large part of the “great change” was the result
of some very concrete political decisions on how to spend the
taxpayers’ money and not an earth-shattering revolution in the
nature of American capitalism. This is not as exciting as
“postindustrial states” or “new eras in human history” but it is
very likely closer to the truth.

The lower half of the chart also blows the whistle on some
other cherished illusions. For one thing, skilled workers have
clearly been growing rapidly, and the least skilled blue-collar
category hardly at all. But in 1969, the majority of American
workers, 61 percent in fact, were unskilled or semiskilled. We
will see that skilled workers have been the victims of many
myths, but at this point, we can at least dismiss the belief that
they are typical blue-collar workers. A significant minority
yes, but a majority no.

With these conclusions we are almost finished. We have
had to follow a tortuous route in dissecting twenty years of
mythology. But the facts are now fairly clear. The majority of
Americans are working-class—60 percent of American men
and their wives, sons, and daughters. They are not disappear-
ing and not until the next century, perhaps, will middle-class
men equal them in numbers.
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If manual workers live exactly like white-collar workers,
however, then the fact that they work in factories instead of
offices is probably not of great political significance.

This i1s, of course, what most commentators have told us.
The message that blue-collar workers are now “middle class”
or “middle Americans” has been repeated so many times that
no one ever thinks of questioning it. Although no longer called
affluent, they are never called poor.

As a typical case in point, Herman P. Miller, in his article,
“A Profile of the Blue Collar America—A View Through the
Census Darta,” says, “By 1969 the median annual income
of white families headed by blue collar workers was
$10,700 . . .” 13 But, the mention of the census bureau should
make us a bit wary. Who is he talking about? The answer—
only craftsmen, foremen, and operatives—no one else. Service
workers are excluded, laborers are excluded, people unem-
ployed at the time of the survey are excluded. Not to mention
the somewhat more defensible exclusion of blacks as a special
case.

If we check back a few pages we find that Mr. Miller has
excluded about 25 percent of the white employed working
class and even more if we include the long-term unemployed
and blacks. A far better approach is to include all four groups
of manual workers (craftsmen and foremen, operatives, service
and laborers; the manual clerical and sales workers unfortu-
nately can’t be separated from the rest of their category) to
see, not just an average, but the distribution of income—how
many workers are what we would consider poor, middle
American, or affluent.

These figures would be difficult to arrive at or very
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arbitrary if the divisions had to be made by just guesswork or
instinct. Fortunately, the Bureau of Labor Statistics calculates
“standard budgets” which tell us what we need to know. Each
budget is geared for a family of four.

Although they use the neutral terms, upper, middle, and
lower to describe three standards of living, these budgets
automatically define the three distinct socioeconomic cultures
in the United States, the culture of poverty, working-class
culture and the life-style of middle-class affluence. Most
affluent people, for example, buy a certain kind of clothing,
rent or buy a distinct kind of house or apartment, buy a certain
kind and amount of food, and so forth.

Every year the B.L.S. sends its employees out into the
stores, car lots, and real estate agencies to find out how much
these characteristic kinds of purchases cost.

The result is three budgets which reflect the average cost of
obtaining the basic goods and services on each of the three
levels. Thus, in 1970, for example, the lower standard of living
budget was $6,960. This meant that a poor family needed
$6,960 to obtain the typical shelter, clothing, etc. of most
“lower-income” people in America.

The intermediate budget is immediately recognizable as the
world of the blue-collar worker, the world of Sears, Roebuck
furniture, four-dollar bourbon and two-year-old cars, traded in
every six years. It is not a standard of affluence or anything
remotely resembling the American dream. It constitutes the
cost of living that some unions call a “shabby, but respectable,
life.”

In 1970, this intermediate budget required $10,670 and the
affluent budget required $15,950.1

The chart on the following page shows the distribution of
working-class income in 1970.
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WORKING CLASS FAMILY INCOME, 1970'%

Income in Percent of all working-class
thousands Percent Samilies below this level
1-7 29.5 29.5—309, Poor
7-8 8.1 37.6
8-9 8.6 46.2
9-10 8.2 54.5—609, “Below Intermediate”
10-12 14.8 69.4
12-15 15.2 84.4—859, “Below Afluence”
15+ 15.5 100.0

The conclusion is striking. The majority of American
working people do not even earn enough for the “middle
American,” “intermediate” budget.

S~ The majority is not hovering midway between affluence
and poverty. The majority lives below the “shabby but
respectable” standard of comfort and security.

Thirty percent—almost a third of employed American
workers, are living in what is really poverty. They made less
than $7,000 in a year when the “lower” budget called for
$6,960. This means a total family income of $135 per week
before taxes. Another 30 percent were above the poverty
budget, but below that “shabby” intermediate level. Thus, 60
percent of the working class is either poor or hovering
between poverty and the very modest level contained in the
intermediate budget. A United Auto Workers study shows
just how “modest” that budget is.

The BLS budget is much more “modest” than “adequate.”
It assumes, for example, that the family will own:

. . . A roaster that will last for 33 years;

.. . A refrigerator and a range that will each last 17 years;
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.. . A vacuum cleaner that will last 14 years;

.. . A television set that will last ten years.

The budget assumes that a family will buy a two-year-old
car, and keep it for four years. In that time they will pay for a
tune-up once a year, a brake realignment every three years,
and a front-end alignment every four years . . .

The budget assumes that the husband will buy one
year-round suit every four years . . . and one topcoat every 8;
years.

It assumes that the husband will take his wife to the movies
once every three months, and that one of them will go alone
once a year. The two children are each allowed one movie
every four weeks. A total of $2.54 per person per year is
allowed for admission to all other events, from football and
baseball games to theater or concerts.

Finally, the budget allows nothing whatever for savings.!¢

This or less is the condition of 60 percent of American
workers. The affluent worker, who until recently was sup-
posed to be typical, constitutes 12 to 15 percent of the working
class, white and black. Eighty-five percent are not “typical.”
The average worker earned $9,500 in 1970, much closer to
poverty than to affluence. It is an ironic fact that, while many
commentators spoke of the affluent worker with two cars in
the garage and a color TV, even today, the majority of
blue-collar workers have neither.

These statistics do include black workers. But a simple
calculation shows that excluding them would only increase the
“well-being” of white workers by about 2.5 percent!’—this is
more than counterbalanced by the simple fact that these
figures are the before-tax income. They are also the income of
the entire family, working wives and children included. These
statistics do not include the long-term unemployed, the ill, or
old people on pensions. These figures describe the working
poor, not poverty in general.



o do L - e

34 THE WORKING-CLASS MAJORITY

To some people this concept will seem incredible. For many
years the economic condition of workers has been shrugged off
with easy references to a handful of plumbers and electricians
making eight to ten dollars an hour. But all that time other
workers were getting $4.00 to $4.50 and some even less.

In fact, more than anything else, it is working wives who
have made possible even the modest standard of living workers
enjoy. The earnings of the husband, even if employed full
time, shows very clearly what a worker’s paycheck looks like:

MEDIAN WORKING-CLASS INCOME BY OCCUPATION, 197018

Craftsmen and Foremen $9,253
Operatives 7,644
Laborers 6,462
Service 6,964

In May 1970, the typical manufacturing production worker
with three dependents had earnings of $132.93 weekly and
spendable earnings (i.e., after taxes, etc.) of $115.27. For
construction workers average earnings were $194.31, $165.13
spendable according to the Department of Labor." It is worth
keeping this in mind when one imagines a working-class
family which has an income of $10,000 a year—he earned only
seven or eight thousand and his wife the rest. Or the skilled
worker’s family who has $12,000. He often gets $9,000—she,
the balance.

Suddenly, all the analyses which say workers don’t really
have any legitimate economic complaints look rather doubtful.

As we will see, a single illness, a period of unemployment or
the loss of the wife’s income when she becomes pregnant can
wipe out a lifeme of savings and send many working-class
families into a permanent cycle of debt and economic crises.
~~-The conclusion is inescapable: millions are still living far below
the level needed for a full, decent life.



THE AMERICAN WORKING CLASS 35

But, if the objective situation of most workers comes as a
surprise, when we compare it to the middle class, the
conclusion is so stunning and so disruptive of anything that we
have heard that some people may find it difficult to accept
despite the facts.

To make the comparison clear, let us first look at something
we know, the economic inequality between black and white.

The average family income of blacks is 60 percent of
whites, a difference of about $4,000.22 What this means is that
in order for black people to be on the same economic level as
whites, once a year we would have to give every black family a
check for an average of $4,000. This 60 percent or $4,000 is a
shorthand way of understanding the degree of inequality
between black and white in America. Obviously, some
families will need more and some less to reach the average
white income, but $4,000 is the average difference between a
black family and a white one.

When we turn to working class vs. middle class, however,
the clichés about the similar life-styles and a narrowing inccme
gap lead us to expect something far different. The image of the
typical worker as an overpaid craftsman, who has a life-style
more affluent than many white-collar workers has become a
national cliché.

However, the average white-collar income is about $12,500,
while blue-collar, as we saw, 1s $9,500. This is a difference of
about $3,000 or, to put it another way, blue-coliar income is
about 77 percent of white-collar.?!

But, as we noted, the white-collar total includes many
clerical and sales workers who are really manual workers. If
we look at the two predominant categories, professional and
technical, and managers and proprietors (75 percent of all
white-collar men), we find their average income is about
$14,500. Manual workers earn only 65 percent of the

4
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upper-middle-class average, and the difference between them
is $5,000. We would have to give every worker in America
$5,000 to create real equity in income between the pro-
fessional and managerial middle class and the working class.
In percentage terms, the inequality between manual workers
and most white-collar workers is almost as great as the gap
between black and white, and in the absolute number of
dollars that separate them, the distance between manual and
professional and managerial workers is, in fact, greater.

__This doesn’t mean that workers are as poor or as exploited

as blacks. They are not. What it does mean is that the
inequality, the distance a factory worker sees between himself
and the middle class is almost as great as the distance the
average black person sees between himself and white America.
There is a profound economic inequality between black and
white America, but there is also a profound inequality between
social classes, as well. If a black skin means economic
inequality, so does a blue collar. Economic inequity and
injustice in America come in both colors.

A number of intellectuals, in particular, will find it hard to
accept this conclusion. They have a strange emotional com-
mitment to the idea that, if anyone is underpaid, it is they, not
blue-collar workers. One professor criticized an earlier version
of this thesis by first making a few disparaging remarks about
statistics in general and then said, “There are workers in New
York City’s Department of Sanitation who earn as much as
some City University of New York professors and more than
Columbia assistant professors.”

This self-indulgent notion that professors and intellectuals
are suffering the same or even more severe economic depriva-
tion than most workers is remarkably widespread. In fact, it is
probably the most popular myth about workers among
middle-class intellectuals.
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But, for all its popularity, it is a myth, and a deeply
destructive and pernicious one. Probably, more than any
other, it is this notion that led liberal intellectuals to ignore the
legitimate discontents of blue-collar workers and expresses the
thinly veiled condescension that has been George Wallace’s
greatest political asset. So, it is necessary to get specific and
show very clearly that this particular idea is nonsense.

The average professor’s salary in 1970 was $11,745.22 As we
noted before, operatives get on the average $7,644 and
craftsmen and foremen $9,253. Even the lowly assistant
professors received more than skilled workers, $10,698 vs.
$9,253. And even this does not show the magnitude of the
error. This income of $11,745 in general, or $10,698 for
assistant professors, includes a three-month vacation. This is a
nine-month work year, one of the most popular features of the
professor’s job. If we compare weekly salaries to correct for
this difference, we find that professors average $293 a week.
Full professors make, on the average, a whopping $419 a week.
The lowly assistant professors make $267.

The highest paid construction workers, the skilled journey-
men, got an average of $6.54 an hour in 1970, or $262 a
week.?}

There it 1s. An assistant professor, who considers himself to
be at the low end of the academic totem pole, and who has the
chance of advancing to associate and finally full professor,
averages more per hour than the worker who has reached the
very top of the working-class hierarchy. It is a bitter pill to
swallow, but the popular concept of workers as grossly
overpaid craftsmen with their speedboats is about as valid as
the image of all blacks as welfare cheaters with their Cadillacs.
For all the clichés and myths, workers and the middle class are
divided by a real and profound inequality.

If one doesn’t personally know and talk with blue-collar
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workers it is possible to think that this inequality has little
practical impact on the average worker. Yet the fact is,
blue-collar workers really are deeply aware of it. All through
the fifties and sixties, while intellectuals were talking about the
disappearance of class, workers saw the chasm between
themselves and the theorists who wrote about them. The auto
assembly line worker who owns a five-year-old Chevy he
bought second hand, spends eight or nine or even ten hours a
day building Cadillacs or Torinos he will never buy, and he
knows it is the middle class that is buying them. As
middle-class people go flying to Acapulco or San Juan for
Christmas, they leave under the watchful eyes of mechanics,
maintenance men and cabdrivers, who get two weeks vacation
a year, and usually spend it at home, or perhaps take a drive
with the family to Disney World or a national park for a few
days. Social inequality is not abstract for these people. It is a
visible daily reality.

IV

The one myth which remains is the “suburban worker.”
According to the authorities, it was here that the American
dream of social and economic equality became a practical
reality. The blue-collar worker no longer came home to his
dreary tenement, still dressed in his work clothes, where he
was packed together with his fellows. Now he changed clothes
in the factory and drove to his suburban home, looking just
like his middle-class neighbor who arrived alongside him. The
common suburban life-style and daily personal contact, they
said, was rapidly eliminating all of the distinctive “working-
class” qualities of blue-collar America. America was a country
of suburbs and the great social problem was crabgrass.

In the last few years this euphoric image has been tarnished
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by white resistance to residential integration, and suburbs are
now counterposed to the image of the decaying inner cities.
But, the vision of the suburbs as a single, undifferentiated mass
of middle Americans still remains. Suburban whites and ghetto
blacks define the way most people think of American society.

As usual, this concept was supported by a few statistics and
affirmed by a host of writers and social theorists. A student in
that college class, as he bicycled back to his apartment,
probably did not even think too much about this idea. He was
too young to remember the way it was years before when
every town had a “wrong side of the railroad tracks,” where
working-class people lived and worked. It probably did not
occur to him even to look around him as he rode, and compare
it to what his professor had said.

But, if our student did decide to make such a comparison, he
would have suddenly realized a truth which had been staring
him in the face all the time. If he were in one of the largest
midwestern state universities, and began his tour from the
precise center of town, he would have found that to the west
he encountered one kind of “suburb,” while turning east led
him to a very different kind of “suburban” community.

To the west, beyond the university he would find the
suburbia he was expecting. On the residential streets the
houses were set far back from the tree-lined streets and there
were, at most, three to a block. Many were recently built,
with garages and dens and guest rooms and all the trappings of
the American dream. If he were very acute, the student could
even distinguish subtle differences between his professor’s
house, which was not new, but a carefully remodeled building
in an older “good” community and the new houses of business
executives. Finally, miles from the city, the student would
encounter lavish houses that looked like something clipped
from the pages of Better Homes and Gardens, set so far back
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from the street that they were invisible behind a screen of trees
or hedges.

Everything else about that community conformed to the
image of the suburbs. The cars were new and more than half
the houses appeared to have two of them. The air was clear
and fresh. It was a typical suburb.

But when our student returned to the center of town and
began to ride in the other direction, the difference was
striking. Down the main avenue, within a mile, he passed a
massive industrial plant that covered four or five square blocks.
Beyond was another, a meat-packing plant which let off an
odor that could be smelled and almost digested, for half a mile.
Low-flying planes announced that the airport was nearby.
Turning off the avenue to the residential streets, the student
found houses thirty or forty years old, eight or nine to a block.
Had he tried, he would have found that they were sometimes
so close together that he had to turn sideways to walk between
them comfortably. Here there were no spacious front lawns,
no garage, and rarely a newly constructed building. In
backyards he could see wash hanging from clotheslines. There
was one car in front of each house and it was old.

Along the streets our student could see other things that did
not exist on the other side of town. Bars. Automobile part and
body shops and small warehouses with signs saying “Parts and
Supplies.”

Our student would probably come away a bit depressed by
the atmosphere of this community. There was something
almost foreign about it; the people there did not share in the
life-style nor live in the culture of his parents. It was not
desperate poverty he saw, but in relation to the better side of
town, it was clearly second class.

As he returned to the center of town, our student might
have made one final and ironic observation: within a few
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blocks of the very center, he would cross a series of railroad
tracks, which neatly bisected the city in half. If he had used
these railroad tracks as a dividing line, he would have found
that in census tracts to the east of them about two-thirds of the
inhabitants were blue-collar. In census tracts to the west, about
two-thirds were white-collar. In 1970, the railroad tracks still
defined the social and cultural cleavage between working class
and middle class in America.

Of course, no one city is “typical,” and geographical and
historical factors or the presence of a large black ghetto can
make the picture more complex. Sometimes it is north and
south and not east ‘and west. Sometimes a river or other
geographic factor complicates the situation, and frequently
there are no actual railroad tracks. But, in every city in
America, one can drive in one direction and find affluent
suburbs and, in another the working-class community. In
Milwaukee, for example, Richard Hamilton, a sociologist, says:

There are not enough middle class suburbs to allow the
assimilation of any significant proportion of the blue collar
ranks . . . Most of the city’s blue collar workers obviously live
in neighborhoods with other blue collar workers. Typically,
between three and four of every five neighbors would be blue
collar families. Children who are born and raised in these areas
will attend school with other working class children. Their
friends and later co-workers will, overwhelmingly, be from
other blue collar families. As far as personal contacts and
influences are concerned, the structure of the city is such as to
almost guarantee exclusive patterns of association.?*

And again, about Buffalo:

The city of Buffalo, admittedly an extreme case, contained
seventy-five Census tracts in 1960. Only fourteen of these had
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a non-manual majority. More than eighty percent of those in
seventeen of the city’s tracts were in manual occupations.
Another ten tracts contained between 75 and 80 percent
manual workers. One part of the city, the largest part,
approximately 4 miles wide and 6 miles long, contains no tract
with a middle class majority and only two (of 38) having less
than 60 percent of the population in manual occupations.?’

Nor do these working-class suburbs offer a life-style the
same as the affluent ones. In a later chapter we will deal with
the working-class life-style in greater detail, but just for the
moment two points should suffice. First, the median value of a
worker’s home in 1964 was $13,237, while that of the upper
middle class’s was $20,375. In addition, fewer workers owned
houses than did the upper middle class (61 percent vs. 83
percent).2

Also, as Hamilton notes about Milwaukee:

[}

There are a number of other details that make it clear that
the “look-alike” thesis is rather exaggerated. In the suburban
working class tract, we find the following elements: Interstate
highway 94 cuts through the district; the Chicago, Milwaukee,
St. Paul and Pacific railroad also cuts it; the Howard Avenue
water purification plant is located on one corner of the tract;
touching another corner is Mitchell Field, the city’s airport. A
major runway points directly at this area of working class
suburbia. Although the individual houses may look like houses
elsewhere, the overall “tone” of the area is obviously very
different from that of middle class suburbia.?’

In general, working-class suburbs get the freeways, airports,
or public housing which lower community values.

One could assemble a staff and spend a year confirming this
reality with detailed studies of every city in America. But in
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fact we know that the middle class does not go to the bars and
bowling alleys of working-class America, and that workers do
not go to the same “art” films or expensive restaurants. If we
think about it we realize that the suburbs we pass on the way
to work are different from our own.

The truth is that working-class people are shadowy figures
to most middle-class people. Contact is limited to a quick
glance at a knot of construction workers sitting on the
sidewalk eating lunch. Or else it is a few words exchanged
with a postman, doorman, or telephone installer. Beyond this,
few have gone.

This profound isolation of workers from middle-class
liberals explains the reason why the latter could believe the
myths for so long. If one lives in a middle-class suburb and
works in an office, one never sees blue-collar workers and,
naturally, one never talks to them. From this distorted frame of
reference, it is easy to believe that workers are disappearing, or
living like the middle class. If many of the income statistics
seem startling to some readers, it is simply because they never
saw a worker’s paycheck or his bankbook in their entire lives.
It 1s likely that more students have walked through the slums
of Mexico with a copy of Oscar Lewis in their hands than have
ever done so in the working-class neighborhoods of Ham-
mond, Indiana, or Flint, Michigan. In fact, there is no
comparable book for middle-class people to read.

But those three startling points, our point of departure, are
now fairly clear, and the political implications are that every
social program and blueprint for the future which accepted the
“middle-class” majority has been fundamentally wrong.

— The discontents of blue-collar workers have been dismissed
as unimportant, their economic demands called greedy, and
their particular interests almost systematically ignored. Conde-
scending and elitst theories of working-class psychology have
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been developed to explain their behavior, inevitably assuming
workers have no legitimate complaints.

The principal beneficiaries of this myth have been George
Wiallace and Richard Nixon and, since it is dangerously
wrong, it is time to base our social and political strategies on
facts. Self-interest and justice both demand it.*

\Y

Before turning to the real discontents of workers, on the job
and in their communities, we must deal with two very special
groups whose situation we have mentioned only in passing,
black people and women.

The condition of blacks in America is, ironically, easier to
deal with than that of white workers. While most liberals are
ignorant of the most basic facts about blue-collar workers,
many people have in their memories certain statistics like the
fact that there are almost 25 million, perhaps more, black
people in America, that the unemployment rate is usually
double that of whites, and so forth.

However, the undeniable injustices of unemployment and
welfare have often led to a visual image of the black
community as entirely composed of unemployed ghetto youths
and welfare mothers. This, along with the social crises of bad

* It must be noted that the isolation of middle-class intellectuals from workers is worst in
the two places where, probably, a majority of the nationally prominent writers and
commentators live—New York and Washington, D.C. There are simply no factories in these
cities—Washington has 4 percent of its population engaged in manufacturing. New York, as a
whole, has only 20 percent and Manhattan Island probably no more than Washington.?® The
commentators who live in the suburbs of Chevy Chase or the East Side of Manhattan never
see a factory worker. Blue-collar workers, aside from construction craftsmen and personal
service workers like cabdrivers and superintendents (who, in fact, aren’t even workers) are no
more a part of their experience than Chinese peasants. And, on the other hand, the number of
national opinion makers who live in the cities like Flint and Saginaw, Michigan, could
probably be counted on the fingers of one hand. Agnew’s attacks on the media were filled

with demagoguery but they contained a deep demographic truth—and a profoundly
dangerous one.
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housing and medical facilities, narcotics, and crime results in a
liberal vision of the black community as some unique “under-
class” or “culture of poverty.”

The problem with this “underclass” view is that, while it
highlights some of the most critical problems, it obscures
certain key facts. Most black people are not welfare recipients
or “street dudes.” They are blue-collar workers who work in
some of the dirtiest, lowest paying, and often most dangerous
jobs in America. This means that, in economic terms, the
problems of black people, although significantly worse than the
problems of white workers, are part of the general pattern of
social and economic inequality in America, and not some
accidental, special case in an otherwise egalitarian society.
Most black people, for example, are poor because of low wages,
not inadequate welfare payments or unemployment. Although
concern with the poverty of unemployed youths and welfare
mothers is valid and important, it should not lead us to ignore
the poverty of black janitors and dishwashers, maids and
laundry workers. In an economic sense, the most important
source of black poverty is the exploitation of black workers
through low-paying jobs. Even among black youths, whose
unemployment is at crisis level in some communities, nation-
ally, the majority are still employed.

The focus on a romanticized vision of a culture of poverty,
all too often, ends up agreeing, in substance, with the
right-wing myths about all blacks living on welfare.

Meanwhile, however, most black people are working long
hours in hard jobs, earning salaries that do not even provide a
poverty budget standard of living.

One young, southern black, who joined a job training
program which paid a certain salary to people as they learned,
provided an ironic case in point. He described how, in addition
to being given training in some rather dubious skill, the white
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instructor spent a good deal of time talking about the cultural
factors and how he truly understood the desperation and
despair that the trainees felt about finding work.

The irony was that this young black and several of his
friends had been employed before they joined the program.
They started the program because it literally paid more than
the jobs they had held. Their previous work, with a temporary
employment agency, gave them a take-home pay of about nine
and a half dollars a day—$8.75 after busfare to the agency and
back. To be sure of work they had to get up at 4:30 and be at
the agency by 5:15-5:30 a.M., although their pay did not start
until they actually began work at 8 or 9.

So, here were men who had been spending over twelve
hours a day to earn $8.75 a day now in a training program
whose central thesis was that psychological, social, and cultural
factors were their real problem, not the $8.75.

In general, the scandalous conditions and real discontents of
black workers have been the most ignored aspect of the
conditions of blacks in America. Yet it is a central factor in the
current Crisis.

The census figures in this area are especially untrustworthy.
There i1s ample evidence that blacks are often undercounted.
So, although we will use census statistics, it is with the caution
that they are not as trustworthy as they are for whites.

Of the 22-23 million blacks the census counts in America,
about 6 million are adult men outside institutions such as
school, jail, and the army. Of these:

Employed 4,770,000
Unemployed 410,000
Out of the labor force 889,000 2°

The unemployed figure includes 266,000 who were actively
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seeking work, and 144,000 which the AFL-CIO estimates
were unemployed but not actively seeking work, which
excludes them from the census calculations. Even this number
1s an underestimation because it includes as ‘“‘employed”
anyone who worked even one day in the two weeks before the
survey as “employed.” It also understates, due to the under-
counting of blacks by the census. The unemployment noted
above is about equal to 9 percent of the black labor force, and a
complete figure would probably be 12-15 percent, if it
included the people who only worked a few hours. This is
confirmed by a study of black and white unemployed in
central cities, which suggests that about 13 percent are
unemployed or subemployed.’® For black youth, the situation
1s far worse, and in some cities the unemployment figure is
25—40 percent or more.

1969 PERCENT DISTRIBUTION, BLACK AND OTHER MALE
EMPLOYEES BY OCCUPATION GROUP AND MEDIAN INCOMES3!

"70 Median income,

year-round,
Occupational group Percent Sull-time workers
Professional and
Technical 7.4 $8,675
Managers, Officials, 2907
. /(n
Cl::l:is Proprietors ;f Middle Class g’gé;
Salesworkers 1.9 Not Available
Craftsmen and
Foremen 15.1 1 780, 7,353
. i
IR [SCOR
L.aborers 18.9 5,410
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When we compare these incomes, which are only for those
lucky enough to find year-round employment, with the
national averages the magnitude of black working-class pov-
erty becomes clear, as does their concentration in the less
skilled end of the working class occupational spectrum. The
service and laborer categories, in particular, are huge compared
with the occupational distribution of all Americans.

However, it is worth noting that operatives are the largest
single category, constituting nearly 30 percent of the total.
While this often hides the continuing pattern of occupational
segregation of blacks into the worst “black” jobs, the sixties
did see a dramatic increase in the number of black factory
workers in industries like auto and steel. There has been a
corresponding increase in black union membership. Today
there are more blacks in unions (3,000,000) than in any other
organization, aside from the black church. In a later chapter
we will see that this has tremendous political implications,
some of which are already becoming apparent on the national
scene.

The basic point is clear. The majority of black Americans
are working people, and for these close to five million black
men, their discontents and poverty result from being the most
oppressed sector of the working class. An increase in the
minimum wage and serious enforcement of the minimum
wage laws would do more to end black poverty than anything
an army of social workers will ever accomplish. The problem
is not values or culture. For the majority it is the typically
working-class issue—the size of the paycheck.

VI

As we have seen, a great deal of the confusion about the
class structure of America resulted from the role of women.
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When we turn to an examination of women as a special group,
the reason becomes clear.

Essentially, there are two parallel but different occupational
hierarchies in America, one for men and one for women.
When one looks at the two combined, one sees strange cases
of white-collar workers earning less than blue-collars. But
when they are separated, both the male and female hierarchies
show very clearly the continuing superiority of white-collar
over blue-collar and service jobs. The unskilled or low-skilled
jobs in service and sales, like maids, salesgirls, and waitresses
are the lowest paid. Semiskilled women factory workers do a
bit better and the huge clerical category, which is split
between skilled and semiskilled workers (for example, the
secretaries, stenographers, and receptionists), are better stll.
At the top of the hierarchy are the small group of managers
and proprietors and the far larger group of professional
workers like grade school and high school teachers, medical
technologists, nurses and so on.*

Thus, the brain vs. brawn distinction that we used for men
is equally valid for the female hierarchy, even though the
specific jobs they do are different. If we divided these jobs up
into unskilled, semiskilled, skilled, and the college-trained
professional and technical workers, we would find that the
female labor force is, in its majority, unskilled or semiskilled

* EMPLOYED WOMEN BY OCCUPATION GROUP, 196932
Number of 1970 full-time 1970 Y%
Occupation workers  Percent median income full-time
Professional and Technical 4,018,000 14.19% $7,850 62.5%
Managers, Officials, and Proprietors 1,261,000 4.4 6,369 74.3
Clerical 9,975,000 35.0 5,539 60.3
Sales 2,017,000 7.1 4,174 32.8
Craftsmen and Foremen 339,000 1.2 4,955 58.7
Operatives 4,489,000 15.7 4,465 54.2
Laborers 146,000 5 4,375 46.7

Service 6,271,000 220 3.875 38.7
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workers with rote, repetitive jobs. In fact, the major difference
between women and men is the almost total absence of a true
professional and managerial sector. Many of the “professional”
jobs women hold, like medical lab assistants, are really more
comparable in training and skill levels to the highest male
skilled workers’ jobs.

However, the most important fact is the profound difference
between the salaries of men and women. In every category,
women receive thousands of dollars less than men for jobs
which are at approximately the same skill level.

The low wages paid to these women workers have two
important consequences. First, for the 58 percent of married
women who are married to blue-collar workers as we saw, it
can make the difference between almost literal poverty and a
less than adequate, but tolerable, life. Although some commen-
tators with an unshakeable optimism have seen the startling
growth of women workers as a result of “widening horizons,”
a desire to find self-expression, careful studies show that
economic necessity is the more probable cause.?:

Second, the low wages paid to these women are the margin
of profit for many industries, such as clothing or electronics
which are hard pressed by cheap foreign imports. Women
factory workers often get a starting salary of $2.15 or $2.25 in
these industries, which would be below the poverty level for a
man. The same is true for occupations like salesgirls, who
often receive less than $90-100 a week.

These figures indicate that, although the women’s liberation
movement has, up till now, received far more publicity for its
personal and social grievances than for its economic discon-
tents, there are very serious issues involved. Although very
different from blacks, both blacks and women have been
shunted off into separate occupations and industries with the
lowest wages, and so the more visible injustices of racial and
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sexual inequality conceal the general issue of class inequality.
But the economic position of women, like blacks, is clearly
part of the general question of work and inequality in
America. And, if only because so many blue-collar workers’
wives are working today, the condition of women workers is
inseparable from the standard of living of the American
working class as a whole.

] As we have seen, every one of the three points in the

N professor’s lecture, which began this chapter, is painfully
wrong. The majority of Americans are not white-collar, or
well off. Thirty percent of blue-collar workers are poor and
another 30 percent cannot earn enough to reach the very
modest government definition of a middle-American standard
of living. In comparison with the middle class, the chasm of
inequality that separates them is comparable with the split
between blacks and whites, and there is a wide economic and
social gap in life-styles and comfort between workers and the
middle class.

American workers are a class apart with real and legitimate
problems and discontents. And unlike the abstract paper
coalitions of wildly disparate groups which liberals have
proposed, they are united by common interests and constitute
a majority of the American people.






CHAPTER TWO

The Discontents of Work

SEVERAL MONTHS AGo | got up at 5:00 a.m. and drove over
to a small plant to apply for a job as a punch-press operator.
The hiring office was small and served as both waiting room
and office for the hiring manager, so while 1 was waiting 1
could hear him interviewing the man ahead of me. He was a
college graduate who had been doing a desk job in some city
department. When the hiring manager saw this on his
application he told him he was sorry but he was “over-
qualified” for the job.

But instead of just leaving the student suddenly snapped
back, “You know, that’s just unfair. I mean you're just
being biased against people who went to college.” The
hiring manager looked surprised at this outburst for a
moment. Then he answered, “Look—we get guys like you
coming in all the time and do you know how long they
stay?>—two maybe three weeks. I mean, we’ve just found
that kids who have gone to college or have sat behind a desk
all day just won’t do this kind of work. I've got a whole file
cabinet full of cases that prove it. The money sounds good.
But in general your better educated person just can’t do this
kind of job. There are all sorts of things he just won’t put up
with.”

53
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Although he is not a noted social thinker the hiring manager
quoted above put his finger on the basic issue. While theorists
and writers have spent the last twenty years debating about
whether workers are alienated from their jobs or are really
satisfied, one conclusion has always been clear to people who
actually work in America’s factories or construction sites. It is
that most workers have to put up with a range of very
concrete conditions regarding pressure, health and safety, job
security, and many others which most middle-class people
can’t even imagine and certainly never have to tolerate. If
there is a huge gap between the social and economic conditions
of blue-collar and white-collar workers, the gap between the
working conditions of the two is even greater.

The popular notion among intellectuals, that a college
professor who is forced to prepare mundane and insignificant
papers is a victim of alienation like the factory worker, shows
how little understanding there is of the very concrete
day-to-day life of a blue-collar worker.

A friend of mine, a young worker studying under the G.1.
Bill, once encountered this argument and suggested that the
professor would begin to understand how a factory worker
feels if he had to type the same single paragraph from 9:00 to
5:00 every day of the week. Instead of setting the pace himself,
the professor’s typewriter carriage should begin to move at
9:00 and continue at a steady rate until 5:00. The professor’s
job would be at stake if his typing did not keep up the pace.

For permission to go to the bathroom or to use the
telephone, the professor would have to ask a supervisor. His
salary, $16,000 for a full professor, would be cut by $8,000,
and his vacations reduced to two weeks a year. He could also
be ordered to work overtime at the discretion of the company
or lose his job. If unlucky, he might have to work the night
shift. Finally, if he faced the grim conclusion that his job was a
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dead end, his situation would then approximate that of an
unskilled young worker in a contemporary automobile factory.

In general we will look at factory workers, and to a lesser
degree at construction workers. These are two major working-
class environments, and two whose conditions and discontents
are largely unknown to all but those who work in them.

11

It took me about fifteen minutes to learn the job at the
can manufacturing factory. 1 was stationed between two
machines. The machine behind me cut long sheets of
aluminum into rectangles the size of paperback novels and
deposited piles of them in eight little trays. The machine in
front automatically rolled them into cylinders and passed
them through a furnace which sealed one edge to the other.
My job was to take each pile of aluminum rectangles from
the trays where they fell behind me, straighten them out
like a deck of cards, and put them in the tray in front of me,
which automatically fed them to the machine.

There were, of course, some tricks to learn. For one
thing, the piles of aluminum were slippery. The first time |
grabbed a handful of about one hundred they slipped
through my hands and fell to the floor. Also, a pile eight
inches thick weighs ten maybe fifteen pounds, and you have
to keep them neat when you put them in the feeder, which
means squeezing them tightly. It feels something like trying
to pick up a heavy brick covered with vaseline.

The machine in front of me operated continuously and, if
there weren’t any aluminum sheets in the feeder, a light
would automatically “fink” on you.

There was one other thing 1 had to do—keep an eye on
the cutter behind me, and turn it off when the piles got high
enough—and back on when I had used all eight. Aside from
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that, it was just picking up the stacks of aluminum,
straightening them out, and putting them in the tray.

The first couple of days on a job like this are the worst.
You haven’t learned the tricks and muscles get sore in places
which you don’t ordinarily use but which the job forces you
to exercise.

But most of all it’s the rhythm you have to catch. At first
you fight it and try to beat the machine. You try to lift two
piles at once or find a better way than the one the foreman
showed you. But finally you stop trying to beat the machine
and go along with it. When you get that feeling you're
more free, you just let your mind wander, and you don’t
feel the exertion the same way.

A lot of guys like to say they think about sex all day while
they do jobs like these, and maybe they do. But a lot of
times | think guys just start thinking any crazy thing that
comes into their head. One thing 1 did was to try and
imagine a machine that would do my job. It was a kind of
robot on wheels with two pinchers. It would clamp down
on the stack of aluminum, wheel around in a perfect half
circle, and drop the rectangles exactly into the tray. I don’t
know why but the image was pleasant to think about.

There was a lot of time for day dreaming like that
because the noise was tremendous and the nearest guy was
ten feet away. In fact, can factories are among the worst for
noise because there are several thousand cans banging
together on a half dozen conveyer belts that run overhead.
The clattering doesn’t recede into the background the way
some other factory noises do. I literally couldn’t hear
someone even if he shouted. A lot of the workers wore ear
plugs to block out all sound.

The factory ran three shifts, the first starting at 7:00 a.m.
If you got to sleep by 10:00 p.Mm. you could get up by 6:00
A.M. and feel okay during the day. But for most young guys
i’s hard not to break out once in a while and go drinking
until 12:00 or 1:00 a.m.
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The effect of too little sleep or a hangover is awful the
next day. It’s not like high school or college where you can
sit and pretend to listen. You are on your feet all day long
and you have to keep up the same speed as usual. At about
10:00 a.Mm. the lack of sleep hits hard. You can’t tune out the
noise and the work, and you can’t keep the rhythm going
without thinking about it. You start looking at the clock
every three minutes and figure you’ll survive if you make it
until lunch.

But more than anything else you feel furious that you
can’t slow down the pace, or make any kind of change in
the work, untl you feel a bit better. 1 suspect that it’s at
times like this, when a guy has missed two hours sleep or
feels sick, that he gets so mad that he walks out or socks his
foreman. You feel the whole setup is penalizing you for
wanting to have some little break in the routine.

One day, after a night drinking with a guy from the
plant, I met him taking a break at about 10:00 A.m., alone in
the tiny lunchroom. He pulled a half-pint bottle of cheap
bourbon out of his pocket and offered me a little “medicine”
for my hangover, something that always seems like a good
idea at the tme, but never is. I got a Coke and sat down
next to him. We sat for a while, just talking and drinking. 1
told him that I couldn’t figure out why they didn’t get a
machine to replace me. He said they probably couldn’t find
one who wanted the job. The image struck us both funny
and we were sull laughing when suddenly the foreman
came in looking for us. He saw the bottle and started giving
us hell. He didn’t even threaten to fire us, though. He was
in his forties and he spent so much time dealing with guys
smoking joints or worse that the sight of two young guys
with a bottle probably made him feel positively nostalgic for
the good old days.

At least that’s my guess. | actually didn’t hear what he
said too well. The lunchroom wasn’t well insulated and the
clatter of the cans drowned out every second word he said.
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When people spéak of the discontents of blue-collar work
the thing they think of first is the nature of the work itself.
Obviously the thing all working-class jobs have most clearly in
common is the manual, often hard, physical labor, which does
not allow for much creativity or individual expression.

Usually the wide range of conditions and problems of
blue-collar work are compressed into a single phrase like
“hard, dull, repetitive, dirty, and boring jobs.” Or else the auto
worker is chosen as typical and an example given, such as the
man whose job it is to fasten four bolts to each car as it passes
by. But, though there are deep and profound sources of
discontent in blue-collar work, one should be wary of any
argument based on typical workers. There are problems and
conditions which are widespread but there are no typical
workers or typical jobs.

For example, there are jobs which are simply dull or
repetitive without being physically arduous. The routines of
nonindustrial workers like doormen, gas station attendants,
guards, watchmen, and parking lot attendants fit this descrip-
tion. In industrial environments there are many similar
monitoring jobs, some of them high paying, in power plants,
petroleum, chemical plants and highly automated production
plants.

Other jobs are primarily “heavy dirty work,” but are not
boring in the way in which an assembly line job is boring.
Longshoremen, laborers in construction, the men who carry
the bricks and wood, garbage collectors, the thousands and
thousands of men who unload trucks and stack boxes in
warehouses are all in a very different environment from the
automobile assembly line worker if only because they are not
tied to the rhythm of a line.

In the lowest skill level of industry, however, jobs like the
auto workers’ are widespread. Classical assembly lines are
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often found in canning and the food and dairy industry as well
as in the auto industry. In other industries devices like
conveyer belts or simply high production quotas, produce the
same kind of pressures and deadening routine. In the textile
industry, spinners and weavers watch over a large number of
machines and are kept constantly occupied running from one
to the other, quickly replacing or adjusting the spindles of
thread. In electronics, assembly workers may take small parts
from bins and perform a series of simple operations like
soldering some wires or a resistor, working to fulfill a daily
quota. The same pattern exists in many industries at the least
skilled levels.

At a slightly higher level than these workers are, for
example, machine shop workers, who are assigned specific jobs
by their supervisors and use various machines and techniques
to complete a particular task. In the long run there is a
boredom or routine that they encounter, but not of the same
kind as the unskilled assembly line worker. Truck and bus
drivers also fit into this category, as do thousands of skilled or
semiskilled machine operators for whom each job is different.

Finally, there are the skilled craftsmen, the carpenters,
electricians, auto mechanics, etc., who have considerable
knowledge and whose jobs involve a good deal of independent
judgment.'

So any simple notion of what working-class jobs are like is
unfortunately going to be an oversimplification. But despite
this, these jobs do have certain things in common, things
which are profoundly different from the occupations of the
middle class. While many scholars use terms like alienation or
estrangement, workers themselves describe it with elegant
simplicity as being treated like a machine and not a man. If
there is one sentence that captures the difference between
working-class and middle-class jobs it is this.
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- First there is the effort to control the rate and rhythm at
which a worker performs his task. In assembly line or
conveyer belt jobs the attempt to make men imitate machines
is brutally direct. Time study engineers select a very compe-
tent worker and measure the time it takes him to perform an
operation or series of operations, and foremen are expected to
enforce that rate with all future employees. From then on it ..
doesn’t matter if a worker sprained his finger slightly or if he
was up late, or if his wife is sick. The line moves at the same
pace and he is expected to keep up with it. Quotas are also set
in accordance with the engineer’s design, and the worker only
has the freedom to work a bit harder in the morning, for
example, in order to take it a bit slower in the afternoon. But if
his quota is a thousand units he is always expected to have
them done by 5:00 p.m. One study shows that only 5 percent
of office workers are subject to work measurement standards
in contrast to 80-85 percent of production workers.?

A union official described one case that he encountered in
his work:

Three young workers, ages twenty and twenty-one, were
hired on the second shift to clean the offices. One evening the
foreman caught one of the young janitors doing his homework
(he went to school during the day), another was reading the
paper, and the third was asleep with his feet on the desk. The
foreman exploded and gave them a written warning. The
workers filed a grievance protesting the warning. “We cleaned
all the offices in five hours by really hustling and who the hell
should get upset because we did our own thing? . . . What
more do they want?” The steward replied that the company
has the right to expect eight hours work for eight hours pay.
“They’re spacing it out nicely now and everyone is happy,” he
says, satisfied to have settled the grievance within the under-
stood rules. The young workers, however, are not so happy.
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They want the same freedom as professionals to operate within
those same eight hours however they see fit.}

¥ The very institution of the time clock and the distinction

between hourly wage workers and salaried workers points up

the difference between blue-collar and white-collar. It assumes

. a steady mechanical rhythm of work: that blue-collar workers

are being paid not for quality or for doing the job itself but for

a certain output of work per hour. It is a standard set for a
machine, not for a man.

4 Another aspect of blue-collar work is loneliness. Many
working-class jobs are very consciously designed to keep
people apart. In many factories the noise level alone prevents
any conversation beyond a shouted remark or two. In others
the work stations are far apart or the job too difficult to permit
any real communication. Rules against talking are also com-
mon, either written down on paper or delivered by the
supervisor. The attitude is that if you’re talking you're
probably not doing the job. Only where the work is
necessarily done in teams, like construction work, is there any
opportunity for real contact, and for many workers like truck
drivers, or nonindustrial workers like guards there is no
opportunity at all. Their jobs require them to be completely
alone all the tume.

_2~ One aspect that is often overlooked is the complete isolation

- of most workers from women during their working hours. In
many cases this is a conscious strategy of the company. When
I once applied for a job in an electronics factory, which had
mostly women for the assembly work, the hiring manager said
very honestly that they didn’t like to hire men because they
tended to “create disturbances.” 1 replied as a joke that I
wasn’t in the habit of assaulting women unless they asked me
to. But he answered very seriously that “that wasn’t the
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problem.” He said, “It’s really that just the presence of the
opposite sex tends to make people think of the job as a place to
socialize instead of as a place to work.”

This attitude is in stark contrast to the world of the middle
class. On college campuses, in offices, or among professionals
there is frequently the opportunity for a man not only to just
talk, but to work with and get to know a woman.

Many psychologists have noted the destructive effects of
total sexual segregation in all-male environments like prison
and the army, but none have extended this to the factory, even
though for five days a week workers have the same situation.
Aside from the obvious pressures that total isolation, like prison
life, generates, the partial isolation of workers has less dramatic

\meﬂfects For a few it results in what the psychologists call a
" “lack of social skills,” an inability to relate to women simply
for lack of practice. But more generally it makes a worker’s
relations with a woman superficial. Men who never work with
women seldom get the opportunity to socialize with them, or
just get to know them as people. If the cliché image of college
students is one of earnest discussions over coffee about life and
philosophy between a boy and a girl, and the sexual style one

of living together, for the worker it is a bunch of guys in a
pickup truck going from bar to bar looking for a quick score.

One of the more repulsive examples of middle-class conde-
scension is in this area. Workers are scorned by middle-class
people for their rough manners with women, for the way
construction workers whistle at girls who walk by or by the
crude way they attempt a “pickup.” Eminent psychologists
write articles finding the roots of their behavior lying in all
kinds of neuroses and deep-seated sexual insecurities.

But if you work in a factory all week, the only time you can
meet women is on Friday or Saturday nights, and it was
businessmen, social scientists, and time study engineers, not
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blue-collar workers, who decided that workers would never
see a woman during the day. And yet, no one argues that
company presidents and personnel managers are latent homo-
sexuals or male chauvinists; that attack is reserved for the
workers themselves.

In many ways, this lack of contact with other people, both
male and female, is more boring than the job itself. It means
that the working hours feel like stolen time, time taken away
from the nonwork hours when one can really live. It means
that the days Monday through Friday are experienced as a
long routine of work and preparation for work. Workers get
up at 6:00 A.m. or 6:30 a.m., eat breakfast, get dressed, and go
to work. They watch the hours go by until lunch, which is
often only twenty or thirty minutes. At 5:00 p.M. they get off
and maybe go for a drink. For most workers, the work is
tiring, so they go home, eat supper, and watch an hour or two
of TV. Most nights they go to sleep by 10:00 or 10:30 p.m. at
the latest.

All these pressures are intensified for the many factory
workers who are forced to work overtime or moonlight on a
second job to make ends meet. A study done in 1966 reveals
that almost 21 percent, nearly a quarter of all American
workers, worked forty-nine or more hours per week. For
operatives it was 19 percent. This means that about one out of
every five factory workers is working not eight but ten hours
per day and some even longer.* In the auto industry, in the
summer of 1973, many workers were putting in more than
nine hours a day, six or seven days a week. In human terms it
means leaving the factory at 7:00 p.m., not 5:00 P.M., or
driving a cab in the evening after work; it means getting home
at 8:00 p.m., having dinner and having at most one hour of
“leisure” time before going to sleep, day after day, month after
month.
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To those millions of workers all the talk about the problems
of “leisure” time and what to do with it sounds like a cruel
joke. Anyone familiar with the situation has heard the many
complaints of wives who describe their husbands coming home
and falling asleep in front of the TV only minutes after
finishing dinner.

It is also worth remembering that the family income figures
we saw in the last chapter included overtime and moonlight-
ing. The average salary of $7,636 for operatives included those
who worked ten hours or more per day.

Another group for whom the problem of loneliness and
isolation is profound is the factory workers who work the
second shift, from 4:00 to 12:00 in the evening, or the
“graveyard” shift from 12:00 to 8:00. The number of these
workers is often underestimated. But in the Northeast it is
about 23 percent of all factory workers.}

These shifts pay 10-15 percent more, but again this is
included in the income totals we saw in the last chapter. Shift
work means disorganized family lives and a cycle of work that
cuts them off from everyone except those with whom they
work. One complaint that workers on the 4:00-12:00 shift
often voice is that they never get to see their school-age
children. The children wake up and leave home before their
fathers are awake, and the men come home long after their
children are asleep.

Thus, behind the simple cliché of “boring work” lies a
range of concrete conditions that color the whole life of a
blue-collar worker. Although there are middle-class people
who face some of the same problems, there are no middle-class
occupational environments that systematically impose these
conditions the way they are imposed on blue-collar workers in
entire industries or occupations.

And this is only part of the story. There are also the
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problems of job safety, job security, and fringe benefits, and
lastly of the authoritarianism and petty control exercised over
workers on the job. This last-named factor could have been
included here but it is so important that it demands a separate
section of its own.

111

The engine plant where I worked for a while was one of
a whole row of smaller factories that were packed together
for the better part of a mile. They faced a wide stretch of
railroad tracks on the other side of which stood a huge steel
plant that must have been over a quarter of a mile long.

[ had tried some of the bigger plants before 1 came to this
place but none of them was hiring. It was very tight all
around for jobs at that time, so when I found this plant, I
took the job. It paid $106 per week starting salary, which is
not the worst you can do, especially in the South.

The plant took old used motors, gutted and then rebuilt
them, using mostly new parts. 1 was in the first section
where the old motors were taken apart. There were about
eight guys taking care of one or another part of the job. The
motors came to me on a conveyer belt that was just a series
of rollers. The guy who did the first part of the job would
push the motor halfway and 1 would pull it the rest of the
way in front of me until it sat on a special bench.

By the time the engine got to me the cover had been
removed and the engine flipped upside down. So what I saw
in front of me, inside the engine, was the crankshaft which
looks like the backbone of some prehistoric animal, and
below it the six pistons which were attached to the
crankshaft by a series of small clamps. They sat in six
cylindrical holes in the bottom of the engine block. My job
was to remove the crankshaft and pistons, leaving only the



66

THE WORKING-CLASS MAJORITY

metal case itself. I had to take out some twenty-five screws
from the various clamps which held the crankshaft in place,
and then lift it out and pass it down the line. Then I had to
force the six pistons, which were now exposed, down
through the holes and pass them along to another worker.

This section was known as the grease pit and for obvious
reasons. The old motors came in caked with a thick layer of
ol and grease. And there was no way to avoid becoming
quickly covered with the stuff.

The first part, taking off the clamps, was usually easy.
Hanging overhead was an automatic wrench, called an
airgun, that removed the nuts very quickly. All I had to do
was put on the right socket and lean on it as it turned. But if
the pistons had rusted, which they had most of the time, I
had to use a small one-hand sledgehammer and sometimes a
full size one to knock them out. Sometimes a few hard
blows with the hammer and wedge would do it. But some-
times | had to smash the ceramic and metal parts of the
piston before it would come loose and fall through to the
floor. There was one big guy who was given some of the
worst engines to dismantle. He was kind of crazy, and he
would take wild swings with the sledgehammer and send
the wedge he was using flying across the room. They finally
transferred him to another section after he took a particu-
larly wild swing that missed the wedge, broke the sledge,
and sent the hammer’s head flying through the air, just
missing another guy’s groin.

The job wasn’t boring in the same way as putting four
screws on a passing car is boring. The rhythm was different.
I was wrestling with the engine, not mechanically putting
some screws on it. It was routine and frustrating work, but
not precisely boring. But everything about the job actually
hinged on one fact: we were expected to do fifty-four
motors per day, about one every ten minutes.

At 7:00 in the morning when work started and I was
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fresh, if the motor was not particularly rusty, I could turn
out a motor in ten minutes. But to turn out fifty-four motors
a day meant keeping up the pace all day long. It meant that
if 1 stopped to go to the bathroom or to get a Coke from the
machine, | had to push harder when 1 got back. It meant
that one especially rusty set of pistons that took more time
to remove set me back and forced me to hurry to catch up.
The existence of the quota fundamentally changed the
nature of the job. It was no longer just hard work, it was
tense work. Only during the twenty-five minutes set aside
for lunch did 1 feel that no one was looking over my
shoulder.

The supervisor didn’t seem like a bad guy. One day 1
gashed my finger on the sharp metal edge of one motor and
went for first aid. When he bandaged it we were alone and
I was feeling sort of light-headed, so I forgot the first rule of
factory life, and tried talking to him as if he were an
ordinary person. He asked me something about how the
work was going, and | answered with some joke about my
secretary not being pretty enough.

As soon as I said it, | knew I should have kept my mouth
shut. They don’t pay foremen as much or more than the
highest-paid craftsman in the plant for them to laugh at
some employee’s cynical wisecracks about his job. He went
into a long speech about appreciating a decent job when you
find it and he mentally marked me down as a malcontent.

[ wasn’t the only one, though, or the worst. There was
constant turnover in the grease pit. A lot of guys didn’t stay
for more than a week.

There was one older guy, a big man of about thirty, who
came in one day and started work. The very next morning
about 10:00 when everyone started feeling irritable and
looking forward to lunch, this guy suddenly threw down his
sledgehammer and said in a thoughtful but loud voice: “You
know—fuck this shit.” And at that he turned around and
marched out.
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The foreman came over to ask what had happened and to
go look for the guy. But before following him, he stopped
and told the young guy next to me to try and fill in to keep
everyone from being idled. The young guy looked up for a
moment, smiled and said, “You know—fuck that shit.”

The rest of us were in hysterics by this point and the
supervisor was looking at us like the whole world had just
gone crazy. He finally did get someone else to fill in,
though, and the line never had to stop.

The next day, after buying a hamburger from the lunch
wagon, | sat down on a gas barrel to eat. In small plants like
this, one thing they often do not have is a lunchroom, or
even chairs or tables. 1 was looking out at the sun, thinking
what a pretty day it was.

The whistle blew and everyone started back to work. I
was looking at the guy next to me and I could see that we
both had the same idea. We ran to our cars and drove off as
if we had just broken out of Folsom. It was a wild feeling,
like playing hooky from school, only better. It must have
been a funny sight, because 1 was still covered from head to
toe with grease, but at that point I was enjoying myself too
much to care.

In the 1960s when students began to rebel against the

authoritarianism and paternalistic policies that governed their
universities, they often saw the issue in terms of winning the
same independence and responsibilities that other adults have.

At that same time, in America’s factories and workshops,

blue-collar workers were in the grip of rules and policies that
made the universities look like hippie communes by compari-
son. It 1s difficult to describe the situation simply because there

1S

nothing in the work experience of the middle class that

remotely corresponds to the authoritarianism and lack of
freedom that exists in working-class America.
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First of all, there are the work rules themselves. An article
in Fortune magazine aptly summarized the situation with the
comment, “At some plants there are sternly detailed work
rules that would make a training sergeant at a Marine boot
camp smile with pleasure. The rules prohibit such offenses as
catcalls, horseplay, making preparation to leave before the
whistle sounds, littering, wasting time, and loitering in the
toilets.” ¢

This by no means exhausts the list: using abusive language,
distracting the attention of other employees, and (several years
ago) merely having long hair were bases for disciplinary action
by the company. And when one considers the wide range of
activities that can be covered by terms like insubordination,
carelessness, careless workmanship, and loitering, it becomes
clear that almost anything can be construed as meriting a
temporary suspension from work (called “disciplinary layoff”
or DLO for short) or even permanent dismissal. For most
workers, 1t is an axiom that if the boss wants to get rid of you
he will find a way:

The cutting edge of these rules is the foreman, a figure who
has absolutely no counterpart in middle-class society. Salaried
professionals do often have people above them, but it is
impossible to imagine professors or executives being required
to bring a doctor’s note if they are absent a day or having to
justify the number of trips they take to the bathroom. In
middle-class life, if the work is done that is all that is required.

In union plants the degree of power the foreman has and the
kind of discipline he can enforce is complexly defined, but for
the millions of nonunion workers it is brutally simple; you do
what the foreman says or lose your job. One fact that makes
the tremendous power and authority of the foremen in
nonunion establishments clear is that, in the South even in the
1960s, in some towns and industries foremen were automati-
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cally made special deputies to allow them to wear pistols and
presumably to use them.

A black union organizer 1 know told me that one of the first
and most deeply felt demands that one group of workers he
organized raised was that the foremen be prohibited from
carrying guns. As he said, “The workers had to be terrified.
The foreman not only could fire you, but arrest you, or even
shoot you, and almost certainly get away with it.” Admittedly
this is an extreme case, but the fact that such things could
occur is in itself significant.

But even in union shops the situation is still essentially
undemocratic. Union contracts specify hours, safety rules, and
other in-plant issues, and the worker has the right to file a
grievance through the union, protesting a suspension or firing,
if he feels that it is unfair. These grievances are either acted on
by the union and company or brought before a “neutral
arbitrator” from the Federal Mediation and Conciliation
service. But at every stage of the process the cards are heavily
stacked against the worker.

First of all, in a fundamental sense the grievance procedure
is one-sided. The fact is that a worker is guilty until proven
innocent. As one writer has noted, “If the company disciplines
a worker the penalty is put into effect immediately and the
individual grieves for it. For example, a worker given a
three-day suspension for ‘bad work’ gets the three days off
without pay. He protests this through the grievance procedure.
If the case goes through arbitration, it can take over a year for
a final ruling, even those decisions reached before arbitration
usually take over six months to resolve.” 7

In the union papers, one occasionally finds stories of
workers who were unjustly fired and who finally won
reinstatement six months or so later. On rare occasions, they
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get all their back pay, but usually it is lost. And in the interim,
their income and their whole lives have been disrupted.

On the job itself, a worker must follow all orders given by a
supervisor, even if they violate the union contract or, more
surprisingly, the safety rules. His only recourse is to file a
grievance after he has actually done what was demanded of
him. In one case two workers were given two-day suspensions
for refusing to work overtime, even though the union contract
had specified that overtime was voluntary. They filed a
grievance protesting their suspension and the case went to an
arbitrator. The arbitrator admitted that they were in the right,
but their suspensions were still justified because “the correct
procedure i1s to work the overtime under protest and later
submit the problem to the grievance procedure.”

In another case, the issue was far less prosaic. A worker was
ordered by his supervisor to pour pails of a dangerous chemical
by hand, although, for safety reasons, it was usually done by
machine. He refused and was suspended for ten days. He
submitted a grievance about the suspension, but when it went
to arbitration, the suspension was upheld, although reduced to
three days. In other words, the worker lost three days pay, say
$90, for refusing to follow an order that was both wrong and
dangerous.? It is clear that the grievance procedure limits the
absolute authority of the foreman, but it does not come close to
providing an equitable situation.

Petty abuses and injustices abound. One worker at the
Chevy Vega plant in Lordstown described the following
incident.

Last week someone up the line put a stink bomb in a car. |
do rear cushions and the foreman says, “Get in that car.” |
said, “If you can put your head in that car, I'll do the job.” So
the foreman says, “I'm giving you a direct order.” So I hold
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my breath and do it. My job is every other car, so I let the next
one pass. He gets on me and | say, “It ain’t my car. Please, |
done your dirty work and the other one wasn’t mine.” But he
keeps at me and | wind up with a week off. Now I got a hot
committee man who really stuck up for me, so you know
what—they sent him home too. Gave the committee man a
DLO. See it’s just like the army—no it’s worse 'cause you're
welded to the line. You just about need a pass to piss.’?

Another example of the fundamental advantage the com-
pany has over the worker is found in an incident from another
plant. In the course of an argument a worker had with his
supervisor about the amount of work he was required to do, he
expressed himself in what is usually known as “shop talk” and
he received a warning from the company. (A warning is less
serious than a layoff, but does go in a worker’s work record,
and can seriously affect his future.)

His protest was answered by the company in the following
terms, “Insubordination and abusive language will not be
tolerated. Whenever such an incident does occur, discipline
will follow.” But when workers in the same plant filed a
grievance against a certain supervisor for swearing at an
employee, the company only replied, “It is not the company’s
intent for management to use profane language to hourly
employees.” No suspension, no warning, no action at all was
taken against the supervisor. The point of this is, of course, not
the language but the double standard that exists.!

In fact, the situation has become worse in recent years. The
grievance system is slow and cumbersome at best, and
sometimes there are literally thousands of grievances which
have piled up, so many that a good number will probably
never be seriously dealt with. Because there is no quick and
efficient system of industrial justice, grievances often become
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pawns in collective bargaining arguments, with unions facing
the uncomfortable choice of getting a better wage settlement if
the grievances are put aside.

Many liberal and left-wing critics have criticized the unions
for an excessive focus on the bread-and-butter issues of higher
wages, a criticism which is in many cases quite valid. But that
alone is not sufficient explanation for the reasons why these
problems are getting worse. One writer in one of the
industrial relations magazines provided another aspect of the
situation.

In the typical company throughout the 1945-1955 period,
there developed a whole series of informal relationships
between union and management. Grievances were often
handled on a “problem solving” basis without much reference
to the specific terms of the contract. Foremen and stewards,
superintendents and committee men were permitted and even
encouraged to reach private, unwritten understandings or
“agreements” which, in effect, modified the contract.

Without question unions learned to use this flexibility to
their advantage. When an impasse was reached in formal
negotiations, they had a host of weapons they could use to
strengthen their position—wildcat strikes, slowdowns, over-lit-
eral compliance with rules, and even sabotage. The foreman
had weapons too—refusal to grant overtime, strict discipline
which kept the men to their jobs and which hindered union
officers in their activities. But on the whole, this was a type of
guerrilla warfare in which the union had all the advantages of
terrain. Recently, efforts have been made to strengthen
management’s position at every step of the grievance proce-
dure. Two personnel managers reported that they refused to
consider any grievance, formal or informal, unless the foreman
has had ample opportunity to study it. In one instance a new
personnel director inaugurated his regime by insisting that all
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witnesses in arbitration proceedings be sworn, in sharp
contrast to previous practices. In several instances personnel
directors were able to win contracts which made the grievance
procedure more rigid.!!

Except in cases of safety rules, these issues may seem
unimportant and frivolous, but they are not. Issues like these
are often the crucial difference between having a sense of
elementary security and dignity in one’s job and being
completely at the mercy of the employer. There have, of
course, been great changes since the turn of the century when
companies would post notices saying, “If you don’t come in
Sunday—don’t come in Monday,” or in the thirties when
supervisors would literally follow workers into the toilets to
make sure they weren’t just loitering. But the lack of fairness
and democracy in the workplace is still a crucial source of
discontent for working-class Americans.

\Y

There is a bar near where 1 live where young guys go
after work to have a beer or two during the Happy Hour
from 5:00 to 6:00 when the prices are low. On one
particular day, we were sitting around listening to one of
the guys who had just started on a new job in a small
warehouse and was already having his troubles with the
supervisor. It was one of the first days of spring and
everyone was feeling pretty good. As this guy kept on
talking about what a son-of-a-bitch his supervisor was and
how he wasn’t going to take any B.S., everyone else began
to chip in stories about the worst jobs that they ever had
done. All these guys were young workers and the only
skilled guy was a twenty-six-year-old master carpenter, so
the competition was pretty stiff. One friend of mine pretty



THE DISCONTENTS OF WORK 75

much won the contest with a story about shoveling chicken
manure in a poultry plant and then with the temporary job
he did in a milk-bottling plant. The milk bottles went
swiftly by on a conveyer belt and his whole job was to stick
a glued label on each bottle as it passed by. The details made
it sound even worse, and since he got $1.65 per hour for the
job, we got ready to raise our glasses and to tell him he had
won.

But a young married guy who usually didn’t talk too
much suddenly spoke up. He described what happened to a
friend of his in a small, low wage paper plant. He had been
working overtime in the cutting section and got his hand
caught in the machine that cut the paper into 8 by 11 inch
sheets. The machine cut his hand off neatly at the wrist. To
make it worse, he had just been married and his wife was
already pregnant when it happened. This married guy said
his friend was trying to get compensation, but since it was a
small nonunion shop, he was having trouble and might not
get anything at all.

One of the guys at the table tried to pass it off with a
cynical joke but the rest of us were silent. The story did not
come as a shock since everyone at the table knew some
horror story about someone who got messed up in a factory.
But we couldn’t get back the feeling we had before. We
broke up early and went home that day and forgot about it.
Since then nobody has wanted to ask if everything turned
out all right, probably because they knew the odds are that
it didn’t. You tend to forget things like that if you can’t do
anything about it. It’s easier to say that it will never happen
to you. | didn’t think much about it at the time, but later I
realized that little things like easy conversations in a bar at
5:30 or a sudden moment of silence can really tell you
something that you can’t find in polls or studies about work
and workers in contemporary America. No one has in-
vented an opinion poll that can measure something like that
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silence or the fear behind it. It is something you have to feel
in order to understand.

In 1911, in Jack London’s book, The Iron Heel, the hero,
Ernest Everhard, took a middle-class lady to see a man who
had lost his arm in a factory as the most dramatic way of
shattering her condescending complacency about the condi-
tions of workers at that time. If London were writing today,
he would use the same tactics. More than sixty years later,
nothing has changed the reality that many working-class jobs
kill and maim on a scale the middle class cannot even imagine.

For example, in 1970 a Ford glass plant machinist’s left hand
was cut and badly mangled in his machine. His cries for help
went unheard because all of his co-workers were wearing
earmuffs to guard against an illegal noise level of over ninety
decibels. Only under the threat of a strike did the company
knock down the noise level to seventy decibels.

In Hazelton, Pennsylvania, Robert Fernandez, a beryllium
refinery employee, fights for his life by taking oxygen four
times a day. His doctor’s prognosis is that he is probably close
to the terminal stages of an increasingly common lung disease,
chronic berylliosis, and in addition the doctor says that his
violent coughing spells could cause a hernia.

Daniel Maciborski, a laborer who works with asbestos, has
mesothelioma. He has been told to expect death any day now
after a malignant tumor hardens and encloses his stomach,
making it impossible to eat. In the last eight years at least sixty
of his co-workers have died of this disease, in addition to one
wife who merely washed her husband’s asbestos-covered
clothing regularly.

A female electronics worker suffered forty attacks of
gripping chest pain, fever to 104 degrees, sweating, shivering,
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sore throat, and difficult breathing for nine months. The cause
was microscopic teflon particles in the factory air that
contaminated every pack of cigarettes she opened during her
lunch hour."2

This list could go on and on with case after case of mangled
hands, blindness, decapitation, and other injuries, making a list
so unpleasant some readers would be forced to stop reading.
But these things happen all the time. Fifty-five men die every
day and twenty-seven thousand are injured by such condi-
tions. In the year 1970, 14,200 workers died from accidents,
ten to twenty million were injured, and at least 100,000 died
from occupationally caused diseases. This makes the factory
twice as dangerous as the highway and the number one killer
in America.”

Reading a list of occupational diseases one begins to feel, in
fact, as if one were a general scanning casualty lists in some
epic war.

BLACK LUNG: A lung cancer of coal miners which
comes from inhaling coal dust. 300,000 are exposed and
150,000 have already got the disease.

BROWN LUNG: A similar disease for textile workers
who are forced to inhale cotton dust. 819,000 a year are
exposed—17,000 are seriously disabled, and perhaps 100,000
are suffering in some degree.

ASBESTOSIS AND MESOTHELIOMA: Cancers that
affect laborers in factories, shipyards, anywhere where this
material is found (asbestos). It can take twenty years for
symptoms to show up. 350,000 are exposed every year—the
number affected is unknown.

BERYLLIOSIS: Again, it can strike twenty years later and
suddenly kill you. A half million workers are exposed. The
number who have died cannot be estimated.

GAS AND FUME POISONING: In auto factories it is
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carbon monoxide—in other factories, trichlorine, a common
industrial solvent. In aerospace it is “exotic fuels” inhaled by
the workers. The number exposed to some form of this is
probably in the millions. The total number of victims is hard to
estimate.

DESTRUCTIVE NOISE LEVELS: Can cause deafness
or hearing impairment. In some cases it also can cause high
blood pressure, heart attacks, psychological disorders (includ-
ing sexual dysfunction). 17,000,000 workers are estimated to
be exposed to some degree of excessive noise.

ACCIDENTS: Construction workers, machinists, long-
shoremen, and butchers are particularly affected. Accidents
include explosions, electrocutions, falls, and many other kinds
of dangers. Accidents are often undercounted as 2.5 million in
1970, by dubious definitions about what is a “disabling”
accident. Labor Department studies, however, suggest that it
could be as high as 25,000,000 accidents a year.'*

All the clichés and pleasant notions of how the old class
divisions and injustices have disappeared are exposed as hollow
phrases by the simple fact that American workers must accept
serious injury and even death as a part of their daily reality
while the middle class does not.

Imagine for a moment the universal outcry that would occur
if every year several corporate headquarters routinely col-
lapsed like mines, crushing sixty or seventy executives. Or
suppose that all the banks were filled with an invisible noxious
dust that constantly produced cancer in the managers, clerks,
and tellers. Finally, try to imagine the horror that would be
expressed in every newspaper in the country if thousands of
university professors were deafened every year or lost fingers,
hands, sometimes eyes, while on their jobs. Nothing exposes
the profound class injustices that still exist in America like the
simple facts of occupational health and safety.
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This callous disregard for American workers carries over
into Workman’s Compensation. As Frank Wallick says in his
book, The American Worker: An Endangered Species:

It 1s cheaper from a business standpoint today to risk a
thousand-dollar workman’s compensation payment to a dis-
abled or dead worker than to invest in better equipment and
better work place ventilation, or opimum work place environ-
ment for workers. This, unfortunately, is the grim legacy of a
political trade-off a generation ago when workers gave up the
right to sue an employer for negligence in return for which
they got a state schedule of workman’s compensation pay-
ments. !’

These payments vary greatly from state to state. A union
lawyer told a Senate Labor Subcommittee hearing in Jersey
City, “In Mississippi a finger is worth less than what it is in
Pennsylvania, and in Pennsylvania a finger is worth less than
what it is in California. There is no uniformity in terms of
what the equal protection laws are. Is there anyone in the
room today who would take less than $10,000 for the loss of an
eye? In Pennsylvania you receive $60 a week for 150 weeks
which 1s a $9,000 total or the same as for the loss of a hand.” ¢

A study of workman’s compensation appeared in late 1972.
An editorial in The New Republic summarized its findings in a
terse paragraph:

Despite improvements in many states the commission
reported that today the maximum weekly benefit for tempo-
rary total disability in more than half the states does not equal
the national poverty income level for a non-farm family of
four. Maximum weekly benefits for permanent total disability
in most states are inadequate, and in nineteen states can be cut
oft completely before the disabled worker’s death. 15% of the
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work force is still not covered by workman’s compensation;
nine states still do not provide full coverage for all occupational
diseases; and fifteen states still do not provide full medical
benefits for disabled workers.!”

Thus, more dramatically than any other topic, the issue of
health and safety draws a line between working class and
middle class, and exposes the magnitude of the injustice which
exists in blue-collar America.

And when we turn to the problems of job security and the
fringe benefits that have supposedly helped to eliminate the
discontents of previous years, we will see neither alters the
basic conclusion that the American working class gets a raw
deal from 9:00 to 5:00 and are second-class citizens when
compared to those who write about them.

\Y

Even in the last few years, as joblessness has risen sharply,
unemployment has rarely been given much attention in all the
articles about the “blue-collar blues” or the discussions of the
problems of American workers. It is, of course, mentioned, but
it is quickly dismissed as a major problem. After all, even at the
worst point in 1971, unemployment affected only about 6
percent of the labor force, and it did not take a great deal of
mathematical knowledge to recognize that therefore 94 per-
cent were not laid off. When the energy crisis emerged as a
serious source of joblessness in 1973-74, estimates of its final
impact ranged from § o 8 or at most 10 percent of the labor
force. In comparison with the thirties, it certainly did not
sound like a major crisis.

Liberals did criticize these figures on the grounds that they
excluded certain groups from the unemployed, like “discour-
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aged” workers who had given up looking for work, and people
who could only find a few hours work a week but wanted to
work full time. Conservatives replied by noting that the 6
percent included women, students looking for summer jobs,
workers who quit thelr jobs, and other people for whom
unemployment did not have the same impact as it does on the
male “breadwinner” of a family who is suddenly laid off by the
company. In February of 1972, the rate for married men, they
noted, was only 2.8 percent.'® Since blacks also constituted a
disproportionate number of those who were out of work, most
writers concluded that for the “typical” worker, unemploy-
ment was not a real problem.

To most middle-class people, this sounded quite logical.
They did not see bread lines, and having no personal contact
with workers it was easy to imagine 94 percent of them secure
in their jobs and no more worried about unemployment than
white-collar workers.

The problem is this, the unemployment “rate” which
everyone watches so closely is a rather confusing measure, like
the “rates of increase” we saw in the last chapter. If, instead,
we ask the simple question, “How many people were
unemployed last year?”—“How many workers lost their jobs
and spent weeks or months looking for another one?”—the
answer is striking. In 1969, which was before unemployment
had even become a major issue, 18 percent, almost one out of
every five operatives was unemployed for some period of time.
In 1970 the figure rose to 23 percent, almost one out of every
four. In that year, their unemployment lasted on the average
for over three months.!® *

* The reason the unemployment “rate” gives such a completely different picture is that it
only counts the people who were unemployed on the day of the survey. The census takers ask
a sample of people if they are working or not, and the results are counted up. What this
reveals is what percentage of people on a certain day were without work, but not all those who
were unemployed before or will be afterwards. The “annual unemployment rate” is simply
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The following chart tells the story (since unemployment
rose dramatically in 1970, figures for 1969 are also shown):2°

TOTAL UNEMPLOYMENT IN 1969 anp 1970

Middle class 1969 1970
Professional and Technical » 5.7 6.5
Managers, Officials, and Proprietors 4.3 5.2
Clerical 10.2 11.5
Sales 9.7 10.8

Working class
Craftsmen 12.7 17.5
Operatives 18.1 23.2
Service 12.1 13.6
Laborers 22.6 25.7
Construction workers 24.4 30.7

The conclusion is simple. Unemployment is tremendously
widespread in working-class America. Millions of workers are
thrown out of work every year, and the fear that it will happen
to them is widespread among the remainder. There is no doubt
that the majority of American workers, even though they keep
their jobs, cannot feel real job security.

It must be noted that a significant minority of workers lose
their jobs more than once a year and therefore the total
number of workers who are unemployed during the year is
somewhat lower than the figures suggest. But neither do these g
figures include workers who have been temporarily un&f.
ployed, such as auto workers during a model change, nor do
they count workers who are idled by bad weather, even
though they are not paid during that time. Almost all

the average of the twelve surveys per year, not a total of all those who were unemployed at
some point during the year. These total figures are called the annual work experience data.
Although these statistics are far more meaningful than the rates, they are almost never used to
judge the severity of unemployment. )
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construction workers, in particular, lose several weeks or more
a year from this cause.

Equally striking is the contrast between working-class and
middle-class unemployment. Operatives lose their jobs four
times as often as professionals and managers do. Even skilled
workers are twice as likely to lose their jobs.

Another part of the picture is how long unemployment
lasts. In 1969 about 23 percent of the unemployed blue-collar
workers were without work for four months or more. In 1970
it rose to over 30 percent.?! Four months without work not
only shatters a family’s standard of living for that year, but
creates highly destructive personal and family tensions. It is a
depressing period of sitting around the union hall or hustling
odd jobs if they are to be found.

For these unemployed workers the lack of job security is, of
course, a deep source of discontent. But virtually all workers
have to face the fear of unemployment. There are very few
plants so stable or specific jobs so fully protected that this fear
does not exist. If unemployment itself is widespread, the lack
of job security is far more so.

One group for whom this issue is of crucial importance is
construction craftsmen. Again and again one can hear the
self-righteous refrain, “Those people are making $7.00 or
$8.00 an hour or even more . . . that’s, let me see . . . fifty
weeks or 2,000 hours times eight, why that’s over $15,000 a

”

yed
Q%ut not even 10 percent of all construction workers actually
made $15,000 or over in 1970. The stunning truth is that in
America as a whole, a majority of construction craftsmen did
not even make $10,000 a year. The median income for
construction workers was $9,055, according to the Bureau of
the Census.
In part, this is due to lower wage rates for nonunion
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craftsmen, especially in parts of the country other than the
Northeast. But more importantly it is due to the fact that
construction work has the highest unemployment of any
sector of the American economy. A quarter of these workers,
24.4 percent, were unemployed some of the time in 1969. In
1970 the figure rose to over 30 percent. On a typical day in
that year, more than one out of every ten construction workers
was without a job. The duration of their unemployment 1s also
striking. In 1970 more than a third of the unemployed spent
four months without work.22

So the ‘“scandalous” wages skilled construction workers
receive are not so outrageous after all. If construction workers
were paid the same wages as factory workers, thetr income
would fall below the “lower poverty budget.” As it is, $9,055
is below the “intermediate budget” of that year. Some, with
the highest union wages and with a full year’s work, can make
affluent incomes. But for most, unemployment cut it down to
the same scale that skilled workers in other areas got—$9,000
to $10,000 a year.

In Kenneth Lasson’s The Workers, a nonunion brick layer
from Boston described his situation this way.

During last summer from June to October I would bring
home an average of $225 a week, but during the spring and fall
it was $150 to $200 a week, and almost a month and a half
without work in the winter. This summer if 1 get $200 a week
I’'m lucky, and the fall and winter 1 don’t even want to think
about. o

And later he says:

A lot of people get the impression that the blue collar man is
making a shitload of money but that’s not always true. Sure,
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some construction workers, union men, are getting siXx or
seven dollars an hour. But . . . people don’t realize that we’re
out of a good five weeks work a year because of bad weather.
Another thing that misleads them is when they have spot jobs
around their houses. You get a “brickie” for example to fix
your steps and he charges you a full day’s pay for four hours
work. He does it because he has to bring in an extra man and a
truck maybe, and for him he loses a day’s pay. The little guy
who foots the bill figures we make $10.00 an hour all the time,
that we’re living high when we’re not. Look at some of the
white collar workers. Take an accountant come tax time, you
go into their offices, spend an hour, and they cream you, they
kill you—they sock you good for their seasonal living.?

Unemployment insurance does help the situation to a
certain degree, but only 70 percent of the labor force is
covered and unemployment falls disproportionately on those
who are not. In 1968, 64 percent or almost two-thirds of the
unemployed were not able to collect any benefits. Some state
laws require a certain period of employment and a waiting
period. In addition, many employers hire consultants to
challenge the unemployment insurance claims of their workers
because a low layoff record enables the company to pay lower
taxes for the program.

Finally, in many states, the benefits were similar or worse
than welfare payments for aid to dependent children. Only a
few industries such as auto and steel provide private supple-
ments that give 90-95 percent of normal pay for three weeks
if a worker has a year’s seniority, and a year for seven-year
employees.?*

The political implications of this are enormous; and al-
though we will deal with them more fully in a later chapter,
this belief, that workers do not have serious problems in
employment and job security, has been at the base of such a
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depressing number of liberal misjudgments that something
must be said.

The environmental movement, for example, in the past has
taken a complacent “well, there are other jobs around” attitude
to the question of shutting down factories that pollute. But
there are not just loads of other jobs around. Otherwise 22
percent of operatives would not have been unemployed during
1970.

Since it is periods of unemployment that can rob a worker
of the money he was saving for his child’s education, or even
make him lose his house, it is clear that he has to fight back,
even if he too wants clean rivers and air. All too often liberal
ecology proponents spoke beautifully about alternative em-
ployment and new jobs for blue-collar workers, but when it
came down to real life, the attitude was “shut down the
factory now and later we’ll figure out something for the
worker.” Usually, the something turned out to be nothing at
all, which is not only unjust but politically stupid.

Equally, the attitude of many liberals toward the construc-
tion trades’ exclusion of blacks is often based on the idea that
there are enough jobs for all and the “hard hats’ ” opposition to
integration is just pure racism. In all too many cases, the
racismm 1s indeed present. But so is the specter of unemploy-
ment, and 1t is also very real.

Myra Wolfgang, the international vice president of the
Hotel and Restaurant Employees, made the point that “When
22 percent of the members of your union are unemployed, as
is the case with the carpenters in the Detroit area, this isn’t the
best time to say to them you should share with blacks. The
blacks and whites who are building tradesmen would all be
working if the Administration met the needs of housing in this
country.”

This is endorsed by Jesse Jackson, the nationally known
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black leader. He said, “I don’t blame the white man for not
wanting the black to get his job. And I don’t blame the black
man for wanting to get that job. I want to see a policy under
which they can both have jobs.” 26

Unfortunately, opinions like these are for the most part
ignored by liberals on the basis of the 6 percent unemploy-
ment mythology which “proves” that working-class concern
over jobs is just a “smokescreen” for simple racism. But
working-class unemployment is very real and destructive, and
only when this is recognized can any serious progress in either
of these areas be made.

VI

Steve, one of the young guys 1 know, has done a lot of
construction work. We talked and 1 just put down what he
said.

One place 1 worked for a while was in the Virginia area
outside of Washington, a development and very fancy.
There must have been fifty of us putting up fifteen to
twenty of these houses. The cheapest one must have gone
for $85,000, and the best for $300,000. They had every-
thing: picture windows, intercoms, fireplaces, mahogany
bars, and even a couple of indoor swimming pools. Like 1
said, they were real fancy.

The job itself—well 1 was doing light framing work with
the head carpenter. 1 suppose you could think it’s just
hammering in nails all day, but really it’s a very complicated
thing and you really have to know a lot of skills. You have
got to be able to read blueprints, do calculations, and have
the whole house in mind when you’re working. If you don’t
lay out the floor plan exactly right, you’ll have a chimney
coming up through the bathroom. There is this one



88

THE WORKING-CLASS MAJORITY

carpenter | know who’s gotten so good at figuring things
out in his head that he’ll bet a guy five bucks he can do some
really big calculations in his head faster than the other guy
can do them with paper and pencil, and he always wins. It’s
just because he’s doing it all day long when he works.

Basically the framing carpenter’s job is putting in the
floor and building all the wall frames, the main beams which
support the walls, then the walls themselves, and finally if
it's a one-story house, the roof. With the walls, you put
together the frame for one wall on the floor. Then, when
the whole skeleton is ready, you lift it up all at one time and
you’ve got to get it exactly vertical. Then you put in some
stabilizing braces to hold it. On a big house you can have
twenty wall frames you've got to put in this way. Then you
use some different kinds of braces to connect the walls to
each other so the whole thing is self-supporting. Then you
take off the angle braces.

With the roof, it’s more complicated (unless it’s designed
like a pillbox with a flat roof) because you’ve got all sizes
and shapes you have to build. You've also got to be an
acrobat half the time. Guys who can really move around
and work while they’re balancing up there get nicknames
like “monkey” or “spider,” because that’s about how agile
you have to be.

There is pressure, but it’s not at all like a factory. A
contractor knows how long the job should take and if he
sees one wall frame up when you should have had all of
them ready, he knows something is wrong. In fact, this one
contractor | know had this huge book that said exactly how
long this or that particular operation should take. And he
used it when he estimated his costs.

But the whole problem rarely comes up because a
carpenter or some other skilled worker feels very differently
about his job. They’ve spent years becoming real craftsmen
and they feel like they’re getting better money because they
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do good work and they want to do a good job. If the house
falls down when they’ve finished, it’s like their fault and you
can’t really say the same thing for an auto worker. Of
course, for a lot of guys who work with small contractors,
they want to do a good job just so he’ll hire them again. But
basically their attitude is that they’re getting a good wage,
they’re willing to do a good job.

It’s dangerous, there’s no question about that. I've had a
ramp collapse on me when 1 was carrying wood one time
and nearly got wiped out. Another guy in our crew lost a
piece of his left thumb because a plank fell on his back while
he was using a circle saw. Then, of course, there’s falling.
I'll work on a roof of a house or something like that, but to
tell you the truth, I sure as hell couldn’t go walking around
on a beam twenty stories up in the air. | mean, that really is
risky! I don’t know if it’s still true, but I heard they used to
use American Indians for those high jobs because they just
seemed to have a better sense of balance or something. You
sure as hell need it, that’s the truth.

The biggest worry, though, is how much work you'll
have. It’s a real feast or famine kind of work. You can go for
a year working all the ume and getting good money and
suddenly you can have a long period with very little work. |
once was talking with this architect and he told me that
when they announce a change in the interest rate or
“discount” rate, that same morning his phone is ringing. He
starts getting orders or cancellations inside of an hour. So
that’s how this business is. For me, it’s not too bad because
I'm young and single. But I know one married guy who hit
a run of luck and started thinking he had it made. So he
started living high and spending everything he got. Then a
bad period hit and he was really up the creek with debts and
no savings and a second kid on the way. It’s that kind of
thing that really hurts and makes a guy mean. It’s like you
almost have it in your hand, but you're always worried it’s
going to slip away.
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Another demoralizing and agonizing fear for workers is the
fear of an old age spent in poverty. Unlike executives and
many professionals who often can make investrnents while
they are young or continue working on up into their seventies,
blue-collar workers face a sudden and total change when they
grow too old to work. Since their jobs are often hard, physical
labor, the time when they can no longer do them comes
sooner, and they become completely dependent on the income
from Social Security or, in some cases, additional private
pension plans.

Even with the combined income from both these sources,
the total is significantly below the worker’s preretirement
income. But this fact alone does not come close to capturing
the real dimensions of old age poverty for the working class.
Even with the large expenses of raising their children behind
them, for the majority old age is still a time of literal poverty.*

The central fact is that about half of all blue-collar workers
are employed in occupations or industries without any private
pension plan at all. These tend to be in nonunionized smaller
plants or unskilled jobs which also pay the lowest wages. Thus
this half of the working class is also the least likely to have any
savings. (One estimate is that savings only provide 15 percent
of what workers need to live on in a year.)?’” Thus, they are
completely dependent on the monthly Social Security check in
order to live.

Here are the basic weekly Social Security payments
workers who worked in 1971 received:

* The statistics in this area can be complex. But a study by a top economist of the Bureau of
Labor Statistics fortunately focused directly on the Social Security and Private Pensions
benefits of, as he says, “rank and file workers in the private economy.” The statistics exclude
retirement plans of highly paid professional or managerial workers and pensions in the public
sector—for example, the army, government, etc.
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WEEKLY SOCIAL SECURITY PAYMENTS IN 1971%*28

All
private Manu- Con- Retail
industries  facturing struction Service trade

Single worker

retiring v

at age 65 $56.60 $51.85  $54.02 $44.77 $39.05
Married couple

both

retiring

at age 65 $78.90 $77.77  $81.03 $67.16 $58.57

For many people it will be hard even to imagine a life on
this income level, $77.00 a week for a factory worker and his
wife, $81.00 for the married construction worker who does
not have a union pension plan.

Many workers simply cannot live on this income. They are
forced to continue working, in many cases, or become a
burden on their children. Some go on welfare to add to their
Social Security checks. If the house wasn’t paid for, it goes.
Often, the last years of their lives are spent in furnished rooms
and “residential hotels.” It is a bleak and depressing prospect.

More than half the employed male factory and construction
workers, however, are working in places which are covered by
private pension plans, and they can imagine retiring on a
_ significantly higher level.

.1 But the tragic fact is that under the current laws, from
one-third to one-half of those workers might never receive a
single penny from their pensions. Every year thousands of
workers suddenly discover that they have been totally cut off
from their benefits. The private pension system represents, in

* Social Security benefits improved after changes were voted in late 1972, but no
systematic data are available. And considering inflation, the data here only slightly understate
the situation.
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the words of Ralph Nader, “The most comprehensive con-
sumer fraud that many Americans ever encountered.” U.S.
News and World Report notes that many critics describe
private pensions as a “cruel hoax.” 2

Take, for example, the case of a man who worked for
thirty-two years in a refrigerated butter warehouse. The
company shut down the facility when he was fifty-two years
old, three years before he reached fifty-five, the minimum age
for getting a pension. He received nothing. The same thing
occurred to an Anaconda copper worker who got caught up in
company cutbacks. Forty-eight years old and thirty years on
the job, but he received no pension at all.

In addition to age or length of service requirements, pension
funds (whether company or union) are not insured or
protected. If there is a financial failure or a merger and there is
not enough money in the fund, the workers lose their
pensions. When the Studebaker Automobile Company went
out of business in 1963, four thousand workers aged forty to
sixty got only 15 percent of what the company owed them.
Many received no pension at all.

The list goes on and on: A widow received no survivor’s
benefits from her husband’s pension plan when he died,
because he was fifty-two years old, not fifty-five. A worker
covered by a union pension plan is transferred outside of the
union’s jurisdiction. He loses his pension. A large food store
chain admits that two-thirds of its employees since 1950
forfeited their benefits. A telephone company estimates that 70
percent of its workers lost their pensions including some who
had worked there for fifteen years.®

It is, in fact, possible that a majority of even the workers
covered will receive only a fraction of what they sacrificed in
wage increases. It stands as one of the sickest examples of
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cynical disregard for working people’s basic and simple needs
in the whole postwar period.

Finally, even for the minority who do receive both Social
Security and the full value of their pensions when they retire,
the results are modest at best. Here is a list of nine pension
plans for thirty-year employees that is representative of various
industries.

SELECTED PRIVATE PENSION PLANS IN 19713t

Weekly total income—
Weekly pension  Social Security average

income for Sor individuals and
thirty-year pensions for a couple
Company employees 65 years old
Armour %45 $102
Detroit Edison 58 115
Ford 45 103
ILGWU 16 73
Int’l Paper 39 96
N.Y. City Carpenters 72 129
Southern Bell 40 97
U.S. Steel 49 106
Western Conference
of Teamsters (Truck
and Warehouse) 47 104

The totals for a married couple would be higher than these
combined figures above, because Social Security, as we saw,
increases for a married couple. But, at the same time, more
than half of American workers will not receive private
pensions.

To many older workers, retirement virtually constitutes a
return to the standard of living they sacrificed so much to
workers it is 45 percent. For sick leave, only 21 percent of
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escape. Many American workers end up thirty or forty years
later in conditions all too similar to those in which they began.
And like unemployment, this fact of life does not affect the
older, retired worker only, but also his children and every man
who thinks about his future as he works in the factories or
construction sites of blue-collar America.

Although far less profound in their impact, the other
blue-collar “fringe” benefits are also worth considering and
comparing with those of white-collar earners. In the area of
paid vacations the advantages of office workers are clear.

PERCENTAGE COVERED BY PAID VACATION
PROVISIONS IN 197032

Benefit Plant workers  Office workers

2 weeks or more paid
vacation after 2 years

of service 549, 959%.
3 or more weeks vacation

after 10 years service 669%, 819,
4 or more weeks vacation

after 20 years service 509 629

In general, two weeks and rarely three, is the typical
working-class vacation. Their paid holidays are also fewer.
Workers get an average of 7.1 days, and office workers get 8.4
days.

Health care provisions and insurance benefits, on the other
hand, vary widely. A majority of workers in large plants get
hospitalization and surgical insurance paid by the company.
But the “better” benefits like Major Medical coverage and
paid sick leave are far more common for office workers than
for plant workers. Only 37 percent of factory workers have
Major Medical expenses paid by the company. For office



THE DISCONTENTS OF WORK 95

workers it is 45 percent. For sick leave, only 21 percent of
factory workers get full pay and no waiting period; 64 percent
of office workers, however, do.* Once again, the constant
pattern of inequality between working-class and middle-class
America is clear. It is necessary however to correct one
distortion which inevitably creeps into any survey such as this,
that basically focuses on the problems and discontents of
working-class jobs. These conditions and problems can seem
to suggest an image of factory workers as joyless robots—
zombies who never laugh or smile on the job. If one goes, for
example, on a quick tour of a plant, it is very easy to imagine
that this is the case.

But this is, in a way, as much of a distortion as the “happy
worker” was in the fifties. Despite the obstacles noise and
pressure often create, deep friendships are formed, jokes are
told, and all sorts of activity goes on. In construction or other
jobs that involve teamwork, friendly cooperation is almost
always the rule. Even the worst environments can’t prevent
workers from finding ways to “beat the system.” A friend of
mine and his co-worker who work together on the assembly
line, aligning wheels, used to play checkers while they
worked, making one move in the few moments between each
car. Only a novelist who spent years in a factory could
adequately capture this part of working-class life; the way
friendships grow, or the way “hidden” activities—like betting
on the numbers racket (which is common)—go on. Or even
something as simple as the way a message may be passed
through three people from a guy in another section of the
motor plant asking for a couple of pieces off the next Chevy
engine which he needed for his car. In return, he offered spark
plugs, whenever they were wanted.

But perhaps the wildest example of the “unknown” side of
factory work 1s the prostitution that goes on in the parking lots
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of some large plants. In one case | know, the women come in a
VW van during lunch and return again when the day is over.
In one sense there is something mean and sordid in this, but at
the same time there is a crazy kind of self-assertion. For all its
lack of emotion, it is a way of announcing that one is not a
robot or a machine, but a man.

The point of this is simply to give some hint of the things
that a quick survey misses. As was stated in the beginning,
there are conditions and problems that are common, but the
only way to understand the problems and discontents is to
know individual workers and particular working-class jobs.



CHAPTER THREE

The Discontents of
Community Life

MiLLioNs oF worDs have been written about the social and
economic discontents of blue-collar workers or the “middle
Americans” as they are most often called. Many have been
written by liberals who are sympathetic to workers’ com-
plaints and who have tried to explain their discontent to
middle-class America.

But for the most part, they have failed. Most people, it
seems, still have a sneaking suspicion that blue-collar workers
really don’t have any profound or legitimate problems. After
all, they are in the “middle,” neither very rich nor very poor,
and they seem to be getting by. They are often described as
“confused” and “frustrated,” but almost never as the victims of
real and pervasive injustice. What, in fact, could seem more
fair than to be in the middle?

Of course, in economic terms, blue-collar workers are not
“in the middle.” The majority are closer to poverty than to
affluence. The median income for blue-collar workers is
thousands of dollars below the middle class and very signif-
icantly below the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ standard for a
modest but adequate life.

But even the basic facts of family income fail to capture the

97
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real 1ssues involved. Although the term injustice is rarely used,
it is the only word which indicates the fact that workers’
discontents are not the product of some psychological frustra-
tion or paranoia about blacks, but in a large part a valid protest
over real issues that deserve respect and attention.

America made a promise after the Second World War, the
promise of a “fair deal,” an end to a society divided into classes
where only the rich could live a full and comfortable life. It
was not a promise that workers could live like company
presidents, but that they could at least share equally in the
“American Dream.”

In the years directly after the Second World War, GI loans
and the development of relatively low-cost housing in subur-
ban areas like Levittown, made it possible for many workers to
own a house and hope that the “fair deal” for them and their
children was on the horizon.

But in America of the seventies the “fair deal” has still not
come to pass. In every area of life, social, political, and
economic, blue-collar workers remain second-class citizens in
America.

11

It was only about four-thirty when I turned off the main
avenue and on to the block where Dave lived, so 1 figured
he’d stll be at work. A couple of kids on bicycles were
weaving down the center of the street, and only when I
honked did they part and let me pass. One of them made a
face, but there was no real malice in it so 1 just smiled.

The block was part of a new largely blue-collar housing
development between Baltimore and Washington, and the
houses were better than the usual for such a community.
Dave’s, which was in the middle of the block, had a garage,
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a lawn in the back which was larger than the postage stamp
dimensions that are common, and a semifinished basement
he was turning into a sort of den. The layout and
architecture were also nicer than usual. Instead of the
“crackerbox,” the unadorned square or rectangular “ranch
house” styles, it had a solid, individual quality including a
good deal of ornamental metalwork across the front.

I had only been to the house twice before and I had to
slow down several times to check the numbers on the
passing doors.

We had been friends several years before when he was
stull a single, free-wheeling “gypsy” truck driver running
trucks all over the country. It was entirely illegal, since
among other things, he would go for fifteen and sometimes
twenty hours straight in violation of the safety laws, but the
money was good and paid in cold cash, and so none of it
went to taxes.

Since then, however, he had married, had a kid, and
settled down with a factory job in the Baltimore area.

But his car was in the driveway as I pulled alongside his
house. | parked in the street and wondered to myself if he
were sick or if the seven-year-old Mustang had finally
broken down.

It was Dave himself, however, who answered the door. It
took him a couple of seconds before he reacted.

“Oh, hey, come on in, you SOB. What are you doing
here?”

“I’'m on my way to New York and thought I'd stop in
and say hello.”

“Well, great. Come on in. It’s great to see you.”

The words came out correctly but his face didn’t match.
And then, the look his wife gave me as I entered, told me
I’d walked into the middle of a fight. She wasn’t in tears, but
she was close.

“Hey, look,” 1 said, “I guess I should have called. If I've
come at a bad tume . . .”
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“Naw, hell,” he interrupted. “We've got this thing right
now but it’ll be settled in a couple of minutes.”

His wife snorted angrily and retreated toward the
kitchen. 1 offered again to leave but he insisted 1 stay for
dinner.

“Finish your talk,” 1 said, “I'll go sit in the yard.”

I took a paper and went out through the back door. I
started to read, but the kitchen window was open and I
couldn’t have avoided hearing them if I'd wanted to.

“Call him and tell him you've changed your mind,
please,” his wife said, a tense rising note sounding in her
voice.

“And do what instead? Take the $120 at the plant? We
can’t live on that.

“It’s not forever.”

“There are twenty guys in my section and we all have
priority,” he said, sneering the last word. “Somebody isn’t
going to make it up the ladder. That’s just a fact of life.”

Dave’s wife was silent for a moment. You could almost
hear her thinking, looking for a different line of attack.
From what they had said, Dave’s section had been closed
down and he was going back to gypsy trucking—if she
would let him. The plant was apparently offering him an
entry level job, but with nineteen others in the same
position, there was no way of telling when, or if, he’d get a
job like the one he had.

His wife broke the silence. “It’s just no good, we can’t
live that way.”

“I did before.”

“You weren’t married before. 1 mean, what if you get
into trouble?”

“You're a hell of a one to talk about that,” he snapped
suddenly.

There was a sudden pause and then she exploded with a
viciousness that was startling. “Oh, Jesus Christ, shit,”
followed a moment later by a slamming door.
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A few moments later Dave came out.

“Let’s go out for a drive.”

I agreed and we got in the car. As Dave gunned the
engine and as we began to accelerate the gears slipped from
second to neutral with a snap, a mechanical problem that
Dave had jokingly called his “automatic” transmission

“I see you've still got your luxury option,” I said trymg to
break the silence.

“Yeah,” was all for the moment and then, “l guess you

heard it all.”

“Yeah.”

“What do you think?”

“I don’t know. The other job is just out of the question?”

“Yeah, you don’t even know the whole of it.”

I didn’t know, but from his last remark and her reaction it
wasn’t hard to guess. “She’s pregnant,” 1 said.

It wasn’t a question, but a statement.

He didn’t say anything at first but then he said softly,
more to himself than to me, “What the fuck am I going to
do?”

He didn’t expect an answer, even if he had, there was
none | could give.

AN
~=~ It is not surprising that the economic problems workers face
have not excited the imagination of many socially conscious
people. While many recognize that workers do not make
“affluent” or completely comfortable incomes, the gap be-
tween workers and the middle class is often treated as a matter
of quantity, a slightly smaller house, a less elegant car, or
perhaps a black and white TV instead of color. But the income
gap between working class and middle class does not only lead
to differences in the style and quality of their possessions. It
divides them on the most basic issues of economic security and
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the quality of life itself. Despite all the changes and improve-
ments that have occurred, blue-collar life is still permeated by
profound economic insecurity and a life-style based on “just
getting along,” rather than advancing. There has been a great
increase in the quantity of goods a worker may own, during
the postwar period. But, in these two central areas, the classic
discontents of blue-collar workers are still agonizing realities.
Only for the upper levels of the middle class have such
problems truly become a thing of the past.*

The most logical figure to use for dividing the upper middle
class from the lower middle class is about $15,000—-16,000
(using 1970 figures, today it would be higher). This is the
“higher” (affluent) standard budget of the Labor Department
for that year, and it also divides the white-collar group roughly
in half (once one excludes the misclassified manual workers in
the clerical and sales category).!

This is a less than precise way of defining lower and upper
middle class since it ignores the significant factors of salaried
versus independent, and intellectual versus managerial. But at
least it separates the $70,000 a year psychiatrist from the
$10,000 a year high school teacher, and the president of
General Motors from the man who has a Chicken Delight
franchuse.

The clearest measure of economic security is savings, and
the facts in this area are startling. Data about the majority of
the American people, both working class and middle class,
from the Michigan University Survey Research Center
indicate how profound that lack of security really is. Most

* In rurning to the social and economic problems of blue-collar workers, it is necessary to
separate the very affluent business executives and independent professionals from the clerks,
high school teachers, and other salaried employees who often make no more than blue-collar
workers. Although their job conditions are usually better and their income generally 2 bit
higher than an equivalent blue-collar job, their economic problems and discontents are often
identical with those of workers.
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workers simply do not have any meaningful savings. A person
with the typical working-class income only had eight or nine
hundred dollars in all liquid assets in 1969.2 This means he
could afford nine days in a hospital, less than half of a
Volkswagen Beetle, or a couple of weeks in college for his son
without going into debt. In contrast, a person with the average
middle class income had assets of about $4,000 and $1,000 in
savings accounts alone.*

In terms of the country as a whole:

In 1969, two-thirds of American families could not pay for
their child’s tuition and regular expenses at a public university
without going into debt. 83% could not afford the total
amount.

67% could not pay for major medical expenses of over
$2,000 without insurance. The majority could not even pay
$1,000.

42% of the American people could not afford a two-week
vacation (at $30 a day for the whole family) without
borrowing the money. In fact, the majority of Americans took
no vacation at all, not even a short trip to Disneyland or some
national park, much less to Acapulco or Europe. Most spent
their vacations in their living rooms.

. What this means is that for most workers a single economic
crisis can wipe out the work of a lifetime. The cost of caring
for an aging parent, for example, is difficult for all but the most
well-to-do. But for a worker it can literally drive him back into
poverty. An on-the-job accident can also literally mean a

* Liquid assets include savings and checking accounts, certificates of deposit, and savings
bonds. The actual amount of savings would, in fact, be much lower than eight or nine hundred
for bluecollar workers, since much of the money workers have in checking accounts is
already committed to expenses or bills. (As an indication, nearly half of the people making

$9-10,000 a year have no money in savings accounts at all.) The upper middle class, on the
other hand, has a range of investments which the term liquid assets does not include.
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return to grinding economic want. Even something as simple
as a set of braces for an adolescent’s teeth, a cost that is rarely
thought of as a major burden for most middle-class families, is
often postponed for years or even rejected as too expensive in
the lower half of working-class America. A medical student I
know in a south Wisconsin industrial center once described a
twelve-year-old girl brought to the emergency ward of his
hospital with a severe cut on her lower lip. She was painfully
embarrassed by her buck teeth and had cut herself trying to
fashion a coathanger into braces. The upper middle class may
not have the “inner beauty” poets have ascribed to common
people, but at least their teeth are straight.

But, in addition to the long-range insecurity, the day-to-day
lives of workers are often an economic treadmill where one
must run hard simply to stay in place.

One personal experience brings this clearly into focus.
When I began working at the canning factory, one Tuesday 1
arrived with only a twenty-dollar bill. At lunchtime, when 1
discovered this and tried to get change, it turned out that none
of the forty men in my section had twenty dollars in any
denomination in their pockets nor did anyone in the next
section. In fact, their attitude was frankly incredulous. As one
said, “Man, it’s been so long since I had twenty dollars on a
Tuesday that I can’t even remember the last time I did.”

In contrast, there is probably not a single office building,
university campus, or other middle-class environment where
someone is not carrying more than twenty dollars. In fact,
many middle-class people would feel uncomfortable not to
have substantially more on their person.

A central factor in the extremely tight day-to-day economic
situation of workers is the stunning growth of credit. In the
two decades from World War 11, consumer indebtedness as a
whole has grown from six billion to eighty-six billion dollars.
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The rate of growth has, in fact, been twice as fast as financial
assets.* In personal terms, it means that for a family earning an
average working-class income, two-thirds, two out of every
three, are in debt. One out of every three owes more than a
thousand dollars to some company or credit agency.’

The result is a profound difference in the daily life of
workers and that of the upper middle class (as well as many
lower-paid professional and intellectual workers who do not
purchase cars and homes on credit). Simply, for many workers
the entire paycheck is already committed when they walk out
of the factory gates. Between the money that is set aside to pay
the bills and the money for food and necessities, there is almost
nothing that remains for leisure.

Often, in order to be near a factory or other well-paying
job, a worker will be forced to buy a house beyond his real
means, and even though he is earning twelve or thirteen
thousand dollars a year, he will surreptitiously check his wallet
before suggesting even a trip to the movies with his family.
Often that same choice of housing makes a second car vital for
his wife, although in many cases they can’t afford it and the
blue-collar wife becomes a virtual prisoner in her house until
her husband gets home from work.

Much of what is parochial and limited in working-class life
comes out of this fact. Many workers, in the elation of the first
days after their honeymoon, lock themselves into a lifetime of
debt when they buy a house and furniture to add to the
payments they are already making on their car. From then on,
their freedom to travel or try a new job, or just engage in a
range of activities outside work is taken from them by the
structure of debt in which they are enmeshed.

For some, the house becomes a focus of attention—the
single symbol of affluence amid the daily life of severe
economic pressure. It is this that explains the sometimes
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irrational fury with which workers react to threats to their
neighborhood or home. It is not simply a piece of property, but
something which has absorbed so much of their income, so
many hours of work, and closed out so many alternatives, that
losing it is like making all the sacrifices futile. Add to this the
fact that, unlike professionals or intellectuals, many workers do
not enjoy their work or find real fulfillment in it, and the
meaning of economic sacrifice becomes clear. One night | sat
with an older worker who had just made the last payment on
his house. He suddenly became fascinated with the question of
how many days he had worked to pay for it. He figured with
great care the exact number of days and even hours. When he
got the result, he sat back with a look of awe on his face. He
was literally seeing his adult life pouring out into the house he
had bought twenty years before.

The continuing misunderstanding between workers and
intellectuals also has its roots in this reality. The intellectual,
for example, drives past the home of a skilled worker and easily
concludes that they live on a far higher level than he. But the
worker sees the bearded sons of the middle class carrying
knapsacks and boarding planes for Europe, or college students
with expensive stereos or sportscars. He can’t afford first-run
movies, good restaurants, shows, vacations, eight-track tape
decks, Gibson and Velasquez guitars, in short, all the items
which the middle class consumes. From his point of view, it is
true that even the professional lower middle class is far more
affluent than he. The single family home he has is his only
example of affluence.

Thus, from day to day, as well as from year to year,
blue-collar workers are still caught up in a web of economic
insecurity and persistent scarcity. The gulf that separates them
from the affluent is not the size or color of their televisions, but
the quality and structure of their lives.
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What still remains to be shown, however, is that workers
are not only less affluent than the middle class, but the victims
of systematic injustice in the economic policies and practices of
contemporary America.

Taxes provide the most glaring example. Literally every tax
in America is regressive and exacts a greater sacrifice from
workers than from the middle class. In 1972, Business Week
magazine calculated the percent of income taken by all the
taxes and transfers levied on Americans. The results showed
that the percentage of income taken from someone making
$4,000 a year was virtually the same as for someone earning
$6,000 or $8,000, or in fact anything up to $50,000.% In their
book, Blue Collars and Hard Hats, however, Patricia and
Brendan Sexton made allowances for the loopholes and tricks
available to the rich and offered these figures:

Family income Y% of income taken by all taxes
$3,000 349,
5-7,000 33
7-10,000 32
15,000 plus 28

Considering that workers often receive inferior public
services for their money, as in the case of schools, it becomes
difficult even to find words that capture the magnitude of the
injustice involved.

More than any other issue, however, the injustices of the tax
system have finally received attention, and therefore a very
quick look will suffice.

Federal income taxes: There is a maze of inequities in the
tax system, and in the glaring loopholes corporations enjoy in
comparison to the individual taxpayer, but the central issue is
the “triple standard” which taxes wages far more heavily than
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other sources of income. One particularly lucid description is
given below. :

“For example, a worker earning $10,000 a year and
supporting a wife and two children pays a federal income tax
of $905. His next door neighbor who decides to take the year
off and sells some corporate stocks at ten thousand dollars more
than he paid for them (capital gains) is subject to a federal tax
of only $98. Another neighbor receiving the same $10,000
income from interest on municipal bond holdings pays no
federal income tax at all.”

State and local taxes: Although higher personal exemptions
make these taxes more progressive at lower income levels than
the federal ones, they also favor the affluent.

Social Security taxes: The most obviously regressive of all
taxes. After $10,800 a year they take a smaller and smaller
percentage of income. To put it dramatically:

Income Amount to be paid in 1973
$ 7,433 $438.83
$ 10,800 631.80
$ 100,000 631.80
$1,000,000 plus 631.80

Property taxes: Business Week quotes one executive as
follows: “The property tax is the most regressive tax . . . in
the United States because housing is so large a component of
spending for lower income families.” Also, another author
notes that “In the kinds of places for which blue collar workers
leave the central city . . . property tax increases (during the
sixties) have been especially marked.” Even workers who live
in apartments are affected because landlords frequently include
the tax burden in the rent. As much as 20-25 percent of the
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rental price of an apartment can be going to pay the owner’s
tax bill.8

Inflation, also, 1s not merely a problem for workers but is in
many ways as directly inequitable as the tax system. Its impact
on a factory production and maintenance worker has cer-
tainly been profound. Between 1965 and 1971, his real
after-tax earnings were virtually at a standstill. Wage increases
in those years at no time outdistanced rising prices. In constant
1967 dollars the situation looked like this:

TAKE-HOME PAY AFTER TAXES—WORKER WITH
THREE DEPENDENTS (CORRECTED FOR INFLATION)9

1965 $102.41
1966 102.31
1967 101.26
1968 102.45
1969 101.49
1970 99.66
1971 102.42
1972 108.41

Only in 1972 did factory workers actually have an increase
in their real take-home pay. Even construction workers who
were able to win far better wage increases only increased their
take-home pay by about $20 a week over the six-year period,
from 1965 to 1971. And for the millions of workers who did
not get any wage increases at all or the retired workers on
pensions, inflation cut deeply into their standards of living.
Certain kinds of vital goods and services like medical costs, in
fact, increased astronomically in recent years making first-rate
health care impossible for many workers to afford.

But although a great deal has been written about inflation,
one point that has often been overlooked is that inflation is
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essentially regressive. Inflation has the same effect in the
supermarket that a regressive sales tax would have. The punch
press operator’s wife and the executive’s wife both must pay
the same increase for a steak that used to cost $1.85. The effect
on the living standard is far more agonizing for blue-collar
workers and others who live on a very tight budget than it is
for the affluent. The middle-class person will pay the increase,
but the worker has to switch to hamburger.

An additional element of injustice was added by all the
programs that were designed to deal with the problem. The
wage-price freeze controlled wages far more stringently than
prices, and profits were subject to no controls at all. The tax
provisions of the program, such as accelerated depreciation,
were indeed, as labor described them, “a bonanza for big
business,” and “Robin Hood in reverse.” '

It is not surprising, however, that many writers have
overlooked the intrinsic unfairness of inflation and down-
graded the inequities of the freeze since they were busily
announcing to the nation that “excessive” wage increases were
what was causing the inflation in the first place. For example,
until the stunning increases in food and gas prices made it clear
that workers were victims of forces beyond their control, even
many liberals were persuaded that inflation was arising mainly
from blue-collar greed.

But just asking for more money is not “inflationary.” To
“cause” higher prices, wages must rise to the point where they
make the product more expensive so a company must raise its
prices or accept a lower level of profits.

From 1960 to 1965, however, labor unit costs (the amount it
costs the company in wages to produce an item) declined. Yer,
the wholesale price of manufactured goods still rose slightly.

Nor did workers grab a disproportionate share of the
economic pie in those years. Profits increased 50 percent,



THE DISCONTENTS OF COMMUNITY LIFE 111

dividends 43 percent, and a worker’s take-home pay only 21
percent.!!

Even if workers had made substantial gains in the second
half of the decade, it would only have corrected the previous
imbalance. And yet, as we saw, in no year between 1965 and
1971 did workers’ real income outrun prices. Only by
pretending that American economic history began suddenly in
the middle of 1965 could the proponents of the greedy worker
thesis make it seem convincing.

One final area of clear economic injustice workers face is
the credit system. Its basic unfairness is usually not mentioned
because without it most workers would never be able to own a
home nor could a substantial number afford even a car.

But the price it exacts is high. Credit means very simply
that the worker will pay far more for the same goods than a
well-off person who pays cash—$3 50 for the $250 TV set, and
$500-600 more for his car. Even though heavy mortgages are
not confined to workers but extend to most middle-class
people as well, it is still worth looking at the effect of buying a
home on credit for a worker. A new house which costs
$22,000 cash will cost $38,678, or almost twice as much with a
$17,000 thirty-year mortgage. In fact, the worker will work
three and a half years just to pay the interest.!?

Thus, taxes, inflation, and credit are all part of a pattern. In
the realm of economics, blue-collar workers face not only
insecurity and deprivation, but systematic injustice as well.

111

‘The snow was starting to fall when I got my first good
look at the steel mills that run for miles along the southern
shores of Lake Michigan. 1 was standing on a slab of
concrete that let me see all along the coastline. Sharp
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crystals of ice began to whip my face and forced me to turn
my head away from the offshore wind. My black compan-
ion, a steel worker who had just got off work, was pacing
back and forth, eager to get back into the car and get home.

The vantage point was perfect. The dock where we stood
was on a small peninsula and I could see from the Gary
Steelworks, where we were, all along the coast through
Hammond and East Chicago, to, in the far distance, the soft
halo of light from Chicago itself, reflecting on the low-hang-
ing clouds.

But along the lakeshore, all one could see was factories—
steel mills, rolling mills, foundries, massive building upon
building, running along the edge of the water. Years before,
I had driven through the Andes Mountains of Peru and seen
the vast plateaus; the lunar landscapes of the altiplano at
twelve thousand feet above the sea, and although it was very
different, 1 had the same sense of awe, like staring at the
surface of some huge alien planet. Before my eyes was a
series of plants in an area about a mile deep and ten miles
long, and that was only what my snow-blurred vision could
see. Beyond it were miles and miles more. These were steel
mills of the Calumet region, lining the southern shore of
Lake Michigan.

“Come on, let’s get home,” my friend demanded,
rubbing his hands together to keep the circulation going.

I tore myself away and got into his car.

“This is where 1 work,” he announced suddenly, as we
drove past one enormous building, an aluminum shed that
stood four or five stories high. A door was open and I caught
a quick glimpse of huge rolls of steel, like enormous spools
of thread.

He turned a corner and we passed a very small red brick
building hidden by two large buildings on either side.

“That’s the lunchroom,” he said. “They used to have a
cafeteria that served hot meals but now they put in those
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automatic vending machines that just give sandwiches and
soup. Some guys want the union to ask for hot meals again,
but the machines do have their good points.”

“What?” 1 asked.

“Well, if you know how to monkey with them, you can
get back your money. It’s lousy food but it’s free. They
probably don’t fix the machines ’cause it’s cheaper for them
this way than it is to run a cafeteria.”

I nodded and agreed it probably was something like
that—it usually is.

As we headed down the main avenue of Gary, Indiana, |
looked back and found it hard to repress a smile. Gary is
basically a company town, planned, built, and financed by
U.S. Steel at the turn of the century. Its physical layout is
typical of that era, when big business had not yet learned
the value of a “low profile” and captains of industry splashed
their mansions along New York’s Fifth Avenue, rather than
discreetly hiding them away from the public eye.

Looking back, I saw the center of the city—the major
banks and stores and government buildings all lining the
main avenue.

But the avenue dead-ended in one of the major entrances
to the mills, and as the shift changed, I could see the lines of
buses and cars backing up along the avenue as they entered
the plant that stretched across the horizon. The municipal
building and the city hall sat on either side of the avenue,
just before the factory gates, and it was hard to avoid the
image of the two decorative statues of cats that guard the
entrance to an Egyptuan Pharaoh’s tomb.

Since 1968, however, Gary has had a black mayor and
the physical layout no longer corresponds to the political
reality. Since then, on a number of occasions, those
previously loyal cats, the mayor’s office and city hall, have,
in fact, been seriously at odds with the company that lay
beyond them.
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“All this is black,” my friend said suddenly, breaking off
my daydreams. We had turned off the main avenue and
were traveling along one of the streets of Gary’s central
city.

It was, in a way, like looking into the past. The houses
that line the streets of urban Gary were once filled with
Poles, Slavs, Greeks, and a mixture of other ethnic groups,
purposely thrown together in the hope that ancient national
feuds would impede any attempts at union organization.

But today, these districts have become predominantly
black, and the aging buildings house the black population,
while the white workers live miles to the south. As we drove
slowly down the street, ugzaggmg to avoid the deep cracks
and holes, 1 watched the procession of condemned, vacant
apartments pass by—the weather-beaten signs announcing
that this store or that lot was for rent. It was the sad vision,
not of black indifference or neglect, but simple economic
reality—poor people cannot buy enough to support nice
stores and fancy restaurants. So there is no profit to be made
in serving them. Business and consequently economic health
go where the money is and in Gary it is not in the oldest
and poorest section of the black community.

But farther on we came to the homes of black steel
workers. We passed house after house that looked like the
homes of unskilled and semiskilled workers anywhere. The
simple boxes and rectangles, without new paint or garage,
but clean and neat.

“Here we are,” my friend announced, pulling into a
driveway, setting the emergency brake, cutting the engine
off, and opening the door.

I knew he had dinner waiting so 1 said good-bye and
walked over to my rented car, parked where I had left it
hours before.

I continued south, leaving the black area and crossing the
“little Calumet River,” the unofficial dividing line between
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urban Gary and Glen Park, between black and white. Some
older white workers still live downtown and one can see
black and white children playing stickball together only
blocks away from the plant. But the river is the real division
and below it is the core of white, blue-collar Gary.

It was getting dark, and looking back as I headed to my
room | could see flames outlined against the darkened sky,
that were leaping from the smokestacks of the mill, giving it
a particularly diabolic aspect. The old poem by William
Blake about the “dark, satanic mills” of eighteenth-century
England seemed very apt. It was, in one sense unfair, since
the modest but certainly decent houses of many steelwork-
ers had been made possible by the wages the steel industry
pays, but if the devil ever ran out of brimstone and had to
use carbon monoxide as a substitute, he might very well
come to Gary for a look. It is said to be one of the most
polluted cities in America and staring at the forest of
smokestacks, I saw no reason to doubt that it was true.

The other thing I wondered to myself was how many of
the children I was seeing on the streets, even the white ones,
would ever be able to go to college, or at any rate escape the
life of their fathers, working in the mill until finally they are
too worn out to continue. It is a question that wage scales or
income levels alone could not answer.

Unlike the economic pressures and injustices that workers
face, it is hard to sum up the problems that exist in the
community itself, for workers live under a wide range of
conditions—from overcrowded, cramped trailer parks to some
highly desirable communities.

But for the majority their neighborhoods are profoundly
inferior to those of the affluent suburbs. Black and white
workers 1n cities share many of the same community prob-
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lems, though the ghetto inevitably has them in greater degree.
Here, for example, is Peter Binzen’s description of a white

working-class community near Philadelphia in his Whitetouwn,
USA.:

Kensington’s air is polluted, its streets and sidewalks are
filthy, its juvenile crime rate is rising, its industry is lan-
guishing. No more than a handful of new houses have been
built there in the last third of a century. Its schools are among
the oldest in the city. Its playgrounds—the few that it has—are
overrun with young toughs. Industry is moving out. Social
workers and clergymen often give up in despair (a Protestant
minister has written of his five years in Kensington: “There is
nothing here that I wouldn’t like better someplace else.”)"

This may seem an extreme case, but similar descriptions apply
to ethnic communities all across America. Certain issues, In
fact, reappear again and again.

For one thing, blue-collar neighborhoods generally get
second-class treatment from community services and city
government. In urban working-class areas, both white and
black, there are often no decent parks or places for recreation.
Health services are inadequate and often even garbage
collection is less frequent. Inadequate public transportation is
rarely confined only to the ghetto, but is equally poor for the
adjacent white working-class communities.

One resident of such a community descrlbed the problems
as follows:

This neighborhood could be an ideal place to raise children
if we were supported by the agencies of the city whom we
support with our taxes . . . When we asked the city to replace
trees that died this request was ignored.'*
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This failure of city services is echoed by a worker in another
blue-collar community:

[This] could be a nice place to live if our area was given the
same consideration as other areas. Our swimming pool was
closed for four years because it had a crack in it. If this was
west, north or south Philadelphia, it would have been repaired
right away. We had to wait four years."’

Private interests also get away with practices in blue-collar
neighborhoods that would not be tolerated in middle-class
areas. A community action group in Gary, Indiana, for
example, organized a protest and finally won in a struggle with
contractors over the flooding of workers’ homes which
occurred because of bad sewerage planning.

For years [the workers] had put up every spring with the
flooding of their homes, when a nearby river overflowed its
banks and inundated the storm sewers that backed up into their
basements.

. the solution was simple enough—and inexpensive.
Sewer covers were cemented over and a faulty storm sewer
system was repaired. The contractors had ignored the people
because they had antlcxpated that the working class home—
owners would remain passive . . .16

But perhaps the most clearly unfair way in which working-
class communities have been penalized by special irterests is
the trend of expressways to avoid disrupting middle-class
communities and to plow instead through blue-collar neigh-
borhoods where workers have lived all their lives.

As Binzen notes:

Rarely do you see new businesses or industries in White-
town. Often, though, you see new expressways plowing
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through its heart. In many cities freeways criss-cross the old

ethnic neighborhoods enroute to the expensive housing, fancy

shopping centers, and modern industrial parks in shining
suburbia. Not only do these freeways destroy the unity of

America’ss Whitetowns, but they also hasten the exodus of

white owners, thus undermining what little stability these old

ethnic neighborhoods have left. The federal government rarely
spends a nickel to help Whitetown, but it has put billions into
expressways.!’

In this area especially, blue-collar workers are clearly aware
of the class bias involved. In Chicago, where a community-
based protest group sprang up in response to the threat of
displacement, a reporter noted that:

To Mike Stolarczyk [the leader] and his friends, it looked as
though their way of life was being threatened so that affluent
suburbanites could get home for dinner quicker.'®

In the Brookline Elm section of Cambridge, where a similar
group appeared, one young worker was quoted as saying:

“There are alternate routes—Memorial Drive, Albany

Street—but they figure they’re going to step on the little guy

. 1’s just a kick in the teeth these people around here don’t
need.” 1°

There are no national statistics which pin down all the ways
or the exact number of times working-class communities have
been victimized by practices like these. But in the case of the
schools, perhaps the most important community institution of
all, the evidence is precise and unambiguous.

The educational system, which is supposed to be the great
avenue of social mobility, in fact, systematically discriminates
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against’the working-class child, black or white. The working-
class child’s chances of going to college are far smaller than a
middle-class child’s, even if they have the same academic ability.
One study in 1966 showed that a working-class high school
student, even with above average test scores, only had about a
30 percent chance of going to college. A middle-class child
with the same amount of measured aptitude had a 55 percent
chance. Thus the odds were better than even for the
middle-class student and about two to one against a student
from the lower economic half of the population.?°

The reason is not only economic. There is really a dual
school system in America. Not only are most high schools in
middle-class areas better than those in working-class districts,
but even in a particular school there are “special progress”
classes for the middle class and “vocational education” for
many working-class children.

The “objective” tests which send working-class children
down these dead-end paths are, in fact, little more than paper
and pencil versions of the English “old boy” system. If
advancement in turn-of-the-century England depended on
whether one’s father had an Eton tie or not, “objective tests”
today really elicit the same information, but in a roundabout
way. Stripped of all their pretensions they are, in essence,
vocabulary tests (the vocabulary section of the 1Q, for
example, i1s the most predictive section for college success),
and the young child of college-educated parents obviously will
have had better preparation in this regard. Far from giving
every student an equal chance, regardless of background, the
system of testing and tracks, simply ensures that those who
start with an advantage continue to hold and increase it.*

* There are, of course, claims made that the 1Q test, in particular, can measure innate
“intelligence” and conclusions drawn from the results as to the inherent ability of social classes
and races. The critique of these views, certainly as applied to blacks, are familiar enough to
make it unnecessary to repeat them at length here.
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Even without such formal mechanisms as testing and tracks,
a teacher’s unconscious favoritism can, and often does, have
the same effect. Many of the criticisms that have been made of
black, inner-city schools, in fact, also apply to the schools of
white worker communities. One author, for example, notes
that: “The ‘morbid, desolate, crumbling’ school of ‘rank
smells’ and pervasive gloom that Jonathan Kozol in Death at an
Early Age found destroying the hearts and minds of Negro
children in Boston’s Roxbury section, exists in white Charles-
town, too.” 2! The way in which the school’s tax money is
collected and allocated by particular districts ensures, in fact,
that the discrimination in funding is basically by income level
rather than by race, per se.2

The result is that many working-class high schools are often
little more than training grounds for the factory. As one
author has argued:

Socialization in such a [working-class] school comes to
mirror that of the factory. Students are treated as raw material
. there 1s a high premium on obedience and punctuality and
there are few opportunities for independent, creative work or
individual attention by teachers . . . [the teacher] may be
compelled to resort to authoritarian tactics whether she wants
to or not.” 3

This view of blue-collar schools is supported by the fact that
while many factory jobs now require a high school diploma,
there is nothing in the job itself that makes one necessary. As
one set of studies indicated:

“. . . During the 1960s many employers raised minimum
job qualifications to high school graduation for blue collar work
. . . The shift upward was not based on any demonstrated
superior capability of high school graduates compared with
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non-graduates . . . Rather management simply believed that
those who ‘stayed with it” were more reliable.” 2¢
The effects of this class bias in the educational system can be

seen in the figures on school enrollment:

Y% MALES ENROLLED IN SCHOOL?

Age Blue collar W hite collar
16-17 (high school) 80 92
18-19 (entering college) 49 73
20~-24 (continuing college) 20 43

If more detailed statistics separating two-year colleges,
four-year colleges, and graduate school existed, they would
show an even more distinct process of attrition. A significant
number of workers’ children do attend “college,” it is true, but
many go to two-year community colleges which teach
essenually skilled working-class jobs like auto and air-condi-
tioning repair, printing, and electrical trades. The number of
workers who can afford to finish a four-year college course are
far fewer, and, in a final irony, for many the degree now no
longer guarantees a good job as it once did. The university
system expanded in the sixties to accept more than just the
sons of the elite, but the labor market did not. In 1971,
four-year college graduates had an unemployment rate of 8.5
percent and more stunningly, fully half the employed said that
their jobs were not related to their college training. The
preponderate reason was that the unrelated jobs were the only
work they could find.2

The statstics on mobility bear out the failure of the schools.
Despite the rapid expansion of white-collar jobs in the fifties,
the most comprehensive study of mobility, done in 1962,
showed that two-thirds of American workers saw their
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children enter working-class jobs and many of the others saw
only slight advances for their children, into clerical jobs or
small, often marginal, businesses like franchise operations.
Only 10 percent of the sons of manual workers, they note,
entered the professional and technical “elite.” 27 The percent-
ages have undoubtedly changed since then, and, to be sure,
there is significant upward mobility in America. But there still
is nothing even approaching a fair deal in education for the
young blue-collar worker.*

The final community issue which must be considered brings
up the whole problem of black America. Years ago, it would
have been possible to deal with the legitimate injustices of class
separately from the reality of race and racial segregation. But
crime and violence in particular have erased the simple division
between the legitimate neighborhood problems of workers and
the racial attitudes of the community. The fear of crime is a
central and legitimate problem. But it is also inescapably tied
up with the question of race as a whole.**

At first glance, it may appear that crime, like pollution, is a
problem for every American and is not a special discontent of
the working class.

But while in some geographical areas, like Manhattan’s East
Side, the upper middle class lives right next to the ghetto, in
national terms white working-class and lower-middle-class
communities are disproportionately victimized. One study, for
example, in the Presidential Commission’s Report on Civil

* While a more precise statement of the patterns of occupational mobility might seem of
interest, it is unfortunately impossible to say much more than the above without an extremely
long discussion of definitions, and the explanation of some highly technical mathematical
statstics.

The deceptive census categories alone make it difficult to arrive at “common sense”
answers and since the only statistics that fully deal with the complex factors of age, region,
farm migration, and so on, are over ten years old, more precise data will not really tell us

anything vital that the figures above do not already indicate.

** The broader issues of working-class attitudes toward blacks and issues like busing will be
considered in the next chapter and again in the later ones.
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Disorders gave the following comparison of the two white
communities:

CRIME RATE PER 100,00028

High income Low middle income

Number of index crimes
against persons (homicide,
rape, aggr. asslt., robbery,
burglary, grand larceny,

auto theft) 80

440

This means the white working-class neighborhood had a
rate of serious crimes five and a half times as high as the
affluent area. (For the black community, the number was far
higher, an astronomical 2,820 in one district and 1,615 in
another.) Like many other areas, while blacks suffer the worst
conditions, white workers are far worse off than the affluent
middle class.*

While the nature of the problem crime and violence creates
1S obvious, there are several points which need to be stressed.

First, crime and violence have become the number one
problem for many Americans. Gallup polls show that in the
large cities 21 percent chose it as the major problem, with
drugs and transit tied for second place at 10 percent and 11
percent respectively.30

Second, the problem of crime in many peoples’ minds is
fused with the rise of black militancy, especially in its extreme
forms like ghetto riots of the sixties or terrorist activities. As a
result, an act like the robbery of a house seems far more
threatening than 1t did years ago. One woman who purchased
a handgun after years of rejecting the idea, said quite seriously,
“They might be coming to kill my children.” This reflects a

* The years since 1965 when this study was done have seen a growth in suburban crime,
but the latest studies indicate that this general relationship still holds.?*
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growing feeling that black crime 1s now essenuially a kind of
terrorism like the Mau Mau of Kenya rather than basically

economically motivated.*

Third, crime, especially violent crime, 1s the work of a very

small group of recidivists. In Philadelphia, for example, one

study showed 627 youths were responsible for some 5,100
crimes during a single year.3!

However, though the number of violent criminals i1s not
large, their impact 1s tremendous, in part because they are

rarely captured. o a large degree, unfortunately, the more

emotionally charged the crime, the more difficult 1t 1s to catch
the culprit. An attempt can be made to at least trace
burglarized goods or stolen cars. But the rapist or mugger, the

most deeply feared criminals, are almost immune to capture

except 1n unusual cases. This incapacity of conventional law

enforcement methods creates a highly dangerous situation. Just
as the “invisibility” of the Viet Cong made all Vietnamese
peasants appear like potential enemies, so the invisibility of the

violent criminal leads to a fear and suspicion of all young
blacks.

But the central point about crime 1s that, like the other
community discontents workers face, its impact falls dispro-
portionately on them, and the urban part of the middle class.

‘The more affluent suburbanites are far less likely to suffer its
impact.

1V

One of the things that everyone hears somewhere in the
first years of school 1s that only in America can a poor boy rise

* Although there 1s no solid evidence, 1 suspect there is an unfortunate element of truth in
this fear. While most crime remains economic, in certain cases there is an unnecessary
brutality or even murder involved in muggings that cannot be ascribed to rational economic
motives. On the other hand, the fact that most street crime by blacks is still not racial is proved
by the fact that it 1s perpetrated against other blacks.
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up In the world and become President. But unless one is
especially naive, long before one graduates, one realizes that

the odds against i1t are somewhat worse than the Irish

Sweepstakes. Not only the Presidency, but virtually every
position of political power in the United States is held by

people drawn from the upper reaches of society. In the years

between 1947 and 1957, for example, only 1 percent of

senators were blue-collar workers at the time of their election,

99 percent were drawn from the upper or middle classes.??
While everyone knows that this is the case, it has never
scemed like an important issue because, as the textbooks

explain, America 1s a “pluralist society,” which means that
every interest group has ways of making its demands felt and
translated into legislation.

While i1t 1s recognized that this 1s manifestly untrue in the
case of blacks or other minorities, it 1s also untrue for

blue-collar workers. Like the economic system, the political
system also fails to deal justly with the pressing needs of

working-class Americans.

This fact 1s often overlooked because of the undeniable
influence the unions have, both as a lobby in Washington, and
as a source of funds and support for political candidates. Since

1960, 1n fact, their role has grown tremendously and unions

now have a significant voice in the Democratic Party, as well

as a sophisticated lobby in Congress. In 1968, they spent some
5 million dollars on politics, registered four and a half million

voters and had close to a hundred thousand of their members
working on Election Day. Rather dramatically, a Washingtor

Post series on labor’s political influence concluded that “labor is
not only competent and powerful [in Congress]. It is

feared.” *3
But despite this appraisal, even if the labor movement had

twice the influence it does today, the American political
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system would stll be decisively biased against the average
worker. Although blue-collar workers are a majority of the
population, in Washington their interests are treated as those
of a “special interest” group.

The injustices of the tax system provide the best example.

Labor may lobby for certain reforms and they may support
candidates who are 1n agreement with them on this 1ssue. But

the tax structure itself, as i1t was designed and has been applied
during the whole postwar period, has been biased against

workers. Labor’s influence has been at best an effort to

mitigate the worst features of the system. They certainly
never had the opportunity to determine the basic form of taxes

and make them fair from the outset.
Equally, unions have struggled against the Taft-Hartley

Act, which severely restricted their power for twenty years.

Yet to date they have at best fought a defensive battle
preventing even more harsh limitations from being imposed.
Labor’s power 1s, in fact, defensive. They can prevent

antilabor legislation from passage or win certain improvements

in existing programs, but they cannot determine the basic

shape of legislation, or ensure the passage of any bill by
themselves alone. As one writer in Fortune magazine noted,
“As labor knows, i1t 1s far from strong enough 1n Congress to
dictate the terms of major legislation. It wins its battles 1nstead

by joining its strength and influence to those of other
groups.  ** I

On some parochial issues of interest to only a small group of
workers or to the unions alone, this would be understandable.

But even when it 1s a basic social program, in the interests of
the vast majority of workers and all Americans, labor’s power

is often insufficient to overcome the influence of special
interests, and pro-business forces.
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Here, for example, 1s one major union’s, the Communica-

tion Workers, terse summary of the 92nd Congress’s action
on bills that affected workers. '

“National health insurance, the C.W.A.’s (Communication
Workers of America) and organized labor’'s number one

legislative priority died in committee. House anti-worker

forces blocked final action on the urgently needed increase in
the mimimum wage with administration support. Pension

reform and tax reform also go on the list of the 92nd Congress’
failures.”

It then continues on the “plus side” listing one point,
“members of the House and Senate increased Social Security
payments by 30% during the 92nd Congress. They also
enacted other needed improvements in Social Security benefits
.. . but Congress failed to respond to L.abor’s proposals to use
general revenue payments to pay the benefits instead of the

taxes on workers pay checks.” 3

Three failures and one very limited success, and this for a
“pressure group, labor, which represents more people than
every other lobby in the country combined.

But even this assessment severely understates the problem
by equating organized labor’s legislative goals with the basic
and long-range needs of American workers. Labor, for the
most part, has taken a broad view of its role and has not
confined 1tself to the issues of importance only to the unions
themselves. But their legislative goals and lobbying activity are
highly practical, chosen on the basis of what is possible at a
given moment and not broad statements of what needs to be
done. When one looks at the way the political system responds
to the key 1ssues which workers face, the massive indifference

and often 1njustice workers suffer become clear.
Take for example the issue of occupational health and

safety. During the entire postwar period, there has probably
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been no area where legislation was more desperately needed or
could do as much for the average American worker. But until

1965 there was virtually no action at all.

The chronology below charts the way the political system

has responded to this need since then (mine safety legislation
has been treated separately by Congress and therefore 1s not
dealt with here):

1965 The first study, the Frye Report, 1s 1ssued, describ-

ing the more urgent occupational health problems

and possible corrective measures. It called for a
national expenditure of $50 million for occupational

health.

1967 Two years later a bill i1s introduced to deal with
workers’ “on-the-job” health and safety.

1968 The bill is killed by a flood of employer mail
opposing it.

1969 The Nation magazine, in describing the limitations of

the existing protection, notes that “States hire as
many fish and game wardens as occupational health
and safety inspectors.”

1970 A study by Labor Department mavericks reveals
that the disabling accidents rate may be ten times

what the reported rates suggest. The Labor Depart-
ment and Nixon attempt to first suppress and then
shelve the report. Jack Anderson gets a copy and
breaks the story.

At the end of the year a compromise bill, the

Occupational Health and Safety Act of 1970, 1s
passed empowering the Secretary of Labor to set

national health and safety standards for workplaces,
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to impose fines and seek court actions against
employers who violate standards. Workers are given
the right to refuse work without any pay loss where
dangerous toxins are concentrated and to obtain
chemical analyses of these toxins from the Depart-
ment of Health, Education and Welfare. The act
also provides for unannounced federal inspections
and prompt disclosure of the findings. Among the
weaknesses of the act is a provision that even if an
inspector finds a dangerous machine, he cannot shut
it down on the spot. A commission on state
workmen’s compensation created by the bill has only
three representatives of labor out of a total of
eighteen members.

April

1972 Ralph Nader charges the Labor Department with a
“frantic rush to turn the Occupational Health and
Safety Administration [which enforces the law] into
a farce.” He notes that “With 500 compliance
officers . . . by June 1972 there will be one
inspector for every 7,200 establishments.” The New
York Times notes that the Labor Department also
emasculated the law by nonenforcement and reinter-
pretation, such as simply eliminating four cancer-
causing substances from the standards of the new

act.

June

1972 Congress votes to cut off funds to enforce the law on
firms with fifteen or fewer workers, putting five out
of every six firms outside the inspection orbit.

August

1972 President Nixon vetoes the appropriation for the act.

Three million dollars is cut from the budget of the

OHS.A.
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January

1973 Part of the law requires states to submit plans at least
as tough as the federal standards by the end of 1972.
Only four do, so the Labor Department extends the
deadline six months, saying Congress had made a
mistake in only giving the states two years to submit
plans. The AFL-CIO gets a court injunction against
the extension, but the Labor Department appeals. -

1965-73 During the seven years between the first study and
today, well over 500,000 workers have died on the
job in America. The law as it stands is still not
sufficiently strong, nor adequately enforced.

Pension reform is another example. A commission, in 1961,
pointed out the need for laws to protect workers’ pensions. A
year later, a special committee was appointed to study the
issue. Its report came out in 1965, but as we noted in the last
chapter, in 1972 there was still no law to protect workers from
losing their retirement money. During that session of Con-
gress, the Senate Labor and Public Welfare Committee put
aside pension legislation because of administration pressure to
move ahead on emergency antistrike legislation. It is a bitterly
ironic commentary on Congress’s priorities. A law to help
thirty million workers on a vital issue gets put aside in favor of
an antilabor measure.*

The root of the problem is something that black leaders
recognized years ago about their interests. There is a profound
difference between being represented by someone who is
“sympathetic” to your interests and having someone who will
champion them. There are thirteen members of the “Black

* Although several bills were introduced into the ’73—'74 session of Congress, even the best

(if it were passed without compromise, which it would not be) did not fully deal with the
inequities of the current system.
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Caucus” in Congress, and that is still far fewer than what is
just. Yet there is no blue-collar-workers’ caucus at all. Labor
can lobby and try to influence legislation, but there is no one
in Congress whose first question about a bill is “What does it
mean to American workers?” When one looks at the halls of
Congress, or state and local governments, one rarely sees a
politician with whom an American worker can identify.
Politics is, without question, a rich man’s game, and all too
often it is played at the expense of American workers.

It 1s an unfamiliar figure who has emerged from these pages.
The blue-collar worker of the clichés, the satisfied middle
American with his house and car has turned out to be a false
caricature, concealing genuine problems and a pattern of
profound inequality. And when a worker finally looks to the
political system for solutions, he finds instead the same pattern
of indifference and disregard, often in the most important areas
of his life.

It is hard to disagree with the generalization that workers
are, indeed, the vicums of genuine injustice, and are second-
class citizens in their own land.



CHAPTER FOUR

Workin o-Class Political Opinion

My NEIGHBOR Al’s house has a small backyard which faces
away from the city. The lot next to it is vacant and on a

summer night you can easily feel as if you are in the
country, especially after the rush hour traffic has come and

gone.

A friend of mine, on vacation from college, had come to
visit and we were both cooking some steaks with Al and his
brother. Al and I had put the grill together ourselves months

before, and one of the three wheels of the tripod which
supported 1t was completely out of line with the others,
which had led to disaster the first time we had used it.
Turning the brazier to catch the wind, we succeeded in
dumping $4.00 worth of spare ribs and half our bag of
charcoal on the single patch of flowers which his wife had
painstakingly planted in the spring. It took several weeks
before she could laugh about it and there was still coal dust

visible where 1t fell.
We told the story to my friend and Al’s brother,

exaggerating the amount of food we lost and the destruction
it caused, as one always does with a story like that.

133
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| had warned my friend that Al and his brother seemed

like Archie Bunker types when you first met them. Al calls
the black community “Niggertown” and to this day he 1s
convinced that the single black-owned bank in the city 1s
somehow supported by his taxes.

But he also has an unusually deep frlendshlp with

Charley, a black co-worker. They often go for a drink after
work, or sometimes visit at each other’s houses. 1 realized
the full depth of their relationship when Charley went into

the hospital and Al visited him nearly every day.
Many people who know workers have had this same kind
of confused reaction at one time or another. Robert Coles,

the psychiatrist, expressed it more clearly than anyone else
in an article he wrote. After gwmg a long quote from a
worker he knew, he said:

The longer 1 know this man, and the more I hear his talk,

the harder it is for me to call him this or that and in so doing
feel halfway responsive to the ironies and ambiguities and
inconsistencies | hear in his words and, more important, see
expressed in his everyday deeds, in his situation and life. He
speaks about times, about blacks and students and college
professors, with . . . anger and contempt. . . . He can be
irrational, mean, and narrow-minded, and work himself up
into a spell of mixed racism and jingoism that would only
please some of the very people he chooses to attack later on,
the rich and powerful.

He can also be seen working beside black men, talking
easily and warmly with them, sharing food with them, oftering
advice to them, or taking advice from them—on what kind of

gas to buy, where to get a household item, a gadget, an article
of clothing. . . .

We had all gone to the auto races that day and the cool
air was a relief from the humid day. So we sat just enjoying
the evening.
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The question of the elections came up and Al’s brother
who had just returned from Vietnam, expressed his fury at
the idea of amnesty for deserters and draft dodgers in no
uncertain terms. To hear those few phrases, was, indeed,
like reading of the typical “hard hat” or Archie Bunker.

But moments later he was saying something startlingly
different.

“The guys who went to jail,” he said, “Now, I respect
them a hell of a lot. I didn’t want to go over there any more
than they did, but I didn’t have the guts to go to jail. |
respect a guy who was willing to do that. But not these guys
who want it both ways. I mean, a guy like Martin Luther
didn’t try and get out of anything,” he continued, using the
shorthand version of Martin Luther King’s name that many
southerners do. “If he broke the law, he was willing to take
his medicine.”

I could see my college friend’s eyes reflecting the surprise
he was feeling. He was discovering that Al and his brother
are complex. They grow and change and struggle like
anyone else to live up to their ideals unlike “Archie
Bunkers” or the “typical hard hats,” who are nothing more
than fleshed-out versions of an overheard remark on the
street or a quick image seen on a TV news program.

Late that night, back in my apartment, as my college
friend and 1 lay awake waiting for sleep to come, he
suddenly said, “You know, they’re really not such bad guys.
They’re just, well, different.”

In recent years, most of the discussions about workers’
political opinions have revolved around a series of images, like
the “typical hard hat” or the “Archie Bunker” vote. The
mental picture one has is the guy with “support your local
police” and “Bomb Hanoi” bumper stickers on his car, or at
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the extreme, a hate-filled construction worker assaulting
students.

While some liberals accept these images quite literally as
accurate representations of American workers, even those who
reject them as inadequate stereotypes rarely challenge the
underlying conception that workers are now a basically
conservative force in American society. As A. H. Raskin, a
labor reporter for The New York Times, puts it, “The typical
worker—from construction craftsman to shoe clerk—has
become probably the most reactionary political force in the
country.” 2 It is almost never asserted today that workers are
not more racist or militaristic than the middle class. And the
idea that workers are actually more liberal in certain important
areas, is absolutely unheard of.

Yet, when one looks at the hard national data from votes
and opinion polls this is exactly what one finds. Opinion polls
for the most part suggest only a small and by no means
consistent difference in racism and militarism between social
classes. And elections and other votes, even in 1972, indicate
that workers are still one of the most “liberal” forces in
American politics.

There are good reasons, however, why the distorted image
is so compelling. The image of workers presented in the
popular media, as well as in the academic community, has been
consistently negative and essentially endorsed the *“Archie
Bunker” kind of clichés. This pattern is so widespread that no
one can escape having their view of workers negatively
influenced.

In the mass media, in addition to Archie Bunker, there have
been other TV series that pictured blue-collar workers—
Jackie Gleason’s “Ralph Kramden” and William Bendix’s
“Life of Riley.” All three were ridiculous comic figures,
overweight, unintelligent, and in two cases, arrogant domestic
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tyrants. They never show the world of work, the factories or
shops, and the genuine problems they faced.

Films also reinforce this image. Although there were also
positive portrayals, especially in the fifties and early sixties,
such popular films as “Joe,” “Straw Dogs,” and “Easy Rider”
all presented a wild image of workers as homicidal maniacs.
And in the last few years, these films have far outnumbered in
audience and popularity the positive films which have been
made.

This alone would not be a decisive influence. But it is
reinforced even by the very terms applied to workers by the
academic community. In just one article often assigned in
college classes all of the following phrases were used: Workers
have “a fixed and rigid perspective,” “Absence of a past and
future,” “Inability to take a complex view,” and finally, “They
do not have a rich, inner life, indeed their imaginative activity
1s meager and limited.” > Descriptions such as these were
hardly calculated to inspire any respect for workers as human
beings.

Theories also echo this view. The most widely known
analysis of workers’ political attitudes is Seymour M. Lipset’s
notion of working-class authoritarianism. This theory, origi-
nally developed to explain the rise of fascism in Germany,
became specifically applied to workers in his interpretation. It
argued, on the slim basis of a few opinion polls and on a
pencil-and-paper questionnaire (the “F” scale), that workers
were particularly prone to intolerance, antidemocratic feelings,
as well as a number of other “conservative” personality traits.
For many years this and related theories went largely
unchallenged and frequently found their way into the popular
press as well as scores of textbooks and studies. Only recently
have systematic critiques appeared pointing out that much of
the existing opinion poll data actually contradicts the thesis,
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that the methodology of studies like these have large subjective
elements and that the whole notion of the authoritarian
personality is in fact “too elusive for measurement, if indeed it
is a clinical entity.” As one critic noted, such things revealed
more about the biases of the writers than of their subjects.* *

Finally, public opinion of workers was influenced by the
1970 news reports of several hundred construction workers
assaulting students in downtown New York. Other examples
of clashes between workers and blacks or students occurred
and since one did not see several hundred professors or
businessmen engaging in physical violence, the conclusion that
workers were more reactionary seemed obvious.

But there are undoubtedly thousands of businessmen and
even callege professors whose hostility toward demonstrators
was just as deep as that of the hard hats. What stopped them
from engaging in physical violence was not their greater
liberalism, but simply the fact that in middle-class America and
especially in the academic environment, hitting people for any
reason is condemned. Thus, while the political attitudes of
many businessmen, for example, are far more conservative
than that of most workers, they appear “tolerant,” simply
because they would be embarrassed to break the social norms
against force that exist for their social group.

* It is hard for people unfamiliar with sociological research to realize how easy it is for bias
and subjectivity to enter those impressive-looking studies with their imposing-looking
statistical tables and jargon. But take, for example, the case of several researchers who began a
study of social class and prejudice with the assumption that lower-class people were more
prejudiced. They admitted that only three out of five previous studies supported their
hypothesis, but they dismissed the two heretics as follows: “There is just too much
independent evidence that prejudice toward negroes is inversely associated with current
occupational status for us to contemplate seriously the possibility that the . . . Elmira data are
substantially correct.” And as for the second, “This curiosity has no obvious explanation and
makes us as suspicious of the data as we were of the Elmira studies above.”

But then their own study also failed to show that workers were more racist than the middle
class. Thus, there were three studies for the hypothesis and three against. However, they
resolved this by saying that their own results were “possibly attributable to faulty data . . .

since other studies have shown that socioeconomic status tends to be inversely related to
prejudice.” *
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But the facts about workers' attitudes, as we shall see,
suggest a very different picture, more complex and also far
more optimistic.

11

The streets near the factories of an industrial town are
one of the loneliest places to walk between the change of
shifts. There are few stores and fewer people. The bulk of
the factory casts kind of an invisible gray shadow along the
streets and the neon signs of the bars and pool halls call out
like warm campfires in a frozen forest.

I went into the nearest pool hall and sat down. Beside me
were two older men with long Slavic faces and ski jackets.
At the pool table a black man stood, cue in hand, watching
his white opponent execute a difficult safety that left a tight
cluster of balls in the center of the table, offering no
opportunities for sinking any ball with ease.

“Nice shot, you mother,” the black said appreciatively.

“Just call me Minnesota Fats,” the other replied.

In the file of articles in my bag were dozens of
descriptions derailing the tension and hostility between
black and white workers in many areas of the country. One
described the case of a black auto worker in Detroit who
shot three white workers in a burst of rage. Another, by one
of the most thoughtful and well-informed labor reporters,
said that blacks and whites at best tolerated each other in
silent hostility. A third was about opposition to residential
integration. A fourth about the antibusing protest in
Pontiac, Michigan. It was a list that would make anyone
despair of any change between black and white workers in
America.

Yet, in that pool hall, a black and a white man were
relating to each other in a way that contradicted everything
I had read.



140 THE WORKING-CLASS MAJORITY

I turned and watched them again. The black man had just
made a difficult shot, and sunk one ball into the pocket while
opening up the cluster in the center. He would probably
run the rack and win the game.

“Ooh—you son of a bitch,” the white said jokingly—*I
should have messed you up on that shot.”

They playfully pointed their cues at each other, pre-
tending to use them like clubs. No one looked up, no one
took them seriously. They were a couple of guys playing
pgol on a weekday afternoon, before they went on the late
shift at the plant.

A few notes from the pad I carry in my back pocket,
notes that do not add neatly to a simple conclusion, but
which suggest pieces of the vast puzzle that neither the
popular clichés nor neat rows of figures can provide:

Riding with a young guy from' the Gary car rental
agency, driving me out to where | can pick up my rented
car. He tells me he worked for several years in the mill and
suddenly pauses to note that “The center of town is dying.”

I have learned enough to know that a direct question
about blacks will almost ensure a dishonest answer, so 1 told
him about one job 1 did and described a totally imagined
racial incident, only then asking him if he had any difficulty
relating to blacks on the job.

“No,” he said, “nothing like that. We just got along. 1
mean we did the work and got paid. No hassles or
anything.”

Nighttime on the road, heading into another industrial
town in another state. 1 landed in Chicago and took the
limousine, a yellow VW bus, since no planes fly to many
industrial towns and many, like Gary, do not even have
aIrports.

The guy driving was a factory foreman, moonlighting
two nights a week as a chauffeur. We talked a bit about the
north, and the south, from which I had just come.
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“Anyplace I can get a drink?” 1 asked, as we entered the
center of town.

“There’s a bar in the hotel,” he says, “But you'll be the
only white man in it.”

“Makes no difference to me,” 1 said, “Does it bother
you?”

“Oh, hell, no,” he replied, with complete honesty. “I go
there myself. It’s just that you southern guys seem to be
bothered.”

I told him I was born up north and he seemed to nod in
agreement, as though now everything made sense.

My first day on the job at the motor rebuilding plant.
The lunch whistle sounded and we ran out to buy a hot dog
or sandwich, from the lunch truck. I sat with the guy who
was teaching me the job, but I quickly saw that I was in the
wrong crowd. The older white workers sat along one wall
of the plant, the young workers at another point, and blacks
in still a third. Three cultures as separate as islands from
12:00 to 12:30.

But 5:00 and washup brings everyone together—blacks
and whites stand side by side washing the grease from their
hands and faces. These are white men from the Deep South
and ten to twelve years ago this would have been impossi-
ble. But now it is accepted as an everyday thing.

I went to buy some cigarettes at a gas station in the
South. An older guy with a beet-red face was handling the
pump. He was filling up a car which had a black girl and
white man. As they drove off, he turned and said, “You
know, that really burns me up, a black and white together
like that.”

“Doesn’t burn me up,” 1 said, absently, thinking about
other things. “If they like it, it’s OK.”

“Well,” he replied, “That’s true too, I guess.”
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I was in a foul mood anyway, having spent half the night
without getting a word down on paper.

“Make up your mind,” 1 snapped, “Either it burns you up
or it doesn’t.” He was a bit startled and responded with an
honest look of surprise.

“It depends on who I'm talking to, I guess.”

“Well, when you talk to me remember that it doesn’t
burn you up,” I said, irritably, turning away and walking
off, still thinking of the unfinished work that lay before
me.

I walked a few paces and began to feel a bit bad for being
so unfriendly. Gas station attendants get lonely and 1
realized his initial answer had been very honest. He was just
looking for conversation and figured that would be a good
way to start. He probably didn’t know himself how he
really felt about that particular couple in that particular car.
They were just a way of starting some conversation on an
empty Tuesday morning.

In one section of that massive line of mills on Lake
Michigan’s southern shore, 1 rode with a black union official
and watched him as he chatted with workers leaving their jobs
at the change of shifts. We had been driving along with the
windows shut when someone shouted his name. He stopped,
rolled down the window.

“How ya doing,” an older guy asked.

“Just fine,” he replied, “The wife is due anytime now.”

“I hope it’s a boy,” the white man shouted. “See you
Thursday.”

There was genuine affection in the voice and eyes, not only
of that man, but his two compamons

A final factual point. In union elections in the United Auto
Workers, and some other unions as well, black men are
routinely elected as stewards, vice-presidents, and presidents
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by predominantly white locals. And this 1s not in one or two
exceptional cases, but all across the country. The area said to

be filled with tension and hostility simultaneously 1s the most
democratic and tolerant sector anywhere in America.

T'he nature and extent of the prejudice and racism that exist
are the most important questions about working-class political

attitudes. Many people have come to believe that, while white

racism has always been a part of America, today workers’
attitudes have become steadily worse, 1n a “‘backlash™ against

black demands, and they are now far more intolerant than the
middle class. These presumed changes have shattered the
liberal dream of reestablishing the “new deal” coaliion of
blacks, white workers, and liberals, even on the limited basis
which at least elected Roosevelt to the presidency and allowed
the unions to organize. Instead, tolerance 1s now supposedly a
middle-class characteristic.

One source of evidence 1s public opinion polls. While it 1s
correct to have a healthy skepticism about how well a poll
predicts actual behavior, if one takes them at face value, as
nothing more than what people say about the issues, they still
are quite useful. One would have to ask a lot of questions all
over the country to get 2 stmilar input of information about

what workers are saying.
But the real problem is that not enough careful studies have
been done. 1'he Harris poll does not even break down its data

by occupation and the Gallup polls include black and whute,
male and female workers together in their “manual” category.
Since these polls are also small, and comparisons between
occupational groups can be oft by 6 or 7 percent simply
because of the laws of chance, this 1s no way to extract from
them any solid information.®

Fortunately, there are a few studies which overcome some
of these problems. The best, and in fact the only book-length




144 THE WORKING-CLASS MAJORITY

examination of workers’ political opinions 1s Richard Hamil-
ton’s Class and Politics in the United States which was published
in 1971.%

‘Taking the North (or more precisely, non-South) first, here
are Hamilton’s data for what could be called general equal

rights attitudes, which he calculated from a 1968 University of
Michigan Survey Research Center study.

CIVIL RIGHTS ATTITUDES OF NON-SOUTH WHITES?
'BY CLASS IN 1968

(Married White Respondents, Head Economically Active)

Percent in favor

Operatives,
laborers,
and Lower  Upper
Question service Skilled middle middle

L r L _ ]

Government should see
that Negroes get fair

treatment 1n jobs 49 44 43 45
Government should see

that Negroes can go

to any hotel or

restaurant. 67 62
Government should see

that white and Negro

children go to the

same schools. 55 ' 40 48 47
Negroes have a right to

live wherever they

can afford to. 82 88 85 82

65

* Hamilton divides the upper and lower middle class by income for the reasons noted in the

previous chapter. He also examines the North and South separately, for as he found, the two
regions have very different patterns of racial attitudes. The 1968 data incidentally are not
from the book itself, but from two articles he wrote soon after.’
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The conclusion is evident. There is simply no significant
difference between workers and the middle class. In fact,
workers appear to be a tiny bit more progressive, although the
difference 1s 1nsignificant. And these questions not only
involve simple democratic feelings, but support for govern-
ment programs to enforce equality in the key areas of jobs and
schools.

A series of somewhat similar “equal rights” questions was
also asked 1n 1968, by a different polling organization, the Na-

tional Opinion Research Center. The opinions of non-South
manual workers vs. nonmanual workers are shown below.

CIVIL RIGHTS ATTITUDES OF NON-SOUTH WHITES BY CLASS, 1968

Question Blue-collar W hite-collar

Do you favor fair employment
laws that make white people
hire qualified Negroes, so
Negroes can get any job they
are qualified for? 89 88

[t a Negro with the same income

and education moved 1nto your

block, would 1t make a differ-

ence to you (percent given Is

those saying no difference)? 83 88
Negroes have a right to live

wherever they can afford to—

just like white people. 85 84
Should black and white go to the

same schools or separate schools

(percent saying same) 80 ' 89

It must be granted that some of these responses have
‘probably changed for the worse in the years since 1968, under
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the impact of the issues like crime and quotas. Also, on more
intimate 1ssues like interracial dating, there 1s far less tolerance
(6 percent of workers are favorable, 13 percent of the
white-collar group). Finally, these questions are clearly posed

in the least provocative way, making them harder to disagree
with.

But even so, these responses are in stark contrast to the
common wisdom. If blue-collar workers are, indeed, so much
more racist than the middle class, one would expect at least
some Indication to appear. Yet, on broad social issues like
these, the difference cannot be found.

CIVIL RIGHTS ATTITUDES OF SOUTHERN WHITES BY CLASS, 1968

(Married White Respondents, Head Economically Active)

Percent in favor

Operatives,
laborers,
and Lower  Upper
Question service Skilled middle middle

Government should see

that Negroes get fair

treatment in jobs. 50 22 19
Government should see

that Negroes can go

to any hotel or

restaurant. 47 13
Government should see

to 1t that white and

Negro children go to

the same schools. 35
Negroes have a right to

live wherever they can
afford to. 55 37 49

52

20
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In the South the general levels of tolerance were lower for

every social class, but what stands out 1s the gap between
skilled workers and the rest of the working class. The
Operatives, Laborers, and Service workers, as can be seen,

were just as tolerant as the upper middle class and better than
the lower middle class on three issues, and only on one

was there a significant difference in favor of “‘elite” toler-
ance.

The huge gap between skilled and unskilled, however, is
very different from the North. What i1s especially interesting
about this 1s that many union leaders and other observers of the
South have always felt that poor southern whites seemed to
often be highly tolerant of blacks and got along with them
quite well from day to day. Many writers felt that the reason
was that the low wages and status of the “poor white trash”
did make them an oppressed group to a much greater extent
than the northern white workers. This study gives concrete
support for such a view. (As we will see, 1n strikes and actions
across the South there are examples of interracial unity among
workers occurring today.)

Other studies of working-class attitudes, although by no

means as careful and systematic in their methods, have shown
the same pattern. Another large study 1n 1968, by the

Michigan University Survey Research Center, shows no class
differences on questions like “do you favor civil rights
legislation?” or *““do you favor interracial contact?” The study
notes that ““I'he racial orientation of white people at different
occupational levels difters very little.” !

But all this 1s based on opinion polls and it 1s easy to suspect
that workers will act far differently than the middle class when
it comes to real hife. The vote for city referenda on open
housing 1s about as “‘real life” as one can get, and studies have
been done on how people voted in the middle sixties. In two
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cities, Berkeley and Toledo, the authors of one study drew the
following conclusion:

“In neither city were blue collar workers in toto far from

the Caucasian mean and they exhibited less intolerance than
white collar workers, exclusive of professionals who are su
generis (i.e., a special case). In fact the most intolerant
segment in Toledo was white collar workers with incomes

below $7,000, whose rate of support was 3%. . . . In Toledo
the support rate of unskilled and semiskilled was shightly above

the city mean, whereas the least support was among white
collar and skilled workers.” 12

Another study during a Detroit Open Housing Referendum
concentrated on voting by income. The results showed lower
and lower middle income people gave 32 percent of their vote
in favor, middle income 21 percent, the upper middle 24

percent, and only the upper income group was higher than the
low paid with 52 percent.

In summarizing these three cases, plus an additional Califor-
nia referendum, the author of the study concludes:

“The highest incidence of antagonism to open housing is
among white collar low income workers, not the [white]
working class . . . [their] support for the laws in the referenda
somewhat exceed that of their bosses and social superiors, the
business proprietors and executives. . . . Skilled workers are one
of the most antagonistic sectors whereas other blue collars
matched or slightly exceeded the white mean.” !

This alone deals a rather heavy blow to the myth that
workers are the worst racists in America. But there 1s other
evidence as well.

Another investigator looked at the white voting 1n segrega-
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tionist referenda 1n fifteen southern cities about a decade ago.
He found that in eleven cities there was no voting difference

between lower socioeconomic status groups and upper status

groups. In three, the lower groups were more liberal than the
rich, and 1n only one of the fifteen did workers seem to be any

worse than the middle class.* 14

More recently Professor Chandler Davidson studied the

voting patterns 1n three southern cities, and Memphis 1n
particular, looking for evidence that the lower class voted 1n a
more racist way than the upper strata. He looked at twenty

primary elections 1in which there was a clear choice between a

candidate who was a liberal on the i1ssues of race and

economics and one who was conservative 1n both areas. The

results were quite clear. In every single vote lower-income
groups tended to be more liberal than those of higher

socloeconomic status. Even 1n six nonpartisan elections or
reterenda, where there was no possibility of straight tcket
voting, the results showed only one case of greater working-
class intolerance—two of greater middle-class intolerance and
three with no difterence.!’

Thus, “real life” votes on open housing or segregationist
referenda and elections between liberals and conservatives,
show that workers have been, i1f anything, slightly more

progressive than the middle class. The belief that workers are
all reactionary while the middle class 1s “tolerant” on issues

- relating to blacks 1s clearly a myth. While the popular image
of workers has been based on a few dozen or sometimes a few
hundred workers involved 1n demonstrations, the evidence

* It 1s not really correct to call these groups “workers’” and middle class since this and the
following studies used income, not occupation, and therefore low-paid white-collar workers
get mixed 1n about one quarter of the time. But if anything, the previous studies suggest that
low-income white-collar workers are less tolerant than blue-collar workers and therefore
should make the “lower socioeconomic” group look more racist, not less so, than blue-collar
workers alone would be.
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here is based on the behavior of hundreds of thousands of

blue-collar Americans. And along with the opinion polls 1t
clearly shows how wrong the stereotype is.

Some recent opinion surveys which ask questions like, “are
blacks pushing too hard?” or “asking for special treatment?”

however, reveal a very real hostility among white workers.

One 1970 study, which asked the two questions above along
with a third about whether “blacks deserve the things they are

asking for,” found that 70 percent of blue-collar workers took
a “racist”’ view on all three questions. On the other hand, only

4243 percent of the middle class selected the hostile view on

all three.'¢ Other studies have shown smaller, but similar,
effects.
But despite these new areas of antagonism, the paradoxical

fact is that white working-class racism, even 1n the North, was

much worse in the forties and fifties than it is today. If there

was no George Wallace on the national scene 1n 1956, nor
other anti-integration demonstrations at that ume, 1t was
simply because there was no pressure for change. There 1s

more obvious tension today, but that is because the crisis of the

ghetto and consequently the nature of black demands has

grown at a much faster rate than the white responsiveness. It 1s
nonetheless true, however, that the white worker of today has

less difficulty accepting black demands than did his counter-
part of the fifues.

As many black leaders have noted, the much touted

“tolerance” of the North in the fifties and early sixues,
especially among workers, was in large part based on a ngid
system of de facto racial segregation.

The phrase “don’t go through south Jersey” for example
was known to every northeastern ghetto black in previous

years because black people just passing through that area were
subject to harassment. Even in New York, blacks who
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ventured to Times Square in the late fifties were often told to
“get the hell back to Harlem where you belong” by a
policeman, unless they were delivering messages or sweeping
out an office.

In literally scores of working-class neighborhoods across the
North, a black man found after dark was in serious danger of
being beaten up unless he could justify his presence. While
schools had some black students, they frequently walked home
in a group, especially if the hour was late. And if a black dared
to move into a white neighborhood, on more than a few
occasions some men with shotguns smashed every window in
the house. Many northern plants had separate lockers and
washrooms and a system of segregation just as thorough as
M ississippt’s.

When this is recognized, it is clear that a real change has
taken place. In some areas, the unofficial discrimination still
exists, and even de facto segregation in the plants. But clearly
the average white worker today has much more contact with
blacks and accepts the elementary rights of blacks to a far
greater degree than before. Residential integration is still not
accepted, but there has clearly been a change. Working-class
racism has been a constant reality since the beginning of
America. But in historical perspective it cannot be said to be
becoming worse.

Opinion studies from the forties, fifties, and sixties confirm
this view. As Hamilton notes, “A comparison of studies which
asked identical questions in 1942, 1956, and 1963, with
insignificant and fragmentary exceptions, showed an immense
and continued shift toward more favorable attitudes.” He also
notes that even the data from 1968 “indicate a continuation of
the trend.” V7

But there is one final point that helps to explain the seeming
contradictions in working-class attitudes, the combination of



152 THE WORKING-CLASS MAJORITY

real tolerance in some respects, together with areas of clear
hostility. While liberal intellectuals think in terms of black and
white and base their concern on an abstract sense of
egalitarianism, the positive aspects of workers’ attitudes are
based on the common problems and sense of injustice they
share with working-class blacks. Listen, for example, to a
worker quoted by Robert Coles:

“I get sick and tired of welfare cheaters and worse are the
hippies who sit around doing nothing, but they call up Daddy
if they run into trouble, and the Niggers always pushing,
pushing. But what the hell, who really is in charge of this
country? Who is calling the shots, and who is raking in the
money? Not the poor colored people. I'll tell you, it’s not them.
What have they got for themselves out of this country for all
the damn back-breaking work they done since they got picked
up in Africa by guys with guns and sent over here like
cattle.” 18

Or listen to a Chicago steelworker interviewed by Studs
Terkel: :

[13

.. . I can’t really hate the colored fellow that’s working
with me all day. The black intellectual I got no respect for.
The white intellectual I got no use for. I got no use for the
black militant who’s going to scream about 300 years of slavery
to me while 'm busting my back, you know what I mean
[laughs]? I have one answer for that guy—go see Rockefeller,
see Harriman, see the people who got the money. Don’t bother
me, we’re in the same cotton field, so just don’t bug
me[laughs].

“It’s very funny, it’s always the rich white people who are
screaming about racism. They’re pretty well safe from the
backlash. Did you ever notice it’s always ‘go get the Klans-
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men,’ ‘go get the honky,” ‘go get that Polack,” ‘don’t touch me
baby cause my name’s Prince John Lindsay, Park Avenue,
Lake Shore Drive . . .

“How the hell am I going to hate the colored fellow when
he’s sweating and I'm sweating. We're both working hard.
When a strike comes 1 carry a picket sign, he carries a picket
sign . ..V

Where workers see a common working-class issue, they
respond “tolerantly.” But when the issue poses the needs of
blacks as a whole against all whites, workers often become
incensed at being lumped together with the affluent and seeing
their problems ignored. Many workers genuinely accept the
demands for simple justice being made by black workers. But
few can relate to the liberal intellectual’s focus on issues like
improving welfare benefits or seeking to understand the black
criminal. Where “racism” appears most dramatically among
blue-collar workers is in those aspects of black protest that pit
the needs of what used to be called the “lumpenproletariat,”
the disorganized families of the unemployed, against those of
workers.

But, as we have seen, all workers, black and white, have
profound problems and pressing grievances that demand
solutions. It is now also clear that the stereotype of workers as
the worst, hopelessly racist sector of American society 1s just
another in the string of myths about working people that must
be put aside. There are, of course, deep currents of racism in
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