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PREFACE

NE turns back with misgiving in the midst of other urgent con-
cerns of later growth to the restudy of a problem once familiar.
Life does not live itself backward, nor docs one willingly
linger over onc’s own earlier footprints.

Then, too, every extended piece of painstaking research leaves a kind
of emotional scar tissue in the investigator. The field work is strenuous
but exciting. In the case of the original Middletown study it lasted a
year and a half. Thereafter one lives for an equal time or longer—in
the case of Middletown it was three years and a half—in a mood alter-
nating between enthusiasm and weary disgust as the job worms its
exhausting course through rough draft, revision, checking and cross-
checking, and compression for publication.

In the present instance there has been the additional deterrent that
the investigator is critical of the type of research that throws its net too
broadly, as does the gencral “survey.” By and large, social research
seems to him to make larger gains by digging vertically rather than
by raking together the top-soil horizontally; and a disproportionate
amount of energy in current social research appears to him to be going
into the latter sort of work. There are, to be sure, certain situations in
which the broader procedure is in order: where, as in the study of
many primitive societies, the object of investigation is changing so
rapidly under contact with more advanced cultures that the best that
can be hoped for is the sketching in of the wider aspects of these re-
mote cultures before they are lost; or where a new field, like that of
child development, is emerging, and certain broadly integrative studies
are useful to dcfine problems; and, finally, in cases where many
separate vertical borings have been going forward in older fields and
an effort is made periodically by a horizontal study to re-view these
current findings as a single pattern. In the last two cases the survey
justifies itsclf only as it invites attention to new problems, and not by
simply throwing another chunk of miscellaneous data onto the re-
search pile.

The original Middletown study of 192425 may perhaps qualify

under the third of the above exceptions, i.e., as integrating many
ix
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scattered vertical research borings, not without some useful redefinition
of focus at certain points.

The point made in all of the above is not that social science needs to
put on blinders or to narrow its range of vision. Quite the contrary.
The most hopeful tendency in contemporary research in the social
sciences is the viewing of sharply defined problems against the widest
possible setting in the entire institutional world in which they operate.
But this type of research looks at the broad field with a single problem
as its focus. This is quite a different procedure from approaching a
broad field with a number of very general hypotheses and seeking to
get a “general picture.”

The social scientist as an impersonal worker selecting problems and
analyzing them with bloodless concern only for science exists no more
than does the “economic man.” Subjective factors inevitably intrude,
and the community survey tends to be peculiarly vulnerable in this
regard. Its very scope and informality, combined with the necessity
of protecting individuals by scrupulous anonymity, tends to throw
undue weight upon detached comments by inadequately identifiable
persons, and upon the usc of such bits of data as supporting cvidence
for a gencralized conclusion. The reliance upon the subjective processes
of the investigator which the use of such evidence entails goes far
beyond the normal tolerances of scicntific accuracy. If the inferences
drawn from such episodic material are correct, they owe this to sensi-
tive insights of the investigator rather than to their being scientifically
based conclusions. The attempt to apply such labels as “superior” and
“inferior” to insight as over against the careful marshaling of data
seems to the investigator irrelevant and misleading; for knowlcdgc
cannot advance without both insight and data, and the need is obvi-
ously for the maximum admixture of both, the one constantly checkmg
the other in the endless game of leapfrog between hypothesis and evi-
dence as understanding grows.

In view of all the preceding, the rcluctance of the investigator to
return to Middletown for what had of necessity, in view of other
heavy research commitments, to be a brief and inadequate “restudy”
will be understandable. The suggestion for such a restudy had been
made repeatedly by various persons and agencies. The investigator was
immersed in another study dealing with the impact of the depression
upon a small, relatively homogeneous group of families. The oppor-
tunity to use the 1925 study of Middletown as a base line against which
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to analyze the broad changes of the dramatic ten years of boom and
depression as they affected a familiar community finally tempted him
to undertake what in anticipation was to be at most one or two chap-
ters added as a postscript to a new edition of the original volume.
What was to have been an exciting summer interlude has turned into
an intensive analysis of more than a year. That this was the case
testifies to the vitality of the problem which Middletown presented

in 1935.

Middletown naturally has varied reactions to the original 1925 study.
A question asked of people of all sorts in connection with the 1935 re-
study was: “What statements in the study of ten years ago do you
Middletown people feel to have been distorted or inadequate?” Such
of these sins of omission and commission as could be discovered are
noted in the appropriate places throughout the pages that follow. The
local attitude toward the book is fairly well summarized in the follow-
ing editorial comment by the editor of the afternoon paper:

MIDDLETOWN

If you have not read Middletown, you have not taken proper stock of
yourself. I scanned through it when it was first issucd and lately have been
reading it in detail, comparing [the author’s] notations with my own
knowledge of the town—a knowledge that encompasses most of a lifetime,
whereas Lynd’s observations cover only a few months.

And I was startled to discover that in a rather large way his conclusions,
or what may be taken for conclusions sincc he never renders a definite
opinion, were the things that had occurred to mc time after time. I was
startled because, being a citizen of the community, I was fearful of facing
the facts which he, as a nonresident, could face with utter nonchalance.

Of course, Lynd has the provincial view of the highly trained specialist
in humanology, if there is such a word which I doubt greatly. He likes to
take a mind apart, especially a rather inferior mind, to see what makes it
tick, if it does. But one reading his story, in spite of the fact that it has
been highly acclaimed by H. L. Mencken, must admit that it largely rings
true.

Lynd endeavors to take the bunk out of our social conditions, not as
meaning [Middletown] but meaning America, and he does it rather thor-
oughly by quotations instcad of assertion of opinions. . . .

Still it is well to have such a critic. The body politic needs an overhaul-
ing at certain intervals just as the physical body needs it. Lynd has done a
distinct service for [Middletown] or he would have done it if everybody
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here were to read his book, for it would awaken us all out of our contented,
quiescent attitude.

The words that Middletown inclines to apply to the earlier study
are “cold,” “cynical,” and “mechanical.” (On the other hand, a research
seminar engaged on the book at the University of Vienna envisaged
the author as a bewhiskered clderly gentleman because of the benign
~onservatism which the book appeared to them to exhibit!) The dcan
of the local college, addressing clubwomen on the book, told them:

“It is no longer fashionable to take the cynical view of life, and the
survey of the city grew out of an era of criticism. . . . The era of cynicism
in which the book was written is waning.”

A speaker at the great “recovery” dinner of the Chamber of Commerce
in June, 1935, said of the book:

“One thing that was resented in the book Middletown was that, with all
the dispassionate laboratory analysis and all the microscopic study of Mid-
dletown and its pcople, the Lynds used everything but a stethoscope. Had
they used a stethoscope, they would have had a far different report to write.
They would have depicted the influences that made it vital—[ Middletown’s|
heart.”

The central criticism of Middletown by the Middletown people s,
then, that, while true, it tends to be cold, an aggregation of facts lack-
ing some of the vital tissue that makes the city live. The writer doubts
whether one hundred individuals in Middletown (other than students
at the college) have actually read the book through, though many more
than that have taken it from the library. The vagueness of the answers
to the request for specific criticisms suggested that many local people
knew the book chiefly by hearsay. Most South Side people had ap-
parently not even heard of the book. Local regard for the book has
actually had its ups and downs: When it first appeared, many pcople
were immediately proud of the fact that the city “had been written up
in a book”; the Chamber of Commerce uscd on its literature, “Selected
as the Ideal American City,” and this phrasc was widely used locally.
Shortly after its publication, the book was placed in the cornerstone
of the handsome new downtown Methodist Church, and this elicited
from the editor of Middletown’s Democratic weckly the gleeful jibe:
“If any of you people had taken the trouble to rcad Middletown and
had read what it says about your Mcthodist Church instead of accept-



PREFACE xiii
ing it as a fine book on the world’s say-so, that book would never have
been placed in that cornerstone. I am looking forward to the day when
you people will read it and rush to tear down your ‘cathedral’ in order
to get that damned book out of the cornerstone. Just because it is a
wonderful book that tells the truth.” When Mencken reviewed Mid-
dletown in the American Mercury under the title “A City in Moronia,”
with the text of the review stressing the “unbelievable stupidities” of
the people, the review hurt, and it made Middletown mad. As the
book gained recognition, however, the carlier positive mood returned.

When the research staff arrived in 1935, the city was friendly and
cordial, with perhaps just a note of caution. There were bantering re-
proachful remarks that “you sorta made us out as a town of hicks,”
but everywhere the cooperation was marked and spontaneous. While
the investigator was confronted on cvery hand by the general state-
ment that “we have made big changes since you were here before,”
other persons remarked as did one business man, “Generally speaking,
| Middletown] is sitting on about the same spot as it was when the
survey was made.” As one editor put it: “[Lynd in 1935] may be seek-
ing some decisive change he will not find. His story of the [Middle-
town] of 1925 does not nced any important revision. People’s minds
and habits do not change much in a decade.”

In view of the difficulties in being completely “objcctive” in any
study of this sort, as noted above, and of Middletown’s friendly stric-
tures on the earlier book, it is perhaps not out of order to scek to
appraisc briefly the basic attitudes with which investigator and com-
munity look out on the world.

Although reared during his first eightecn years in a city of 18,000
population in the same state as Middletown, the investigator came to
Middletown in 1924 after fourtcen years spent in the East. Accord-
ingly, he may have had an outlook somewhat different from the modal
outlook of Middletown, even though the cultures of the East North
Central and Middle Atlantic States are fundamentally overwhelmingly
alike. The fact that he came from ten years of residence in New York
City to a city of 36,000 in 1924 may have emphasized latent differences.
The fact that, despite several years of business experience, he came as
an “academic” person undoubtedly made a difference. Middletown,
immersed in the immediacies of getting a living with its current coin-
age of techniques and symbols, naturally finds it hard to understand
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a person who spends his working life appraising rather than manipu-
lating the going system, and particularly one who habitually uses as
part of his professional equipment unfamiliar ways of looking at
familiar things. If to all of these potentials of difference is added a
rather fundamental difference in the way investigator and community
view cultural processes, the likelihood of mutual divergence in opinion
as to what are “the essentials” becomes precariously great. For every
people tends to regard its own culture as superior, not perfect, perhaps,
but essentially admirable. In such an emotional outlook there is no
place for the possibility that one’s culture may be employing at certain
points stone-age axes side by side with its modern industrial machines.
The commonplace assumptions of the student of comparative culture—
such assumptions as that no cultural form is ultimate, inevitable, di-
vinely or otherwise ordained, and that every culture is a congeries of
institutional habits representing marked differences in modernity and
functional adaptation—lie in the main over the horizon from everyday
Middletown thought. In such matters an inescapable gulf separates the
points of view of Middletown and of an investigator who comes in
from outside to study it, for the latter is under no emotional compul-
sion to defend Middletown. He is not a permanent part of its life, his
future is not its future, his hopes need not be its hopes. In this dif-
ference in emotional nced to emphasize local integrity lies the genesis
of many of the criticisms of “superficiality” and “unfairness” that are
leveled by the people observed against the outside observer.

An analysis of a community may be attempted either in terms of
how the community views itself, or of how it appears when its symbols
are viewed as symbols, its rationalizations as rationalizations, with the
aid of hypotheses as to how human nature functions and how cultural
processes occur. The first type of picture tends to err on the side of the
optimism of a Chamber of Commerce brochure, and the second may
err on the side of an apparent cynicism—the “I-am-wise-enough-to-see-
what’s-the-matter-with-you” attitude. The object of a penetrating study
is to combine both procedures; to understand through intimate par-
ticipation how the persons who carry the culture within their skins
feel toward it, and yet to avoid the contagion of local enthusiasm
enough to be able to analyze the how’s and why’s of the local scene
against the generalized knowledge of comparative cultures. Obvi-
ously, no study achieves such Jovian prescience and impartiality. (And
fictitional treatments, likewise, seeking to walk the same narrow fence,
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tend to fall off to one side or the other—with the Booth Tarkingtons
on the one hand and the Sinclair Lewises on the other; and it is prob-
able that the insights of a writer like Ruth Suckow are more appreci-
ated by Iowa folk who have “escaped” to large cities than by those
who continue to reside in Iowa.)

This complex problem was summed up simply by a local editor in
the following paragraph in his daily column of “Comment” in June,
1935+

Elbert Scoggins [a local successful fiction writer of whom Middletown is
proud and who has removed from Middletown since 1925] once told me
that he would like to write a story that would depict the life of [Middle-
town], but he thought he was unable to do so, although he is famous as a
writer of fiction. “If I were able to tell the story of [Middletown],” he said,
“T am pretty sure I could not do it without offending somebody.” The story
of [Middletown], if truthfully told, would reflect the same kind of tale that
could be told anywhere—of miscrliness, of generosity, of wealth, of pau-
perism, of bitterness and hatreds, of love and loyalty, of beauty and utter
ugliness.

Even so-called “scientific” description of social phenomena is in-
evitably selective, the field being strained, as suggested above, through
the awareness of the observer as sensitized by his past experience. If
to this “mere description”—which is thus never “mere”—is added
analysis, the clement of selection, and the role of the describer-analyst’s
values assume critical importance. No social scientist works without
“values” in the selection of his problems—though the “good” scientist
seeks to test his hypotheses rather than to prove his values. What he
tries to do is to make his valucs with which he approaches and selects
problems internally coherent and as close as possible to reality as he
sces it, to curb thosc values that are in his judgment inappropriate to
a given rescarch situation, and, where his values diverge from those
commonly held, to make his point of view explicit. In line with this
last and in at least partial illumination of the difference in outlook of
the investigator from the outlook of Middletown, the foilowing points
of view of the investigator pertinent to the earlier study as well as to
the present onc are listed bricfly:

Middletown tends to regard human nature as “rational,” “free,” and
“responsible,” and there is large precedent for so doing. On the other hand,
the emphasis of recent psvchology is that actions of human beings are only
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to a limited extent rational, while to a far greater extent they are colored by
individual emotional needs and responsive to previous cultural condition-
ing.

People tend, therefore, to act as cultural agents, and society shares respon-
sibility with the individual for his actions. A given culture tends to select
out and to emphasize personality types that are viable in it.

Middletown tends to read into social change, particularly in the develop-
ment of the United States, a fairly consistent and ultimately inevitable
movement toward “betterment.” It thus takes for granted, for the United
States and for itself, “progress.” The student of cultural change, however,
tends to regard the process as ncutral, not loaded permanently in either
direction, with future eventualities wide open.

Again, Middletown tends to regard its institutions—its capitalist cconomy,
its religion, its education, its form of government—as substantially final
products of “progress” and as the “best in the world.” This imparts a cer-
tain sacrosanct quality to them in the mind of Middletown. But, again, the
student of comparative culture takes the view that any institutional form
in a given setting is simply a product of a given set of conditions, to be
scrutinized candidly in the light of the rest of the culture, including its
values, with the question: “ITow does it operate?”

With such a view of progress and of its social institutions, Middletown
regards foreign intrusions involving criticisms of its institutions and invi-
tations to cultural change with initial antagonism. It tends to regard all
cultural change uneasily and to reject the idea of sudden change altogether
as contrary to that “slow progress dictatcd by the order of nature.” The stu-
dent of culture recognizes here a tendency common to human beings every-
where and to the cultures which their habits constitute; for the habit sys-
tems of human beings tend to resist change and only to make small mini-
mum adaptations by a process of “inching along.” This resistance to change
tends to be maintained long after the demands of inner coherence and
smooth functioning of individual and of culture demand more forthright
adaptation; and this tolerance of disparities is the psychological accompani-
ment of the cultural phenomenon known as “cultural lag.” According to
this point of view, which the present investigator shares, the “goodness” or
“badness” of slow or sudden, large or small, cultural change is relative and
not absolute, and relative only to thc values which a given culture wishes
to achieve and the conditions controlling its achievement of them. But in a
culture that values, as Middletown does, “progress” and having “the best in
the world,” particularly when this culture is involved in an era of rapid
and irregular cultural change, the investigator believes that the realization
of these very values depends at many points upon the cultivation of an atti-
tude of hospitality, rather than of resistance, to change. In view of the
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rapidity of some cultural changes in Middletown in recent decades, its re-
sistance to changg, its failure to embrace change as an opportunity to lessen
its {rictions, may constitute a liability to its own values.

The role of habit and of the familiar in so prompting Middletown to re-
sist change is heavily supplemented at all critical points by the existence of
pressure groups with vested interests of property and status in the main-
tenance of past procedures favorable to them.

Middletown believes that laissex-faire individualism is the best road to
“progress.” The present investigator holds the view, on the other hand, that
our modern institutional world has become too big and too interdependent
to rely indiscriminatcly upon the accidents of laissez faire; and that this
fact has been tacitly recognized by various interested groups in the cul-
ture in their sporadic substitution of other procedures at certain points.
In this situation, he belicves that cither an undiscriminating adherence to
the symbols of “laissez faire,” “individual freedom,” and “frec competi-
tion” or sporadic and privatcly controlled abandonment of laissez faire
operates not to realize others of Middletown’s central values such as “prog-
ress” and “making the city a better place to live in,” but to increase the
confusion and friction within the culture,

The recognition by the investigator of these differences in point of
view means that he has tried constantly to correct for any bias they
might introduce. On the other hand, research without a point of view
is impossible. If research were mere photography science would stand
still, swamped in the mass of undifferentiated and unoriented detail.
Science depends upon scnsitized, coherent points of view orientated
around reality. This outlook of the investigator influences directly the
selection and formulation of the questions he thinks it important to
ask (e.g., the decision to include in the present study such a question
as the relevance of Middletown’s present political symbols to the tasks
its political institutions are actually seeking to cope with, but to exclude
such a thing as how many stoncs went into the south wall of the new
Methodist church). His point of view thus performs the indispensable
function of operating as a screen sifting out what secm, in his view of
the field as a scientific problem area, the relevant and significant from
the irrelevant and insignificant questions. Thereafter, if he is honest
and self-critical, he does not seek to bolster his own intellectual posi-
tion but rather to marshal all relevant data, pro and con, around these
questions.

No such inventory of onc’s own orientation as that given in the
wems fisted in the pages above is cxhaustive, as one can peel down
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layer after layer of tentatively held specific conclusions under each such
general heading. The above listing of the investigator’s tentatively
held assumptions in approaching the study of Middletown should suf-
fice, however, to give to the reader and to Middletown some of the
sources of the “cold analytical cynicism” of which the investigator
himsclf is unconscious. If he has missed the “great warm heart” of
Middletown, he is neverthcless not unaware of a deep emotional kin-
ship with these open-hearted folk so many of whom he thinks of as
his friends. On more than one late cvening in June, 1935, he refused
his hospitable host’s offer to drive him back to his hotel, in order 10
walk back alone along the quiet, shaded streets pondering the birth-
right that he, along with other midland boys migrated to large cities,
has relinquished for the debatable advantages of the metropolis.

Needless to say, the present investigation does not in any sense sup-
plant the carlier study covering the years 1885-1925. It is built upon
the earlier work, and brings down to date that record of forty years of
change. Many of its claborations can be understood only when viewed
from the base line of the earlier study. The format of six sections and
twenty-nine chapters of the carlier study is here compressed to thirteen
chapters. All six areas are brought down to date, and in general the
earlier method of building the chapters around persistent institutional
functions is followed.

One additional point regarding method might well be added to the
Note on Method appended to the original study, in view of the large
use made of quoted statements of individuals. In many cases it was
impossible to write down a statement in the midst of an interview or
informal conversation. In all such cases it was the practice of the staff
to note the sequence and phraseology of the statement carefully and to
record it as literally as possible immediately after the interview. There
is an element of error lurking in such a procedure; it is believed that
with this method of immediate recording it is reduced to an unim-
portant minimum.

R. S. L.
New York City
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CHAPTER I
Middletown Revisited

e vEar and a half of field work that preceded the original

Middletown study ended in June, 1925. The Middletown of the

mid-1920’s was viewed as a culturce rooted in custom and yield-
ing unevenly to the pressure of changes in its technologies and beliefs.
A forty-year time span extending back to the placid little county seat
of the 1880’s was employed in presenting this turgid process of change
and lag. The industrial revolution came to Middletown in this period
and the county seat of 6,000 grew into a city of six times that size.
One was viewing the intertwined processes of industrialization and of
urbanization in a contemporary culture.

Since 1925 the city of 36,500 has grown under the prodigal hand of
prosperity to almost 50,000 * and has experienced momentous impetus
to social change. During the greater part of these ten years it has not
been primarily the familiar concomitants of growing size and of the
further mechanization of its industrial processes that have forced the
pace of social change. The major impetus has come, rather, from
events outside the control of this immediate local culture, resulting in
the shock of sharp and sudden institutional breakdown. This type of
situation is one of the most emphatic invitations to social change which
a culture can expericnce. During the first half of the decade, the good
years of the late 1920s, men were talking of the arrival of “permanent
prosperity”; here it scemed was America’s “manifest destiny” come to
stay, the culminating vindication of the goodness of being alive and an
American. Middlctown busily turned its wishes into horses—and then
abruptly and helplessly rode them over a precipice.

It is the constant lament of the social sciences that the subjects of
their study can never be analyzed under exact experimental conditions.
There is no escape from this, but it becomes the more important to
exploit as far as possible anything approaching an experimental situ-

1 See Appendix I for population estimates for each of the years since 1925. The

city’s population rose to 48,000 in 1931-32 and stood at 47,000 in 1935.
3
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ation wherever it presents itself. Here is an American city which had
been the subject of eighteen months of close study in 1924-25. During
the following decade the conditions of its existence had been unex-
pectedly altered in a way which affected every aspect of its life. Its
growing population had been tossed from prosperity beyond any ex-
perienced prior to 1925 to an equally unprecedented depression. The
opportunity thus presented to analyze its life under the stress of specific
interrupting stimuli, whose course can be traced, offered something
analogous to an experimental situation.

Inevitably certain questions urgently invited further study: How
much has the city actually changed through the experiences of boom
and depression? Has the basic texture of this culture been tough
enough to resist change and to remain intact? Have the different rates
of change in diffcrent areas of living pointed out in the earlier study
been maintained during this critical period? How has the deep faith
of this people in the value of standing unaided on one’s own feet
withstood the experience of unprecedented public relief? Is their con-
fident outlook on the future altered? Are people returning sharply to
the old faiths, or are they moving out to embrace new ways of
thought? What changes are being wrought in the young as compared
with their elders, and in the various groups in the community? Has
the depression created more sense of community, or new cleavages?
Have the latent conflicts observed in 1925 within this culture pattern
been sharpened or modified?

Despite a natural reluctance to seek answers to questions of such
subtlety and moment in the unavoidably limited time available, it was
decided to make a try. In June, 1935, the director of the original study
returned to Middletown with a staff of five assistants.

The appraisal which follows does not pretend to be a restudy com-
parable in scope and thoroughness to the original 1925 study. The
study involved less than a tenth of the man-days of research time spent
in Middletown on the 192425 study; but this disparity in time was
lessened somewhat by the fact that in the restudy it was possible to
make a running start without the usual loss of time in fumbling for
local_sources and personal contacts. Brief visits to the city had been
made during the ten years, and through personal friends and the local
press the writers had kept in touch with the main events in the city’s
life.

The research yield was further enhanced by the cordial cooperation
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of local people; for no finer evidence of the spirit of these open-hearted
people of the American midland could be cited than this fact that,
after enduring once the not wholly pleasant process of sitting for a
portrait that had avoided ‘the flattering manipulation of lights and
screens dear to booster philosophy and had painted “wart and all,”
they again cooperated wholehcartedly with the research staff.

The brevity of the ficld work made the use of refined rescarch tech-
niques and measurements 1mp0551blc Existing records of all kinds
were combed, scores of interviews both formal and informal were made
and recorded, the research assistants lived in homes scattered through-
out the city and participated in a variety of the normal social affairs
of the city; and newspaper files from January, 1929, through Novem-
ber, 1936, have been searched systematically, with a coverage of six to
twelve months in each year. Since the field work came to an end, many
additional data have been secured from national and local sources,
again with the assistance of Middletown pcople.

Field workers are not cameras snapshotting uncritically whatever
they are aimed at, and the different members of the staff came to Mid-
dletown with varying tentative hypotheses as to what they might find.
On the onc hand, there were some who were rcady to believe that the
city must differ radically from its earlier self, since no population
could go through the things the United States has experienced in the
past ten years without changes in both the overt and the intangible
aspects of its life so profound as to alter that life fundamentally and
permancntly. As over against this tentative position was another held
by other members of the staff. These persons, decply impressed by the
rctarding undertow of habit, particularly habits of thought and senti-
ment, were curious as to whether Middletown had changed at all in
any fundamental respects; whether, in other words, the boom of the
late 1920’s had becen cssentially but a further extension of the old mid-
land Amcrican gospel of “progress,” and the succceding depression,
however drastically felt at the moment, little more than an external
depression in a ball ready to spring back the moment the outside pres-
sure was released. In between these two extremes was the possibility,
always to be looked for in the study of a culturc prescenting a social
organization as elaborate and tolerating such wide extremes as are to
be found in a Middletown, that the decade 1925-35 might not have
affected all elements of the city alike. Thus, for instance, the impact
of these changing years upon business class and upon working class
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might conceivably have been different; * or some sectors of living might
have changed radically and permanently for all the people in Middle-
town, while other areas of living remained much as they were in 1925.
Yet another possibility was that seeds of change might have been sown
whose growth, scarcely apparent as yet in the familiar institutional
thicket of the culture, portends significant alterations in the Middle-
town of a not too distant {uture.

It was with such questions that the rescarch staff stepped off the
train at Middletown early in June, 1935. The fact that answers to its
questions might open windows into the future of our larger American
culture imparted a mood of especial scriousness but also of exhilaration
to the venture.

2See Middletown, pp. 22-24, for the basis of this division of Middletown’s
population into “business class” and “working class.”



CHAPTER II
Getting a Living

NE's job is the watershed down which the rest of one’s life
tends to flow in Middletown. Who one is, whom one knows,
how one lives, what onc aspires to be,'—these and many other

urgent realitics of living arc patterned for one by what one does to
get a living and the amount of living this allows one to buy.

The activities of Middletown in getting its living were treated first
in the earlier study because of the pervasivencss of those activities
throughout the Life of the city. Since the most marked social changes
of the decade 1925-35 have occurred in or been generated by this central
complex of the city’s life, it is appropriate again to begin with “the
long arm of the job” in Middlctown.

After nearly six ycars of depression Middletown was in June, 1935,
in the first flush of reviving business. Some hardy businessmen, when
asked about the depression, responded jocularly, “What depression?
We haven’t had a depression here.” One got the impression that by
1935 it was regarded as part of the reviving civic spirit to minimize
the effects of the depression in one’s public comments. But, as more
than one businessman put it, “We may be smiling and perking up
on the outside now, but down under our vests we’re still pretty much
scared to death.”

Owing to the facts that Middletown’s industries are so heavily
weighted on the side of producers’ and consumers’ durable goods—
automobile and machine parts, foundry products, wire, glass fruit
jars, table silverware, and metal household furmture—and that it was
the durable goods industries that led the forward surge of American
industry in the 1920's,” Middletown was skimming in the 1920’s a dis-

1Sce Middletown, pp. 22-24.

2 As F. C. Mills shows in his thorough analysis of Economic Tendencies 1n
the United States, during the period 1922-29, “Our productive encrgies, in excess
of those necessary to maintain cxisting standards of food consumption and ol
dress for a constantly expanding population, were devoted in the main to aug-
menting the aggregate supply of durable goods—capital cquipment and durable
articles of consumption. If we lump together all durable goods we sccure a

group which increascd 59 per cent 1 volume of output between 1922 and 1929,
7
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proportionate share of the cream from an economy bulging with
optimism. Nor was the optimism without tangible support, for over
the years 1922-29 the physual income of the theoretically average Amer-
ican citizen was growing at more than double the pre-war rate.” Mid-
dletown took its winnings joyously while they came—and then the
tide turned, slowly at first in Middletown, and later catastrophically.

The amplitude of the giant swing which Middletown underwent
between 1925 and the bottom of the depression in 1933 is sharply ap-
parent in the Federal Census figurcs summarizing employment and
the dollar volume of its industrial and retail business presented in
Table 1.* Briefly, the industrial figures, when translated into index
numbers, show the following marked rises and abrupt declines in the
magnitude of the industrial sector of Middletown’s living:

Number of  Wholesale value  Average num-

manufacturing  of manufactured  ber of wage Total
Year establishments 5 products ¢ earners 7 wages
1925...0.. 100 100 100 100
1929...... 100 150 150 147
1933.....0 81 69 8o 49

at an average annual rate of 5.9 per cent. Semi-durable and perishable goods
together constitute a group which increased in aggregate volume by approxi-
mately 23 per cent over the same period, at an average rate of 2.8 per cent. The
current flow of goods which had a wuseful lifc, either procreative or for con-
sumption purposes, well in excess of two years was incrcasing at a rate more
than twice that at which perishable and semu-durable goods were increasing.”
(New York; National Bureau of Econoniic Research, 1932, pp. 312-13.)

8 To quote again from Mills: “Over an eight year period the American economy
was moving forward at a rate perhaps never surpassed, a rate which represented
a potential doubling of the physical income of the average citizen once every 29
years. |Whereas . . . at the pre-war rate, 63 years would have becn required
for a doubling of the individual’s share in the annual output of the country.”]
For a pecriod of almost a decade a rate of advance was achieved which gave
promise of material comforts for the citizens at large on a broader scale than
had ever before been attained.” (Op. 2., p. 310.)

It is worth while to note in passing that, as Mills implics by his usc of the
word “potential,” this “potential doubling of the physical income of the average
citizen” applics only to a very theoretical “average citizen.” No serious student
of the situation pretends that under the pattern of income distribution maintain-
ing in the United States the average cmployed American worker’s income rose
in the 1920’s pari passu with the rise in the national income.

4 See Appendix III for this table.

8 These include all industrics deing $5,000 or more of business.

8 All dollar figures for industrial and retail volume of business and payroll are
distorted, partiwlarly after 1929, by changes in the price level. Table 1, n. 4.,
shows changes in the price level by year.

7 A closer view of the swing of industrial employment in Middletown is
presented in Table 2 in Appendix ITI.
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Here one sees the build-up of the late 1920’s which many men thought
would go on permanently, and then an abrupt withering back of the
city’s industrial life to a point well below even that of the locally poor
business year 1925, when the city was a quarter smaller in size. If the
heavy concentration of Middletown’s industrial production in the dur-
able-goods industries was a decided asset in the good years that pre-
ceded the crash, this fair-weather asset became a liability when the
weather changed. Durable goods constitute the highly variable ele-
ments in the aggregate production of economic goods. Middletown’s
vulnerability is reflected in the more erratic fluctuation of its industrial
cmployment than of that of the United States as a whole and in its
longer continuance in the trough of the depression.®

Such changes in the amount of Middletown’s industrial activity
affect directly the amount of living the city is able to buy. Figures on
Middletown’s retail business are not available prior to 1929, but the
immense sideslip revealed by the totals for 1929 and 1933 ° parallels that
in local industry. Against a rise of 6 per cent in the number of storcs,
total net retail sales in dollars fell off by 57 per cent, the average num-
ber of full-time retail employees by 42 per cent, and the city’s retail
payroll by 53 per cent.

An idea of precisely where Middletown pulled in its belt betwecn
1929 and 1933 is afforded by Table 3, which sets forth the shifts in
retail sales by types of stores. There is a hypnotic quality attached to
economic statistics that inclines one to view them mercly as indices
of business activity. Actually, however, dollar totals of retail sales
by kinds of commodities represent a vivid index to the pattern of
people’s values. Particularly in a period of rapid expansion or sharp
enforced curtailment, they represent in their order and relative ampli-
tude of movement the urgencies and tenacities of a people’s wants.
While a short-run view comprising only four crisis years distorts the
basic weighting assigned by people to durable goods like houses and
furniture, one can nevertheless glimpse here the depression-intensified
drama of Middletown’s competing values.

8 See Table 2 in Appendix III

Middletown had onc alleviating bit of sheer geod fortunc, however, in that
one of the city’s largest industries makes glass fruit jars for home preserving
Not only was this durable commodity depression-proof, but it throve on the de
pression, as will be noted later.

9 See Table 1 in Appendix IIL
10 Sce Appendix III for this table.
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With one exception, the declincs in retail dollar volume** between
1929 and 1933, as shown by Table 3, range from 38 per cent to 85
per cent. The exception is filling stations, whose sales fell by only 4
per cent,'” affording eloquent testimony to the extent to which Middle-
town has clung to the usc of its automobiles as a “necessity” in the
depression. Meanwhile, the number of filling stations almost doubled
over the four years. Jewelry stores have been hardest hit, with a drop
from tcn to only four in the number of stores and a decrease of 85
per cent in dollar sales.” Close after jewelry come the sales of retail

11 Sce n. 6 above and also the last paragraph of n. @ under Table 3 for changes
in the price level.

12 There has been some tendency to increase the number of items sold by
filling stations, but this factor has probably becn offset to a considerable extent
by sales of gas by garages and others of the many motor-vebicle establishments
not included under filling stations.

It is of interest in this conncction to note that gasoline consumption in Mid-
dletown’s state actually advanced to an all-time high for the first four months
of 1932, standing at 137,697,383 gallons. For the same four-month period of
1034, consumption in the state was down 5 per cent from thus 1932 peak, and
for the same months in 1935 it rose to only o.1 per cent under the 1932 figure.
(From [State] Business Review, published by the Bureau of Business Research of
the State University, June 20, 1935.)

See Ch. VII and Table 43 for figures on automobile registrations, reflect-
ing litle or no decline in cars registercd annually during the depression. While
fluctuations in the price of gas and also its use in trucks are here involved, the
totals suggest that cars have not been luid up out of usc to any great extent
during the depression.

18 The decline in jewelry sales is not merely a depression phenomenon. A
marked change in American folkways over the past generation, and especially
since the World War, has occurred in the popular shift away from expensive
jewelry. Good jewclry used to be regarded both as an investment and as a
mark of financial status. As an investment it has been surpassed by the stock
market as, since the World War, a wider share of the American public went
into the market. Likewise, the marked rise of othcr competing commodities, no-
tably expensive automobiles and fur coats, as objects giving both status and other
more obvious utilitics has offercd many optional ways of showing that one *be-
longs.” The rise of “ensembling” in the women’s ficld, with its concurrent
emphasis upon a whole new type of smartly designed incxpensive jewelry which
one varies with one’s costume, has lessencd the vogue of the diamond pins
which women of earlier gencrations coveted. This last is a part of the new
Amcrican emphasis upon color, design, and personal “type,” as over against the
earlier cmphasis upon more rigidly fixed types of ornament. In this connection
see the treatment of this point by the investigator in his chapter on “The Pcoplc
as Consumers” in Recent Social Trends (1933, Vol. II, p. go4).

1t is also significant that, according to a well-informed local insurance man,
there has been a hcavy drop in insurance on jewclry in Middletown during the
depression: “People have put their jewclry away in their bank safcty boxes, as
they haven’t felt 1t was wisc to flash expensive jewelry about in times like these.”
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outlets dealing in lumber and building materials, with a drop in dollar
volume between 1929 and 1933 of 82 per cent. Next in descending order
of magnitude of cut in sales come stores sclling motor vehicles, with
a drop of 78 per cent as Middletown clung to its automobiles but rode
in old cars and shunned new models; candy and confectionery stores,
with a decline of 70 per cent; furniture, houschold, and radio stores,
whose sales fell off by 69 per cent; and commercial eating places, with
a drop of 63 per cent. All of the above suggest that it was luxurics such
as jewclry, candy, and “cating out” and the replacement of durable
goods such as houscs, furniture, and automobilcs which Middletown
curtailed most sharply. Food, as might be expected, fell off less, with
only a 49 per cent drop, while it is the “Five-and-tens” that registered
the smallest drop, after gasoline, only 38 per cent.

The differential rate of decline in sales of men’s and women’s clothes
suggests an interesting commentary on the extent to which the status
of the two sexcs is felt to be rclated to the factor of dress:** “men’s
and boys’ clothing and furnishings” storcs declined between 1929 and
1933 from fifteen to eleven and dropped in sales by 67 per cent, whereas
“women’s ready to wear specialty stores (apparel and accessories)”
actually increased from nine to ten in number and their sales dropped
by only 47 per cent. This differential vulnerability confirms the index
numbers for national production from 1919 through 1931 in Recent
Soctal Trends, there summarized in the statement: “Men’s clothing is
apparently more responsive to business declines than women’s.” *®

An important commentary on Middletown’s culture is afforded, in
passing, by the fact that by 1933, with its retail dollar volume more
than halved, and after a considerable shuffling of retail stores into and
out of business, Middletown actually was supporting the overhead costs
of 6 per cent more retail stores than in 1929, and 9 per cent more

14 The comparison here is not exact, since stores are reported by gencral Census
type, e.g., the two types here cited, whereas stores in such a third classification
as “Department stores” may sell both men’s and women’s clothing.

15 Vol. II, pp- 906 and 897-98. The figurcs there presented show, for instance,
a rise in the index (in deflated dollars) for the national output of “Men’s suits”
from a base of 100 in 1925 to I15 1n 1927, a fall to 103 in 1929, and thereafter
a sharp fall of 25 per cent in 1930; whereas the index for “Women’s and chil-
dren’s dresses” rose (again in deflated dollars) from 100 in 1925 to 119 in 1927,
then sharply up to 165 in 1929, and fell off only by 13 per cent in 1930.

These differcnces involve a long list of factors—from the respective status and
roles of the two sexes in our culture to the much greater and not unrelated grip
which fashion (whipped up by a wide and adroit array of current commercial
devices) has upon women’s clothing.
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proprietors and firm members were riding the back of the purchasing
power of the community. No one has yet attempted to sift out and to
assign dollar totals to the elements of necessary and of socially super-
fluous cost to a city involved in maintaining a free-for-all merchandis-
ing system under a laissez-faire economy. It has been suggested *® that
a portion of the cost of such a system—including a level of retail
markups necessary to keep the marginal retailer in business, the costs
of the very high failure rate in certain fields like the grocery field, and
a long list of related overhead factors—may be viewed as a “process-
ing tax” habitually carried by the culture as a “normal” deduction
from its standard of living.'”

A further view of the giant arc through which the city has swung in
these ten years may be had from the figures for bank deposits and
debits and for building construction.” Local bank deposits rose from
$16,200,000 on January 1, 1925, to $23,000,000 on January 1, 1929, and
then fell off to $17,400,000, or substantially the 1926 level, in 1933-34.
Bank debits dropped much more spectacularly in the depression—after

16 We are indebted to an unpublished paper by Lawrence K. Frank on “The
Cost of Competition” for this point.

17 The retailing system of the small American community represents one of
the more lagging phases of thc economic aspects of the culture—only surpassed
perhaps by “the backward art of spending money” within the individual family.

Middlctown retailers fclt the pressurc of chain-store efficiency increasingly
as the 1920’s wore on and the number of chain units increased. The depression
brought some reccssion in chain-store growth. Both the Atlantic and Pacific
and Kroeger closed some local units. Schulte, which had bought a location,
never came in with a store, and United Cigar reduced its stores to a single unit.
Local independents, with their backs to the wall in the depression, took ad-
vantage of this lull in the pressure, organized, promoted a city-wide lottery to
bring in trade, and generally whipped up the sentiment against the impersonal,
“unneighborly” chain run by “outside capital” and “taking money out of the
community.” It is significant of the animus engendered that in 1935 a leading
retailer, referring to the lengthening of retail hours (o 8:30 to 5:30 on week-
days and 9 to 9 on Saturday) since October, 1933, blamed it on “the Jews and
the chain stores.”

Since the turn of the tide in 1934-35, chain stores are again opening new units.
Woolworth moved in 1936 into the entire street floor of the leading office build-
ing, and now offers Middletown “the widest assortment of Woolworth’s mer-
chandise that has ever been offered” the castern part of Middletown’s state.
Grocery chains have invaded the region “south of the tracks” and women’s
dress units and chain filling stations are increasing. A local real-estate man
claims that his company has “averaged threc or four requests a month from
chain gas companies for filling station sites since January, 1934.”

18 See Table 4 in Appendix IIL See, also, the treatment of saving in Ch. XII
and Appendix II.
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climbing steadily from $147,000,000 in 1925 to $201,000,000 in 1929—to
$75,000,000 in 1933. And local building construction, after mounting
to a peak of almost $2,500,000 before the depression, shriveled in 1933
to only one-twentieth of that sum, or $111,000.

What does it feel like to a city to have its mainspring speed up and
then go dead in this fashion? Necither boom times nor depressions are
a novelty in this culture; the long-term trend has been toward increas-
ing prosperity, but depression, like a recurrent infection, is endemic
in its system. The city’s prevailing mood of optimism makes it view
prosperity as normal, while each recurrent setback tends to come as a
surprise which local sentiment views as “merely temporary.” Shifts
in local industry and business of the amplitude of those summarized
above, however, involved eventually a staggering traumatic effect. The
pages which follow depict the interplay of shock, Middletown’s native
optimism, and fear as they wove the restless pattern of the years
1929-35.

The week the research staff returned to Middletown in June, 1935,
the city had just celebrated the return of good times by an exuberant
outpouring of 450 businessmen for a dinner “in recognition of the
city’s recent industrial and civic progress.” It was the first time Mid-
dletown’s businessmen had had the heart to renew the annual Cham-
ber of Commerce dinner since 1931; this dinner had been allowed to
lapse during the depression, along with the meetings of the Dynamo
Club,*® and other manifestations of earlier business vigor. The im-
mediate occasion for the dinner was the fact that General Motors was
coming back to Middletown after having stripped its floors of ma-
chines and moved away three years before.*® The effect of the return of
this major industry was electric: “A new spirit of optimism and progres-
siveness has prevailed since the announcement,” proclaimed the press.
“An indication of [Middletown’s] industrial future . .. 500 men al-
ready at work and 1,200 within a few weeks.” One felt the optimism

19 See Middletown, pp. 303 and 374. The Dynamo Club, a weekly gathering
of the “live-wire” young businessmen, was revived in the fall of 1935.

20 This refers to the large General Motors unit manufacturing Chevrolet trans-
missions. A second General Motors subsidiary, a branch of the Delco-Remy
plant in a neighboring city manufacturing automotive ignitions, was opened in
Middletown in 1928 and had continued to operate in the depression. The latter
is smaller than the great transmissions unit. Throughout the following pages,
when reference is made to the moving away and rcturn of General Motors, the
reference is to this major transmissions unit, known locally as “the Products”
([Middletown] Products Division of General Motors).
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like a thing physically present on the strcets. A member of the re-
search staff, a New Yorker new to the friendly, resilient Middle West,
exclaimed after a first glimpse of the business section: “What kind of
city is this, anyway? I've just scen more people smiling on the streets
in an hour than you can see in New York in a day.” Therc were, as
further inquiry revealed, misgivings—plenty of them; but the com-
mand was “Forward!” after nearly six years of dcpression, and the
response was immediate and boisterous. One felt, one suspected, some-
thing akin to the gas boom optimism of forty-five years before.

If not so sel{ consciously buoyant, the mood of early 1929 had been
none the less exuberant and, moreover, free from the acid undertonc
of misgiving present in 1935. Week after week the local press had noted
in 1929: “B Co. Plans Growth. Stock Increased Today”; “The
D—— plant, not here a year ago, now has 500 on the payroll and is
turning out 5,000 batteries a day”; “The prospects for gencral industry
in [Middletown] never were brighter”; “Hoover Plans Big Projects.
Engineering Era Now Faced by Nation. ‘Constructive Prosperity’ Will
Now Replace the Famous ‘Economy’ Slogan of the Coolidge Admin-
istration. Looking Forward to Continued Pcace and Prosperity”;
“‘Good Jobs Are Hunting Mcn,” Executive Says. ‘If a Man Is Any
Good at All, He Can’t Help Progressing’”; “W—— Plant in Big
Expansion”; “G——- Plant Plans New Addition . . . Expanded Pro-
duction.” It was a prosperous time to be alive and in busincss-—and,
along with the rest of American business, Middletown wore its gains
jauntily as a part of its birthright.

When the stock market faltered in March, an editorial, followed by
another in like vein the next day, neatly dissociated the “gamblers’
finance” of Wall Strect from the respectable business of Middletown:
“Let it be understood that none of this |Wall Strect gambling] has
anything to do with legitimate business. There was a time when such
a crash in the stock market would have produced a panic, but today
so stable are our financial institutions and so prospcrous is business
generally that what the Wall Street gamblers do has no effect of im-
portance upon anybody else.”

Middletown did not ship much water in the fall of 1929. The papers
did not stress the depression. All through November and December
they reported: “[Middletown’s| clouded industrial skies may clear
within the next few wecks. Factory heads are optimistic”; “Employ-
ment Is Normal Here: Employment conditions in [Middletown] dur-
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ing November were almost normal, it is revealed by the monthly re-
port of the United States Department of Labor”; “| Middletown] today
closes a generally successful year. It is estimated that the population
in 1930 will be 62,000”; “The 1930 outlook for [Middletown] is bright.
A boom is expected.”

Middletown entered 1930 prepared for the best. There had been a
stock-market crash, to be sure, but that was not popularly regarded as
having much relation to the smooth-running cams of Middletown’s
factories and the Saturday-night crowds in the downtown shopping
section. Local bankers were predicting a boom “in the spring.” “The
steadiness of American Business in the face of the recent debacle in
the stock market,” commented the evening paper, “is the most remark-
able evidence it would be possible to adduce of the soundness of the
American commercial structure. . . . It proves that, while American
prosperity can be made to lag or hesitate, it cannot be made to stop.”
And in February Middletown was reassured that “It is becoming more
and more evident that the much feared ‘depression’ that was to have
followed the stock-market debacle is not going to materialize.” At the
end of March “a slight surplus of workers” was reported, “but indica-
tions are for normal operating and employment within thirty days.”

One of the most illuminating aspects of this early period of the
depression was the reluctance of Middletown’s habits of thought to
accept the fact of “bad times.” This reluctance was related to the tough
emotional weighting of the concept of “the future” in this culture.®
Then, too, one does not like to admit that the techniques and institu-
tions which one uses with seeming familiarity and nice control are
really little-understood things capable of rising up and smiting one.**
A very few of the more astute businessmen were from the first some-
what apprehensive, but in the main hopes prevailed, urged on in part
by the recognized need for “maintaining public confidence.” The local
press, living as it does primarily off busincss hopes (more commonly
known as “advertising”) became even more than usually under these
conditions a reflection of business-class psychology and a conscious
and unconscious suppressor ol unpleasant evidence.”* Hopeful state-
ments by local bankers and industrialists, increases in local work forces,
and similar items tended to make the front page, while shrinkages in

21 This is discussed in Ch. XIIL 23 See Ch. X.
22 Sce Middletown, p. 8g.
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plant forces and related unhappy news commanded small space on
inside pages or were omitted entirely.

Actually Middletown’s business class had better reason to feel hope-
ful than did the working class. The years 1930 and 1931 meant slow
business and many worries, but in the main business-class jobs con-
tinued. According to the head of the local trust company, one of the
best informed men in the city, “Retail business in Middletown was
good to the end of 1931.” Businessmen tell one that “The depression
did not strike [Middletown] till 1932”; that “[Middletown] was going
good till the end of 1931”; and that “Till 1932 the depression was
mainly something we read about in the newspapers.” Among the work-
ing class, however, factory employment fell off sharply in 1930, the
index for a representative group of local industries ** slumping from
109 in 1929 to %7 in 1930; though even here a slender element of hope
was introduced by the fact that in 1931 the index actually advanced
slightly to 82. This differing appraisal of when “bad times” exist,
whereby Middletown businessmen, applying their own yardstick to a
situation, can say, “Till 1932 the depression was mainly something we
read about in the newspapers,” while at the same time every fourth
factory worker had lost his job by 1930, affords an interesting com-
mentary on the class basis of many judgments by Middletown people.?®

It was ncar the end of April, 1930, that the first appreciable breaks
in the confident optimism of Middletown’s public attitude, as reflected

2¢See Table 2 in Appendix III

25 In particular, this affords insight into the way in which businessmen and
laborers of Middletown look out upon their cconomic activities: To the former,
“good times” mcan ‘‘profits”; to the latter, “a stcady job.” The economic ide-
ologies of the culture have been built up from the point of view of the busincss-
man entreprencur. Thus “profits” and “risks” are regarded as having a com-
plementary relation, morally and in fact. “Risks” are customarily thought of as
money risks and “profits” as moncy profit—and business-class psychology cus-
tomarily swings back and forth between these two poles. This business<class
view of the economic scene habitually leaves out of considcration the facts that
profits arc primanly a perquisite of the business class, and that other risks than
the capitalist’s money risk—e g, the laborer’s risk of unemployment—are chron-
ically involved as concomitants of the capitalist’s money risk without the same
chance to acquire an extra reward in the form of profits. Thus the business-
class press of Middletown was thinking within this type of outlook in April,
1930, when an cditorial about the Van Sweringen brothers of Cleveland stated,
under the caption, “Day of Opportunity Still Here”: “Don’t lct any pessimist
tell you that the age of opportunity has passed. . . . It is here just as much

today as it was in 1916.”
See the discussion of class differences in Ch. XIIL.
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in the evening paper,”® began to appear. The first admission of a
“bad slump” locally appeared under the still hopeful caption: “[Mid-
dletown] Factories Are Recovering from Bad Slump.” The report went
on to speak of the past “hard winter for workers” and to express the
hope of “eventual absorption of the city’s unemployed.” A month
later, near the end of May, the paper reported, “Recovery Is Slower
than Predicted.”

Meanwhile, the local press still viewed the “causes” of the depres-
sion as essentially extrinsic to business and essentially due to politicians’
wrong ideas. In April, 1930, an editorial in the afternoon paper on
“The Cause and Its Remedy” spoke of “the industrial depression which
began to develop last summer, reached its peak in 29, and has begun
to diminish”: The “cause,” it asserted, “cannot be blamed on the
Hoover administration,” but “the fault lies with a hostile Senate, with
an anti-business majority” in the Senate whose “chief aim was to hit
and hamstring American business enterprise. It did not believe in the
policy of giving to American productive enterprise the benefit of
tariff protection. . . . In other words, it was for throwing American
workmen out of jobs. ... Except for President Hoover’s prompt
action . . . in the fulfillment of his prosperity program, the country
would not now be on the way to industrial recovery.” Again the same
note in this paper a month later: “The difference between good times
and bad times in the United States, so far as history indicates, is the
difference between an adequate protective tariff for the products of our
farms and our factories and an inadequate tariff.”

By June, with the dawning realization that Middletown was not
in for immediate recovery, the “cause” was discovered by this paper
to lie elsewhere: “This whole depression business is largely mental,”
said an editorial entitled “Loosen Up!” “If tomorrow morning every-
body should wake up with a resolve to unwind the red yarn that is
wound about his old leather purse, and then would carry his resolve
into effect, by August first, at the latest, the whole country could join
in smgmg, ‘Happy Days Are Here Again.’”

This underconsumpnon notc——alternately wheedling and belabor-
ing the individual citizen overboard in midocean for not throwing
away his life belt—went on year after year through the depression,
linked with the argument that depressions are “merely psychological.”

26 This paper is editorially more outspoken on local affairs than the morning
paper and its files were therefore scanned more closely.
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In January, 1931, the city was told that “the 1930 slump” had been
due to “hoarding.” “Advertising Is Business Cure: [It] can stabilize
business if we will use it.” And the paper announced: “American
Legion Plans National War against Depression in Collaboration with
A. F. of L. and National Association of Advertisers.”

Occasionally individuals injected other causes into the picture. A pro-
fessor from the local college told Kiwanis of the international “causes”;
while the president of the State Chamber of Commerce made the
statement to Rotary that the depression was due to “the vicious prin-
ciples of business,” including the “lack of interest in the consumer.
. . . If production is increased, the employee must be given the ability
to consume more. . . . In the future, business will take more interest
in the consumer, because of its own sclf-interest, for its prosperity de-
pends upon the payroll. . . . It will do no good to build schools and
churches if people do not have the fundamental needs of life.” The
president of a local bank likewise attributed the depression to business,
itself, secing the cause in “Speculation, overproduction, and the wide
use of installment-plan buying.” But the owner of the evening paper, a
national politician in the Hoover entourage and former Secretary of
the Republican National Committee, told Middletown: “There is ex-
tensive overproduction of talk about overproduction. . . . The depres-
sion was caused by underconsumption.”

Middletown’s automotive-parts plants, though showing decided de-
creases in employment, still helped hold the city up during 1930, and
a large fruitjar plant (a leader in this industry), blessed with capacity
production by the depression’s impetus to home preserving, helped
to sustain local business morale in 1931. In the summer of 1931, also,
local enterprise developed a home-modernization, job-creating cam-
paign which attracted wide national attention as the “| Middletown]
plan to end the depression,” and the éclat of this campaign helped to
keep up local hopes. But from the fall of 1931 the local trend was
more steadily downward. Vacant stores became more noticeable along
the main business street,*” two-page bankruptcy-sale advertisements ap-
peared in the papers, and failures and mergers of local industries began
to occur more frequently. The papers during these days were carrying
more and more small ads in the “Miscellaneous Sale” column: “Hoover
sweeper in first-class condition—$15”; “Pair lady’s white Enna Jettick

27 Middletown was hailing in June, 1935, the renting of the last vacant store
on this street as a symbol of recovery.
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shoes, size 7”; “For sale for less than ¥} price: 2 men’s suits for short
stout man; also Red Fox neckpiece”—always with a discreet telephone
number or address but no name attached. Other ads featured “Quick
loans on household goods up to $300,” while the local Credit Bureau
admonished: “Credit is your best friend. Protect it. Always pay
promptly.”

The first definite intimation of what was to give the coup de grice
to local confidence came in April, 1932, when a four-inch article on
an inner page of the afternoon paper announced that the local branch
of General Motors would “be affected by changes proposed,” followed
in a day or so by the announcement that part of the plant might be
moved away to another city. Now a latent tendency to apprehension
appeared in renewed strength. As a businessman described it: “People
would go around saying in low toncs, ‘Have you heard that they'’re
boarding up the so-and-so plant?” And a few days later, ‘Have you
heard that so-and-so-many trucks of machinery were moved out of
town today? They say that half the floor at the plant is stripped al-
ready.” It got on our nerves as this went on!” And by late summer
General Motors had stripped its floors and moved away, lock, stock,
and barrel. A delegation of local businessmen went to Detroit and per-
suaded the company not to board up the empty plant because of the
bad publicity it would give the city owing to the plant’s prominent
location on the through railroad line that crosses the city.

By this time, despite the running in the paper of a Bright Spots in
Business” department every few days citing hopeful signs over the
United States, editorial optimism was becoming sobered to the grim
and more cautious reassurance that “The pendulum cannot swing for-
ever in one dircction. It must swing back.” And the editor of the eve-
ning paper so far let himself slip from the officially correct attitude
of Middletown papers as to qualify his congratulation of Middletown
banks for their sound condition by the acid comment: “Far be it from
this column to laud banks unduly. In gencral its opinion of them is
not so high.” This remark literally could not have appearced in either
of Middletown’s dailies in 1925.

Among the casualties of the black days of 1932-33 were some of the
small factorics of younger businessmen. These men, fighting ahead
under the American formula of “a little credit and a lot of hard work,”
included some of the growing business leaders of the city. As will be
pointed out in Chapter III, the unseating of thesc potential independent
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leaders has operated to tighten the grip of the central group of elder
businessmen, who in 1935 appeared so markedly to control the city.

Over against this loss of struggling young factories must be set the
widespread inventiveness in earning money in small ways that cropped
up. All over town, with the exception of the more exclusive residential
neighborhoods, one sees evidences of this ingenuity. Little signs in
yards announce the presence of household beauty parlors and cleaning
and pressing businesses; grocery stores have been opened in cottage
front rooms or in additions to residences built out flush with the street;
some houses on prominent corners have installed on the corner of the
lot little ice-cream and soft-drink booths in the form of spotless ice-
crcam freezers twelve feet high and eight feet in diameter; others
have cashed in on the forced sales of old farms in this section of the
state by opening houschold antique shops; while one woman whose
husband’s flourishing meat market went under is serving well-ap-
pointed dinners in her home to local women’s clubs and sororities.

During the dark days of 1933 the city wrestled with the unpre-
cedented problem of relief which was costing in excess of $1,000 a
day.?® Radicalism was in thc wind, though it never attained any large
proportions locally.®” The substantial businessfolk were envisioning
the possibility of a general collapse of their world. As one of these
people laughingly remarked in 1935:

“We all laugh about it now, but it was no joke then! At the time of the
national bank crisis in 1933, when it seemed for a while that everything
might collapse, many of us bought a great deal of canned food and stored
it in our cellars, fearing a possible siege. One family T know bought enough
for more than five years. Pcople in our set were talking to each other about
how long the city could get along on its available food supply if transpor-
tation and communication broke down, where we’'d buy candles, and all
that sort of thing.”

There was no revival of business until late in 1934, and even then
the city’s mood was that of grasping at straws of hope rather than the
welcoming of large reality. Middletown’s leading department store
went under in April, 1934.° But from late 1933 on, Federal farm sub-

28 Sec Ch. IV.

20 See Chs. IV and XIIL

80 This store did not in 1925 have either strong management or strong local
support. The coming of a concrete road between Middletown and the state
capital since 1925, making the latter an easy hour-and-a-half’s drive away, handi-
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sidies, for wheat acreage reduction at the beginning ** and later for corn
and hogs, began to give a lift to the constricted flow of money as the
farmers from the rich counties around Middletown brought in their
Federal checks and took away clothing, home furnishings, and farm
supplies. The return of legal beer is regarded by one banker as having
had a symbolic value operating to cheer people up, though other local

ersons doubt that this significance attached to the end of prohibition.
Federal relief helped some, and the city grasped all it could get. Dur-
ing 1934, moreover, one local plant secured new capital and moved to
larger quarters; an automotive-parts plant had a big year; fruit jars
continued to boom; and two local glass plants added the production
of beer bottles to their schedules. The industrial gears were beginning
to catch again.

But the turn in the tide came psychologically in 1935. One of the
city’s largest plants, manufacturing automotive parts, passed its all-time
employment peak early in the year. And then, in April, came the
heady news that put Middletown “over the top” emotionally: General
Motors was moving back to Middletown! And, as, with the hfting of
the smallpox quarantine in 1893, local morale had surged back with
“General jollification, asscmblies of people on streets, blowing of
horns, burning of red fire,”** so in June, 1935, Middletown called in
the governor of the state and celebrated the return of good times with
a great public dinner. As one businessman said: “We were joking
earlier this year when we talked about the ‘past’ depression, but now
we mean it!” Later in 1935, heavy production in the city’s automo-

capped the store, although the extension of other surfaced roads has helped to
draw in to Middletown rural and small-town shoppers from four surrounding
counties. But this department store tended more and more to lose the best trade
to the state capital, while two cheaper stores offered strong competition for the
less well-to-do trade.

311n November, 1933, the press announced the arrival of wheat reduction
checks from Washington for 180 farmers in the county, the checks aggregating
$6,890. In June, 1935, an cditorial summarized the total receipts to date from
the Federal Government by farmers in Middletown’s county as totaling $510,145,
adding dryly, “If you didn’t get your share, don’t worry; you will now help
pay those who did.”

During the depression an effort was made to cultivate this farm trade by the
opening of a Farmers’ Market in a vacant storcroom on the Court House Square.
This market, still operating in 1935, brought in on two days cach week the
produce, including bread, cakes, and other home products, from miles around;
an incxpensive country dinner was scrved; and much of this money tended ta
go back into local retail stores.

32 See Middletown, p. 447.
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tive-parts plants kept the big drum booming. The Borg-Warner unit
broke ground for an enlargement of its plant and in November an-
nounced its “all-time high” in local employment; while the Delco-
Remy plant manufacturing motor batteries reached in November “the
highest daily production in the history of the [Middletown] unit, or
four times its daily output in 1928 when Plant No. g moved to [Middle-
town].” Early in October the National Retail Credit Association re-
ported that Middletown had led the country in September with its
30 per cent increase in its retail credit collections.

A factor in this businessclass jollification was “the end of N.R.A.”
Local businessmen do not like to recall now the eagerness with which
they turned to the Federal Government in the crisis of 1933, and little
is said of the now inconsistent fact that they still utilize all the
Federal relief money the city can get.* Since the first flush of emotional
relicf in the late spring of 1933, Middletown’s reaction to the Roosevelt
administration and its New Deal have bcen uneven and sharply
marked by class differences. As noted clsewhere,** the New Deal legis-
lation has driven a wedge between business- and working-class attitudes
toward the national governmental machinery. A local banker com-
mented in 1935: “Our local workingmen are for the New Deal and
our businessmen are against it. While our workingmen are beginning
to feel that Roosevelt has let them down in his promises to further
labor organization, their attitude has been and still is that the people
in Washington had a pretty good idea and they knew what they were
doing. But our businessmen hate Roosevelt’s guts and his whole New
Deal!” “[Middletown | is so rock-ribbed Republican,” commented an-
other businessman, “that our best pcople around here are unwilling
to give the New Deal type of thinking and planning an even and
candid break.”

But the political label of an administration has been of trivial con-
cern as compared with the possibility of the return of prosperity, so
Middletown’s businessmen ate political crow during 1933-34 in the
hope of eating economic turkey. After insisting to Middletown before
the 1932 election that ruin would be the only possible outcome of elect-
ing a Democratic president, the local press expressed the hope after
the election that “the public, regardless of partisan politics, [would]
give the new administration a ‘break.”” When the business leaders met

83 Gee Ch. IV.
84 See Chs. IV and XIL
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at the Chamber of Commerce to organize the local code authorities,
an officer of the Chamber is reported to have expressed the prevail-
ing sentiment in opening the proceedings by exclaiming, “God damn
Roosevelt and the N.R.A.!”—but Middletown’s businessmen drove
ahead with as much of the N.R.A. as they could stomach. In October,
1933, they actually staged an enthusiastic N.R.A. parade which the
press described as “the greatest peacetime parade in Middletown’s his-
tory: distinctly big-town stuff!” Simultaneously, “a permanent |Mid-
dletown] National Recovery Crusade Board” was organized, com-
posed chiefly of the presidents of local civic clubs, “to convince people
that there is a way out”; and the public was urged to “Get behind
the N.R.A. until something better comes along.”

But as the fall and winter wore on, N.R.A. became troublcsome to
one group or another to the extent that it really began to operatc.
Labor began to organize under Section 7a of the Recovery Act. Some
local plants eagerly took advantage of N.R.A. wage rates to drive down
Middletown’s always relatively low wages.”> Where local business
could, it did what big business was doing widcly elsewhere under the
codes, and the hecadlines read: “Bids for School Coal Are Same;
[School] Board Is Irate.” Attached to each of the nine bids by local
coal dealers, according to the press report, was “the usual affidavit stat-
ing that there had been no collusion among dealers, but to each form
afidavit had been added the words, ‘except as required by the com-
pliance agreement of the retail solid-fuel industry.’””

As the halo around the New Deal wore ofl with the non-appearance
of prosperity, local protest over these complications mounted. While
the local business leaders and their newspapers set the direction and
dictated the slogans, much of the sustaining weight of the thrust be-
hind this local protest came from that section of Middletown’s business
largely outside the great industrial codes. Aside from the heads of
half-a-dozen major industries, Middletown’s businessmen regard them-
selves proudly as “small businessmen,” who, their traditions have
taught them, are the purest strain of our Amecrican democratic econ-
omy. One cannot understand the reaction of Middletown to the N.R.A,,

35 An editorial in the afternoon paper for March 2, 1934, on “When N.R.A.
Sends Wages Down” states: “Here in [Middletown] could be cited examples by
the hundreds of men who had comfortable living wages before N.R.A. codes
went into effect, but who now are having a struggle for existence. . . . Wondcr
whether these people are receiving consideration from Gen. Johnson’s conference
of kickers?” (See Middletown, p. 84f.. also “Wages” in index to present
volume.)
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“bureaucracy,” “organized labor,” and to Middletown’s other political
and economic devils apart from the American conception of the “small
businessman.” Perched on his toe hold of advantage in the economic
system, intent on climbing higher, he believes with the intensity of
single-track conviction that Western economy was made “of, by, and
for” individual strivers such as he. To this “small-businessman” cul-
ture—a culture stressing “Every tub on its own bottom,” “You win
if yourc any good and your winnings are caused by you and belong
to you,” and “If a man doesn’t make good it’s his own fault”—one
must look for much of the sustaining support for the outspoken, bitter
resentment of burcaucracy and social legislation by Middletown busi-
nessmen in 1935. As the owner of a small non-manufacturing business
remarked, “We small businessmen resent the way we've been soaked
in the New Deal.” A businessman went dramatically to his file and
held up a folder: “See that? It’s a pension plan for our two |Middle-
town businesses], all worked out. Now”—with a disgusted gesture—
“it’s just shelved, with the Wagner bill passcd!” A banker, a man of
great ability and breadth of outlook, voiced the same disgusted pro-
test when he said: “We object to our bank’s being taxed to pay for
industrial security when we don’t have any unemployment at the
bank. We actually take on extra help in the summer so that our people
can have their vacations.”

Middletown banks are reported to have quietly sabotaged the Fed-
eral Home Owners’ Loan Corporation, after unloading some of their
poorer risks on it; while N.R.A,, A AA, C.W.A,, the Securities Act,
and social-security legislation are all now looked upon by many busi-
nessmen as unwarranted interferences with “the normal functioning of
business.”

Everywhere in Middletown one sees these small businessmen looking
out at social change with the personal resentment of one who by long
defensive training asks first of every innovation, “What will it do for
(or to) me?” The resulting tendency is to stress the negative aspects
of new proposals and for local opinion to dwell upon and to crystallize
around extremes of possible abuse which might occur. It is typical of
this tendency that a local banker warned Middletown regarding the
proposed child-labor amendment to the Federal Constitution that: “If
it is carried to the logical extremes now discussed, it may not only dis-
turb us economically but throw a very scrious social problem on our
hands in the activities of the young people not allowed to work.”
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The tendency noted here is not so much a commentary upon the
kinds of people Middletown’s businessmen are as upon the kind of
culture in which they have grown up and to which they must largely
conform if they are to survive. They live in a culture built around com-
petition, the private acquisition of property, and the necessity for
eternal vigilance in holding on to what one has. In such an exposed
situation, rife with threats and occasions for personal tension, human
beings tend to react primitively in the direction of warding off threats
and seeking to conserve whatever stability they have personally been
able to wrest from their environment.

Across the railroad tracks from this world of businessmen is the
other world of wage earners—constituting a majority of the city’s
population,*® nurtured largely in the same habits of thought as the
North Side, but with less coherence, leadership, and morale.

Among these people the New Deal fanned briskly for a brief period
the faintly smoldering ashes of local labor organization. Middletown
was in the 1890’s “one of the best organized cities in the United
States.” *" The new workers pouring into the city with the gas boom
had come heavily from already industrialized areas rather than off the
farm, and they had brought a faith in labor organization. By 1925 this
carlier fabric of organization had long since largely raveled away, and
the lethargy as regards labor organization obscrved in 1925 not only
continued but was even increased by the early years of the depression.
Middletown entered the depression as an industrially open-shop town.
Seven of its sixteen active unions affiliated with the Central Labor
Union were in the building trades, and one more in the printing trades;
six of the remaining eight were in a stragglmg group of barbers,
musicians, motion-picture operators, postal carriers, and two groups of
railway workers. The great metal-working industries comprising Mid-
dletown’s leading group of factories—the automotive-parts plants and
foundries—were unrcpresented save for small molders’ and pattern-
makers’ unions. The glass industry, the second group of industries in
local importance, was totally unorganized.*

The significance of the wave of labor organization encouraged by

86 The working class constitute roughly seven out of ten of the city’s gain-
fully employed. (See Middletown, p. 22.)

37 See Middletown, p. 76.

38 See Middlctown, pp. 77-80.

39 See n. 67 below for a complete list of Middletown’s unions in 1929 and
in January, 1936.
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the N.R.A. lies not so much in the number of new unions it brought
as in the momentary vitality it gave to the whole local labor move-
ment by rcason of the fact that it advanced straight on the two cen-
tral strongholds of the open shop in Middletown: the automotive ma-
chine shops and the glass plants. Four of the ten new unions organized
in 1933-34 aimed at the metal-working industries, while a fifth sought
to awaken the moribund glass unions, once strong in Middletown, and
to organize the X plant.*®

Middletown’s working class in recent years has been heavily re-
cruited from first- and second-generation farm stock. These men share
the prevailing philosophy of individual competence. Working in an
open-shop city with its public opinion set by the business class, and
fascinated by a rising standard of living offered them on every hand
on the installment plan, they do not readily segregate themselves from
the rest of the city. They want what Middletown wants, so long as it
gives them their great symbol of advancement—an automobile. Car
ownership stands to them for a large share of the “American dream”;
they cling to it as they cling to self-respect, and it was not unusual
to see a family drive up to the relicf commissary in 1935 to stand in
line for its four- or five-dollar weekly food dole. “It’s easy to see why
our workers don’t think much about joining unions,” remarked a union
official in 1935. He then went on to use almost the same words heard
so often in 1925:*' “So long as they have a car and can borrow or
steal a gallon of gas, they’ll ride around and pay no attention to labor
organization; and if they can’t get gas, they’re busy trying to figure
out some way to get it.”

To men in this mood, the depression came as an individual calamity.
Like the businessmen across the tracks, their attention was focused on
the place where the shoe pinched and they were initially disinclined
to take either a broad or a long-term view of the situation. As onc
looks at the upsurge and abrupt subsidence of union activity under the
New Decal—the “ncwness” of which to Middletown’s working class
as to its business class lay in its being a personal life line rather than
a commitment to social change—one must bear constantly in mind the

40 The symbol X is used throughout this study to refer to a leading family
of industrialists whose position in the community is described in detail in Ch. IIL.

In order to simplify reading, brackets will be omitted from X in quotations

throughout.
41 Sce Middletown, v. 254, n. 6.
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personal and 1nsututional frictions against which labor organization
in Middletown operated. The opposition of employers and the press to
organized labor was of long standing and without subtlety in its ex-
pression and operation.*” To which should be added the following
four deterrents to local labor organization, as listed by an officer of
the local Central Labor Union in 1935:

1. Men who have jobs are afraid of losing them if they organize.

2. They can't pay union ducs in bad times, for some of them are unem-
ployed; and, while some are employed, they arc on wages of only $10-$12
a week part time, or $16-$17 a week full time.

3. Some plants are still importing Kentucky and Tennessce hillbillies.
These hillbillies can be educated into joining the union, but as soon as they
do, they lose their jobs and drift off.*

4. As long as a man has any morale left he will do anything, even leave
his union and accept any wages and hours, in order to stay off the relicf
rolls.#*

And to this list should be added yet another factor stressed by a local
carpenter and probably widely operating: “Men’s families press them
hard from behind to work for anything they can get, regardless of
union rates.” **

Middletown had in 1929 roughly goo union members out of « total
of approximately 13,000 persons of both sexes gainfully cmployed in
working-class occupations. Early in 1933, before the advent of the
New Deal, the total of union members had shrunk by “a couple of
hundred.” At the peak in 1934 the total stood at 2,800, and by the end
of 1935 it had wasted back to 1,000.

When Scction %a descended on Middletown it plunged the meager
forces of local organized labor into a weclter of problems that they

42 Ope plant in 1925 had had for years a prominent sign at its gate thrcaten-
ing union men with prosecution as trespasscrs under a permanent court injunc-
tion granted to the company years bcforc.

43 See Middletown, p. 58, n. 13.

44 The Middlctown buiiding-trades unions were especially hard hit during the
depression, as, with a virtual cessation of local construction (see Table 4), these
men had to scatter to find any cmployment they could.

45 This statement suggests a widespread aspect of the depression bearing
sharply on morale: In our culture the husband’s and father’s role has become
increasingly that of being a “good provider.” Thus when a man is unemployed
and his wife and children bring pressure upon him to work on any terms, they
are at one and the same time stressing the failure-of-role over which he may be
most sensitive and, at the samc time, offcring him the obvious and easy path
to reinstatement of lost prestige. See Ch. V.
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were unequipped to handle. The Central Labor Union elected an or-
ganizing committee which reflected the largely nonindustrial character
of local union membership: of the eight members only two, both
of them molders, were in industrial plants, while the other six were
two printers from the shop of the morning newspaper, two barbers,
and two carpenters. These men set out in their spare time to build—
against the traditions of the local culture and the will of the business
class control mechanisms—a large and powerful labor organization
able, in the words of the preamble to the National Recovery Act, to
“induce and maintain united action of labor and management under
adequate governmental sanction and supervision . . . |and] to im-
prove standards of labor.” It was a chaotic venture, marked by hasty
decisions, jurisdictional disputes, and much fumbling and bad feeling
even within labor’s ranks; and also by some alleged “double-crossing”
by organizers, both local and those sent in from outside by some of
the international unions.

If organization was to go in Middletown, it must tackle the X glass
plant, an old industry employing largely unskilled labor and with a
reputedly long record of union opposition; the city’s automotive-parts
plants, owned by great motor corporations with an even more definite
anti-union policy; a large wire plant; and various smaller industries.
The following record of what ensued is set down from the written
account prepared for this study by an officer of the Central Labor
Union who participated actively in the organization drive, checked as
to its main facts by the independent statement of another official of
the Central Labor Union:

We started out to enroll all new men in a Federal labor union, which we
looked on as just a recrutting union until the new craft unions could be
organized. Men were coming in faster than we could handle them and we
soon rolled up a total of 1,800 to 1,900 new men.

Then along came a Mr. , sent in by the Amalgamated Tron, Steel
and Tin Workers, who helped us line up the men at the K—— wire plant
and the M bed-spring plant. But each time just about when things
looked all set, he would pull some dumb stunt—we could never tell whether
accidentally or on purpose. He would call premature elections at a plant to
select our N.R.A. negotiators; or he would encourage hotheads to make
fools of themselves and get fired, and then he would hale the firm before
the Labor Board, tell hazy stories, and put all our hard work on the rocks.
The upshot of bum tactics like these was that all our people would get
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scared. The union at the wire plant struggled along for six or eight months
and then went under. It didn’t collapse because of any direct company
intimidation, but because the organizer was no good and because the men
lost interest when nothing big happened. This shows one of our problems
in organizing these men, who have lived all their lives in an open-shop
town. The men wanted spectacular gains all at once, and when they paid
their dues and there wasn’t a strike and big achievements immediately they
lost interest and began to kick. It’s no cinch trying to organize a town like
this!

Then we triea the |[company manufacturing table silverware],*® and were
going good till the Metal Polishers’ Union finally sent in an organizer; he
was a typical windy labor faker and such a poor man on the job that the
men and women out there at the plant got disgusted and quit the cam-
paign cold.

The effort to organize the X Brothers’ glass plant was the worst blow of
all.** Organization enthusiasm was hitting toward its peak in 1933, and
some of the X employees asked the Central Labor Union to organize their
plant. We enrolled these first people in our recruiting union, held a mass
mceting with about 150 of the 960 workers at the X plant present, and they
signed up for the Glass Bottle Blowers’ Association. We then sent a
letter to the international union’s central office asking that an organizer be
sent to [Middletown]. To the surprise of us officers of the Central Labor
Union, the answer came back that an official organizer named was
already stationed in |Middletown] and that there was a chartered local
already. Neither this man nor delegates of this local had attended any of
our labor meetings or sought affiliation with the Central Labor Union. So
you see why we were surprised to learn that we had a chartered local and
official organizer all the time right here in town!

When a delegation looked this organizer up, he seemed uninterested in
the progress we had made, and claimed that the X plant couldn’t be or-
ganized. He finally said he was willing to cooperate, but he sure moved
slowly. It was a time when men were being enrolled in other unions as
many as 125 in a single afternoon, and the X workers grew restless at
’s stalling. Letters were again sent by us on to the Glass Bottle Blow-
ers’ Association asking them for another organizer; and, when we got no
answer, a letter was sent to William Green, the president of the A. F. of L.

46 This plant has opcrated on a heavy production schedule in the depression
and is said locally to have been highly profitable. Considerable business is said
to have been switched to it from the East because of its low labor costs.

47 The local union men interviewed feel that the Glass Bottle Blowers’ Asso-
ciation “gummed up” the cfforts to organize this plant.

It is obviously difficult to unscramble a situation of this sort, in which dis
appointment leads on casily to charges of double-dealing.
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Meanwhile, in January, 1934, we got fed up and invited the American
Flint Glass Workers to come and take on the job. They sent in Mr.
who did fine work, and by March we had organized about goo of the plant’s
total of g6o workingmen. This was done by working out through groups
of six to ten men from the 150 who had signed up at the first organizing
meeting in the high school.

When everything was ready to present demands to the X plant, the
Glass Bottle Blowers’ Association came to life and their president and vice-
president came to town. They did not come to the Central Labor Union to
see us, so we went to the hotel to look them up. They were abusive because
we had gone over their heads to William Green, and they demanded that
the Flint Glass Union hand over the men it had organized.

There was a lot of bicker betwcen the two unions, and finally the two
presidents agreed that the men should join the Glass Bottle Union, but
that both the Glass Bottle and Flint Glass Unions would join in work-
ing for the workers’ demands and in presenting them to the X company.
On the afterncon sct, the representative of the Flint Glass Union presented
to the X company the demands agreed upon for recognition of the union
and other steps to be taken. The company said they were willing to accept
unionization of the skilled operatives,®® but refused point-blank to allow
organization of the unskilled and semiskilled workers, who constitute the
great bulk of their force.

Here we were square up against the issue between industrial and craft
nnions. The Flint Glass people were an industrial union including all the
unskilled workers as well as the skilled, and they favored the same type of
‘organization for the X plant. The Glass Bottle representative told us later
that his union did not want industrial unionism because these unskilled
people would not have any craft to protect and if they sent delegates to any
of the annual conventions they would swamp the old-time craft union men.

But the spokesman from the Flint Glass Union stuck to his demands for
an organization to include the unskilled labor, in his conference with the
X company officials. Then at this point the company spokesmen took an-
other tack and asked what right a Flint Glass man had to represent the
Bottle Blowers’ Association to which their men should belong 1if they
organized. They said that a representative of the Glass Bottle Blowers’
Association had called on them that morning and had warned them that
the president of the American Flint Glass Workers did not represent the
Glass Bottle Blowers’ Association.

48 Skilled men are said to comprise only about one in twenty of the X
plant’s force, including about ten brick masons who build the glass tanks, ten
to fifteen Owens machine operators, twenty-five to thirty machinists, about
twelve mold-makers, and a small group of zinc-mill rollers. Sce the discussion
of the declinc in skilled workers below.
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This jolted our negotiator back onto his heels because the two union
heads had agreed jointly to back his negotiations. So he ended the inter-
view in order to go back and consult with the Glass Bottle people before
pushing the demands further.

It was decided to hold anothcr mass meeting to discuss a course of action.
This time the high-school auditorium was refused to us. After our Central
Labor Union threatened to air the situation to local taxpayers, the ruling
was modified to permit use of the auditorium with payment of a $35 fee.

At the mass meeting of workers that followed, the various organizers
spoke and had the crowd aroused and ready for action. Then Mr. ,
still the official Middletown district organizer for the Glass Bottle Blow-
ers’ Association, spoke, and the longer he spoke the morc his pessimism
antagonized the men and dampened their enthusiasm, until men began to
get up and leave.*® That killed the cffort to organize the X plant, and
another meeting was never held. Company union “tools” got busy about
this time, too, and pushed the company Benefit Association. All that’s
left now of the eflort to organize the X plant, aside from the union brick-
layers and carpenters, is the little group of moldmakers who hold their
charter in the Flint Glass Workers’ Union.

While the international unions were stepping all over each other, the X
company was busy all the time—never missed a trick. Early in 1934, before
the unions had fumbled the ball completely, some of the plant’s employees
asked that the Labor Board supervisc an election at the plant so that the
employees could express their preferences concerning collective bargaining.
The company opposed this demand and threatened court action. During
this period cautious firing and black-listing were being employed by the
company.™ In one instance, a group of unskilled women workers engaged
in punching rubber rings to fit under fruit-jar caps were dismissed. The
women sccured a hearing before the Regional Labor Board, and at the hear-
ing the company maintained that the women had not been dropped because
of union activity but because it had been decided to change the organiza-

49 Middletown labor leaders arc angry about this organizer’s role in the ef-
fort to organizc the X plant. One man characterized him as “a former X em-
ployee and a member of the old craft-union school who never forget and never
learn.”

50 The visibility of life in the small community operates to increase the case
of control of labor by employers and municipal authorities. When a licutenant
of Francis Dillon’s was secretly sent to Middletown by the A. F. of L. after
the Toledo General Motors strike, the police began the day he arrived to trail
him continuously, and workmen were afraid to be seen talking with him. One
picks up references in Middletown talk to “stool pigeons”—loyal sub-foremen
brought from Toledo by General Motors, “stools” of the police within local
unions, etc. The sharp competition among local labor leaders for small-time
political jobs facilitates the penetration of official Middletown into the loosely
knit ranks of organized labor.
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tion of the department in which they worked °* and the process employed.
This process, involving the pulling of a lever on a punch machine, was
never changed in any important respect. When the required affidavits would
be submitted on contested points, the company’s affidavits would flatly deny
the charges of the employees—and there the matter would usually stop. In
a few cases where an investigation was ordered, notice of investigation
usually came long enough in advance so that before the investigator came,
the matter could be brought temporarily into line with the N.R.A. ruling.
When the men threatened a strike, the owners of the plant responded with
the threat to move the plant to another city.> Don’t forget, too, that all
through thesc years the company was making some of the largest earnings
in its history.

Finally a sense of futility and disillusionment with N.R.A. settled down
over the workers when they realized how ineffective their long-distance let-
ters and telegrams to Washington were as compared with what the Xs rep-
resentatives in Washington were able to do on the spot. So the men were
licked both by the unions and by their employers, and they just gave up.

The whole mess at the X plant was a body blow to local organization.
Our people began to sense the lack of harmony in the A. F. of L.; and, after
a few months, those who had paid in dues when enthusiasm was running
high began to ask for the return of their money since no union had been
formed. The money had gone to the International Union and was not re-

51 This process of quict readjustment of a troublesome department is succinctly
described in a paragraph from the steel industry’s trade press in 1935: “Ford
continues the envy of other manufacturers in handling labor. It appears that
rccently a number of malcontents were detected in various departments at the
Rouge [Detroit River Rouge plant]. Quietly they were all transferred to one
department, then this department’s work was farmed out, the department was
closed, and the malcontents were automatically out of a job.” (Steel, Junc 3,
1935, p. 16.)

52 The psychological urgency of such a threat should be viewed against the
enormous reality of the fact that only two years before General Motors had
stripped its large local plant of machinery and moved out of Middletown. If
such action had involved a jolt to business-class pride, it had meant calamity
to the families of upwards of a thousand workers, the neighbors of these workers
now threatened by the X company.

The situation of labor was well expressed by the minister of a working-class
church in an interview with a member of the research staff: “One of my
parishioners who works down there camc to me when they were trying to
organize the X plant and asked whether I advised him to join up. He said
he was sick of the low wages and the uncertainty even of that. I just couldn’t
do anything but tell him not to orgamze for the sake of his family, as he could
not afford the risk of losing his job or being black-listed locally—as some of the
X employces subsequently were. Since their threat to move the plant away
from [Middlctown], labor has been verv careful not to stir there again.’
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turned. The men just can’t understand this. And the upshot is that a lot of
these fellows now think the unions are a racket, and they are not interested
in trying again to organize. We local officers have got pretty thoroughly
fed up with international union officers, too. They're all fiery and for plan-
ning big things—and then they prove windbags or—worsc—they double-
cross you!

Of course we fellows that did stick after the whole drive broke up kept
right on working and eating a lot of dirt, too, in the process. We did ac
complish some things. In one plant, a foundry that had been granted a per-
manent injunction against union activities fifteen years ago, the molders
organized and conducted a successful strike as late as March, 1935, and got
in a closed shop. In other plants we organized successfully and won some
concessions, but things would then peter out under inertia, intimidation,
or ineflective lcadership. At K——’s [a large meat-packing plant] with a
record of a sixty hour week for its butchers, bad working conditions, and
an anti-union policy, we not only organized it, but actually won a case be-
fore the Regional Labor Board, forcing the company to rehire dismissed
union men and to pay them $6,000 in back pay. But, after it had lasted
about a year, an organizer for the Butchers’ Union called our local men out
on a sympathetic strike he was conducting against the same company in
[another city in the state]. We weren’t well enough organized to pull the
whole plant, and the company fired the union officers—so another union
went haywiie. The organizer was just another labor skate.

The automotive and machine-shop plants were, of course, always one of
our toughest nuts to try to crack. The men were pretty well scared to begin
with, since General Motors had moved out of town and another auto-parts
plant had closed. We tackled them anyway. We organized a bunch of men
at the A plant, where they’d paid their machinists as low as twenty
cents an hour bhefore N.R.A. And then hell cut loose in the plant! The ax
was swung right and left by the company and those who weren’t dismissed
were scared to death. Finally, the men appealed to the Regional Labor
Board for an election in 1934. The company fought against an election, car-
ried the fight up to the top Labor Board through all kinds of appeals, until
when the vote came in the spring of 1935, N.R.A. was so weak and the
men so intimidated that they were afraid to vote. They’re still unorganized
out there, and the plant remains a lousy place where men work only to
keep from having to go on relief.

At the Borg-Warner plant the company developed its Welfare Association
into a company union for the time being—and they’ve now gone back to
a mere welfare organization. Our organizers just couldn’t stir up any large
interest among the workers out there. Some of the employees have been
with the company a long time and were afraid that if they lost that connec-
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tion they’d never get anything else to do. Others are still able to jingle a
couple of dollars in their pocket and can buy gas and just aren’t interested.

I guess that’s about the picture. There’s not a hell of a lot left of all of
our big hopes of 1933!

In the days of still high hopes of April, 1934, Middletown’s Central
Labor Union began the publication of an eight-page weekly labor
newspaper. It is symbolic of the flash-in-the-pan quality of the effort to
organize local labor under N.R.A. that the paper lasted five issues—
and then dicd.®®

The local confusion under N.R.A,, depicted above, involves no per-
sonal devils on either side, but in the main men of good will fumbling
to make an awkward and uncoordinated institutional system work.
Middletown is a friendly city, a heavily Christian city, whose dominant
mood is a tolerant, neighborly live-and-let-live. But money income is
its personal and community blood stream. In its laissez-faire economy
this blood stream flows irregularly, subject to institutional conditions
beyond any local citizen’s control. And when this economy contracts
under the pressure of its maladjustments and the blood stream dimin-
ishes, people simply do what any strangling man does—they fight for
life.

The city’s economic and associated institutions operate by long tradi-
tion on the theory of each man for himself; but the theory assumcs
that all are engaged in a common enterprise; and, from untold cen-
turies of struggle with man’s oldest enemy, Scarcity, this local culture
and its predecessors from which it derives have seen in the maintenance
and increase of Production the keystone of this common enterprise.*
As Middletown has grown from the highly localized village culture
of the middle of the nineteenth century, there has been an increasing
tendency for the managers of its productive resources to organize for
united effort through such agencies as the Chamber of Commerce.
Operating under such a set of traditional assumptions and backed
financially by the owners and managers of the city’s productive re-
sources, the Chamber of Commerce and its business-class members
have thrown their weight increasingly on the side of more organization

58 The platform for Middletown labor printed at the masthead of this paper
is given in Ch. X.

54 For an elaboration of this point see the investigator’s paper, ‘“Democracy’s
Third Estate: The Consumer,” Political Science Quarterly, December, 1936.
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among management and less organization among labor. Based on the
assumption that profitable production is the keystone of local welfare,
an “open-shop town” and an “easy labor market” have come to be
regarded locally as common civic concerns enhancing the welfare of the
entire city.”®

To a business class schooled to think in these terms and frightened
by the incipient radicalism of 1933, the spectacle of mounting union
enrollment in the spring of 1934 came as a challenge to their deepest
sources of security. Business-class thinking alternated between bitter-
ness toward labor and some candid speculation as to “What will hap-
pen if—?” The following editorial on “The Rising Tide of Labor”
from the afternoon paper late in March, 1934, reflects the excitement
of the latter mood:

We see now a deep underlying movement that is the trend behind each
day’s news. It is inevitably with us, as changeless and relentless as the pass-
ing of the years. It is the rise of Labor. It is the time when Labor strides to
the front and shouts for its rights in a voice that kings and counselors must
hear. Whether the “rights” are real or imagined, there is the power to en-
force them. That is the irresistible trend. It is the ripening of a seed that
was planted as long ago as 1840 in the so-called Industrial Revolution. It is
the concomitant of tecming cities, mighty industrial empires. Power shifts.
The masscs push and strive and grow strong. Labor sits in the high place—
and wherever Labor may take us, we might as well go along peaceably.
Becausc we have no other choice.

How Middletown’s well-intended but apprehensive civic spirit
operates is well seen in the events surrounding the moving back of
General Motors in 1935. The plant moved back after, and because of,
the bitter Toledo strike, and the central issue in its return was the
fact that Middletown is an open-shop town and its controlling business-
men were prepared to pledge its continuance as an open-shop town.
Alfred P. Sloan, the president of General Motors, stated in his report
on his company’s operations in the first half of 1935 that “In the second
quarter of the year a strike at one of the company’s plants at Toledo,
manufacturing parts for the Chevrolet Motor division, reduced the

8 The General Commercial, Civic and Industrial Survey of [Middletown)
issued by the Chamber of Commerce in 1935 to attract industrics to the city
states in the section on “Labor” that “Strikes and wage disputes are practically
unknown. . . . The [labor] supply usually exceeds the demand.”
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output and earnings of the corporation. To meet this threat, the com.
pany opened a new factory at [Middletown].” **

Middletown’s controlling businessmen have always realized that
such competitive advantage as their city possesscs in the national
market is traceable to its lower living cost and to its ability to mop
up an “easy labor market” of cornfed, unorganized American work-
ers, willing to work for relatively low wages, and a substantial marginal
number of them able to live on the farm during slack periods in the
industrial year.®” But the return of General Motors has had an incal-
culably great symbolic effect in crystallizing this awareness of the city’s
asset. Middletown businessmen are coming out of the depression with
their asset of being an “open-shop town” nailed to the city’s mast-
head—and they mcan to keep it there. At the great public welcoming
dinner to General Motors at the Chamber of Commerce in June, 1935,
the mayor stated that “Our people are in no mood for outsiders to
come into [Middletown] to agitate,” and he assured the company that

56 Quoted from the summary in the New York Times, August 12, 1935.

It is pertinent to note that, in this rough-and-tumble scramble of the citics to
maintain their hivelihood, the city of Toledo promptly hit back in defense of 1ts
threatened prestige with a three-column advertisement in the press of leading
cities in June, 1935, as follows:

“WHERE STANDS TOLEDO?

“Toledo is a rare combination; a city of tecming industry, and a city of art
Land culture. The art museum, sixth largest in the country, housing many price-
less collections, attracts nearly 400,000 visitors annually.

“Industry in Toledo is greatly diversified. In 1934 there were 1,110 individual
business cstablishments. In 1920 the number was 896, and at the peak of 1929
the number was but 1,042. The rccent strikes in Toledo have been limited
to but one or two industrics and lasted only a very short time. Few citics in the
country have had so few labor disturbances.

“Do you know that Toledo is the third largest railroad center in the United
States? And that morc familics own their own homes in proportion to its popu-
lation than in any other city in the United States?” [Here followed sixtecn para-
graphs itemizing Toledo’s industrial assets: “the world’s principal center in the
glass industry”; “the third city in the United States in the auto industry”;
“largest nickcl-plating plant for auto bumpers in the world,” etc, etc.]

“But Toledo is not only a thriving city of diversified industry; it is also a
fine place to live in, with its boulevards, wide avenues, famous old trecs—third
largest zoological gardens in the country—attractive parks—and magnificent
schools and colleges. . . .” (Printed in New York Times, June 28, 1935.)

57 “Our men from our local district here, born and bred on the farms near
here, knowing the use of machinery of some sort from their boyhood, reliable,
steady, we call ‘corn-feds.’ ”* (Remark of a local manufacturer, quoted in Middle
town, p. 58, n. 18.)



GETTING A LIVING 37

such agitators would not be tolerated. A leading businessman re-
marked to a member of the research staff in a tone of quiet determina-
tion: “We’re not going to have any labor trouble here. We're not
going to let it happen. Our mayor was pretty radical back years ago
in his first term, but he is more cooperative now.”® During the Toledo
automobile strike this spring the mayor had policemen stationed out on
roads leading into town, and they'd stop cars, look men over, and those
that didn’t look desirable they’d tell to keep right on going through
town and not stop.”

When in June, 1935, the A. F. of L., following the Toledo strike,
sent in Francis J. Dillon to initiate the organization of Middletown’s
automotive workers, all the business-controlled local agencies worked
with smooth precision.

A worker distributing handbills on a downtown strcet announcing
the meeting was picked up by the police.

Middletown’s commercial radio station, which had concluded an
agreement and received advance payment for the proposed broad-
casting of Dillon’s speech on Saturday afternoon, interrupted the in-
stallation of the necessary telephone wires and microphone late Friday
afternoon by a message apologizing for its inability to broadcast the
speech, and returned the money paid for the broadcast.

The afternoon paper, though accepting an advertisement announcing
the meeting, ran at the top of its front page four days before the meet-
ing a large picture of an Oregon strike picket being dragged along the
ground by three policemen. The picture did not accompany a news
story and the timing and motif of the picture seemed to the research
staff too extraordinary to have been a mere coincidence. The caption

read:
This Picket Had Real “Drag” with Cops: Lumberjacks, famed for their

“nothing-barred” style of warfarc, learned of a new one in this clash be-
tween Orcgon State Police and pickets stationed at a Forest Grove, Ore.,

58 In his carlicr campaigns and in 1934 this mayor clectioncered as “a friend
of the workingman.” According to a prominent fellow politician: “He told me
that his conviction and sentence to the Federal penitentiary when he was mayor
before was due to his having antagonized local financial circles. He added that
he has learncd his lesson. Conscquently, in his 1934 campaign, though he ran
on the old platform, declaring himself to be a friend of the workingman and
labor unions to catch the big South Side vote, he was also playing ball with
the businessmen.” The more militant fringe of Middletown’s labor movement
now regards the mayor as having “double-crosscd” labor. (Sce Ch. IIT at n. 22
and also Ch. IX and the note on p. 73.)
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sawmill in the long-drawn-out strike in the northwest. Police introduced
the “dragout” to remove this militant picket from the scene en route to the
patrol wagon, with the trooper bringing up the rear carrying a formidable
shillalah for emphasis.

Dillon stated (probably incorrectly) in his address that the X family
had donated large sums for the building of the Masonic Temple with
the understanding that non-union labor be employcd, and that as a
result non-union iron workers were imported for the job. Four days
later an advertisement in the morning paper, in which the X family
has an interest, called attention to Dillon’s remark and stated that
union bricklayers were employed on the Masonic Temple, are em-
ployed in the X factory,” and have always been treated fairly. The
advertisement appeared over the name of the Bricklayers’ Union, whose
head is a brother-in-law of the contractor who does the X construction
work.

Meanwhile, with the advent of the General Motors plant, the local
police force was heavily increased, a local police officer was taken over
as head of the General Motors police force, and a close relation estab-
lished between the company’s police and the city police force.”® Great
secrecy surrounded this augmenting of the local police force.” Accord-
ing to a responsible labor-union official, when General Motors decided
to move from organized Toledo to Middletown, Chevrolet contracts
were awarded to the two other large Middletown automotive machine
shops in order to spread the pressure for city protection of the plants.
It was not possible to discover the nature of the deal that was alleged
to have been made. Nobody in Middletown bothered about the matter
until August, 1935, when the city budget came up for consideration.
The real-estate men, threatened personally by the high tax rate, then
demanded loudly to know why the police force had been increased

5 The X factory employs union labor in certain minor groups of skilled
workers in its force. Sce n. 48 above.

60 The following paragraph from the automotive scction of Sreel, a trade
paper, suggests a condition probably hirtle known to the workers in the Middle-
town plant: “General Motors boasted up to the time of its recent Toledo strike
that it had no undercover men in its plants. This situation is being remedied,
and henceforth General Motors will have a close check on sentiment in its
plants.” (Steel, Junc 3, 1935, p. 16.)

The statement was made by a speaker at the Dillon organization meeting in
Middletown that General Motors now has a tie-up with the Pinkerton detective

agency. (Cf. U. S. Senatc committec hearings on labor cspionage, Feb., 1937.)
61 See Ch. IX.
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and pointed out that the force was actually in excess of the per capita
quota of police allowed by State law. No answer was forthcoming from
the city administration. The situation perplexed even persons wise in
local political folkways. “How in hell are the new cops being paid?”
exclaimed the former mayor, defeated for reelection in 1934. “They
are being paid with city warrants. The regular police budget is too
small. If General Motors is paying these warrants, how is it doing it?
The mayor requires that 2 per cent of all city employces’ salaries be
taken from them for a ‘welfare fund,” though nobody has shown what
the money is used for. Is it being used to pay the special police?” By
the early fall of 1935 the city policemen and firemen missed their Sep-
tember 6 pay for the last half of August, and on October 2 the editor
of the afternoon paper commented in his column: “City officers had
to pass up their payroll checks, yesterday, as did the police and firemen
a few days ago, for the ample reason that there is no money in the
treasury with which to pay them. But the budgets made out last year
were supposed to be sufficient to cover all expenses of the city govern-
ment this year. What has become of the money?” **

Here again, in this tightening of business controls over labor incident
to the return of General Motors and the renewed activity of organiz-
ers, onc may not read personal malevolence on the part of the inner
control group. Middletown’s inner group of powerful businessmen are
fighting to keep the city alive. They take the position they do on the
high and obvious ground of “public interest”: “It is the public that
suffers in the long run,” according to a local editorial, “through strikes,
lockouts, and other interferences with industry.” When labor trouble
occurs, the papers are wont to call for “an immediate settlement of the
present difficulties before they threaten the town’s progress and its con-
sequent prosperity further.” The press calls upon the workers to arbi-
trate on the obviously sensible grounds that “As a general rule, one
who fears to submit his case to arbitration has a losing cause; and if
the workers’ demands are just, there is no reason to think that the

82 It is significant that the “deal” alleged to have been made with the plant
was so secrct that not even the press knew (or admitted that it knew) what
had happened. It is also a commentary on the hierarchy of business-class con-
trols and also on the latent lines of division within the business class itself that
the real-estatc group fought hard and openly to force the facts into the open.
while the non-X-controlled afternoon paper sided with local taxpayers rather

than maintaining the solid, official, businessclass front. See Ch. IX, n. 10 and
Ch. XII for further discussion of this.
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employers will not be just.” But always this “justice” must operate
within the margin of competitive advantage which a Middletown
plant must maintain in order to get that Ford contract away not only
from Detroit but from the other Middletowns. If plants equip them-
selves, as at least one Middletown plant is reported to have done under
the threat of N.R.A. unionization, with tear gas; if, as a local profes-
sional man in touch with labor conditions asserts, “Even in the stronger
Middletown unions many of the key men are controlled by business
interests”; if the press constantly features such threatening headlines as
“Ohio Union Chief Sent to Prison” or “National Guardsmen Rout
Strikers with Tear-Gas Attack” or “Bloodshed and Rioting Mark Cali-
fornia Strike”; none of these steps is taken out of “pure cussedness,”
but, as one of the advertisements in the special forty-four-page edition
of the afternoon paper celebrating the return of General Motors
phrased it, to keep Middletown “a good town to live in! A good town
to work in!” Within this “iron law” of competitive advantage, the
several harassed parties struggle among themselves to maintain their
several conceptions of what constitutes “local prosperity.”

The whole picture of industrial morale in Middletown is full of
apparent contradictions. One sat in the crowded little labor hall listen-
ing to Dillon as he whipped up enthusiasm with the declaration: “The
A. F. of L. is in [Middletown] and it is here to stay. We are going
to organize the [Middletown] General Motors plant and the X plant
first, and they haven’t jails big enough to hold all the Detroit staff I'll
send down here to do it.” ** One talked with the minister of a working-
class church who said: “[Middletown] labor realizes that its pay is low
and a lot of the men are bitter underneath and their families are com-
plaining. But they’re all afraid to start anything.” Personal conversa-
tions with individual workers brought out fear, resentment, great in-
sccurity, much disillusionment: “Our people are nervous about their
jobs and don’t dare kick about working conditions”; “I've been work-
ing fairly steadily at the D—— plant for seven years, but I have been
and still am afraid to let out my belt and buy anything beyond im-
mediate necessities, for I might get canned any day. There’s no security
in seniority when a man is thrown out and when a kid just out of
school is willing to do the job for less”; “We auto workers aren’t get-
ting too excited about the return of General Motors. It means a job,

%8 The local Gencral Motors plant is still (February, 1937) completely unor
ganized. See p. 73, n. The situation at the X plant also is unchanged.
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and that’s important—for the months in the year they’re willing to
hire you. Only the Chamber of Commerce crowd are optimistic, and
they’re trying to fool us workers.” Newly rehired General Motors men
confided that they were afraid to go to the Dillon meeting for fear
they would be spotted.

And yet, as noted above, this fear, resentment, insecurity, and disil-
lusionment has been to Middletown’s workers largely an individual
experience for each worker, and not a thing generalized by him into
a “class” experience.”* Such militancy as it generates tends to be spo-
radic, personal, and flaccid; an expression primarily of personal resent-
ment rather than an act of self-identification with the continuities of
a movement or of rebellion against an economic status regarded as
permanently fixed. The militancy of Middlctown labor tends, therefore,
to be easily manipulated, and to be diverted into all manner of inci-
dental issues. The Ku Klux Klan movement of the early 1920’s is a case
in point, for, to quote an editorial in the weekly Democratic paper,
“The [Ku Klux] Klan,* a distinctly antisocial arrangement, split the
workmen of Middletown and elsewhere into two armed camps, and
the exploiters of labor took charge of things.” It is highly typical of
the blurred outlook of even organized labor in Middletown that when
the news leaked out that the mayor was going to expand the police
force to sce that the General Motors plant got protection, the local
Central Labor Union first demanded that the mayor call his plan off,
and then, failing in this demand, insisted that some of their own un-
employed union members be hired as policemen. This last demand
was granted and union workers became, in effect, company police.
This easy diversion of the aims of labor bobs up again and again.
Local businessmen now thank the abortive flurry of labor organiza-
tion under N.R.A. for diverting the mounting radicalism of 1933. A
typical remark of this sort is quoted in Business Week’s study of “Mid-
dletown—Ten Years After,” % as follows: “Not many people know
how desperate workmen were. The agitators were making real head-
way. You've got to give the A. F. of L. credit for turning that trend.
It’s an unwritten chapter of history.”

Labor organization in Middlctown, in the opinion of the present

64 This is elaborated further in the discussion of awareness of class differences
in Ch. XIIL

85 See Middletown, pp. 481-84.

68 June 9, 1934.
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investigator, is emerging from the pit of the depression and from its
experience under N.R.A. weaker than it was in the 1920’s. The original
sixteen active unions holding local charters in 1929 ** were still extant
on January 1, 1936, and their number had been increased by the addi-
tion of five other small locals. But, as noted above, these are mainly
negligible minority groups in the industrial life of the city. It is, per-
haps, not too much to say that they are tolerated only because of their
small size and inconsequential power and for their saving evidence that
Middletown is not officially completely opposed to organized labor.*®
The central fact in Middletown’s labor situation in 1935 was that an
effort had been made to organize Middletown’s really important labor
majority, outranking in number these minor trades by perhaps ten to
one, and had failed dismally. Here is the record for 1933-35:

New Unions Organized in 1933-1935 Status as of January 1, 1936

Machinists Dead

Metal Polishers Dead

Foundry Workers Dead

Amalgamated Iron and Steel Workers Dead

Butchers and Meat Cutters Dead

Teamsters and Chauffeurs Continuing

Fire Fighters Dead

Flint Glass Continuing (Membership of fifty

skilled moldmakers only)

Printing Pressmen Continuing

Bartendcers, Cooks, and Waiters Continuing

"Fhe depression and subsequent events have strengthened greatly the
determination of the industrial business class to maintain an open-
shop town; and one must contrast the halting local labor leadership

87 These sixteen unions are as follows: Brick Masons, Plasterers and Cement
Finishers, Carpenters, Lathcrs, Painters and Decorators, Electricians, Plumbers
and Stcam Futters, Molders, Patternmakers, Railway Maintenance of Way Work-
ers, Railway Clerks, Typographers, Motion-picture Operators, Musicians, Postal
Carriers, and Barbers.

In addition to these sixteen, the Building Laborers held a charter but had
been defunct for five years; the Green Bottle Blowers maintained a charter and
an “official organizer,” but, as noted above, were not known to exist by the
Central Labor Union and had no active members; and the Postal Clerks were
organized but not affiliated with the A. F. of L.

Somec idea of their size may be gained from the following total mem-
berships of those unions for which memberships could be secured for early
1936: Molders, 175; Patternmakers, 19; ‘T'ypographers, 110; Carpenters, 89;
Painters, 31; Electricians, 9; Plumbers, 7.

88 The advertisement by the Bricklayers’ Union at the time of the Dillon
meeting noted above secms to bear out this latter point.
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and the bickerings among the rival officers of the international unions
of the A. F. of L. with this greater clarity of business-class organization.

And yet, if one takes a long view of the local situation, the very
disillusionment of the labor rank and file, its doubts as to the honesty
of the A. F. of L. “higher-ups,” and its tendency to look on labor
unions as “just another racket” may be significant. Middletown fac-
rory labor is discouraged and “fed up” as regards organization, but it
also appears to be slowly and vaguely taking somewhat more of a view
of itself as a group over against the businessmen than it did in r1g2s.
Another tendency that may also be significant appears in the fact that
the depression has decreased somewhat the insularity of the various
crafts. Some of the workers, at least, have been brought face to face
with the craft- vs. industrial-union issue, and a few of the city’s auto-
motive workers are watching their better-organized fellow workers in
a city a hundred miles to the north of them with keen interest.”” All
of these things—the disillusionment as well as a more matter-of-fact
sense of the issues involved—may, over the long pull, be the stuff out
of which working-class explosions occur.

Organization membership is already, in 1936, picking up in the
strongly established nonindustrial unions such as the building trades;
for instance, the local Carpenters’ Union, which fell to sixty-three in
the depression, is again nearing 100 and will in time probably return
again to the 300 of 1929 as its members become employed and are again
able to pay union dues. That reviving good times will bring marked
organization among the mass of machinists and similar workers in
Middletown’s major industries appears doubtful. Any extensive effort

69 The state A. F. of L. met in Middletown in September, 1935, and industrial
unions from two larger citics came in militant force and succeeded in carrying a
resolution endorsing industrial unions. They also proposed resolutions condemn-
ing the method of election of state A. F. of L. officers, requesting a new elec-
tion and the conducting of clections at the conventions; and, also, two resolutions
barring their state officers from holding political appointments and endorsing
the formation of a labor party. “But,” as a veteran local labor man summed up
the convention, “these new industrial union men were amateurs as compared to
the smooth-running parliamentary machine of the old guard A. F. of L. crowd.
They left town fecling they had been steam-rollered, but the facts of the case are
that they didn’t know how to operate as cleverly as the A. F. of L. boys. At
that, though, such resolutions as we did get through at the convention, such as
the one condemning the governor’s use of martial law in the general strike at
Terre Haute in July, would have been enough twenty ycars ago to have
brought in the Department of Justice with its sword and scales to put us down
as ‘anarchists’”
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at organization is likely to be met by a prompt threat to livelihood such
as is described in the following news item of mid-October, 1936:

[MIDDLETOWN] PLANT TO BE CLOSED
LABOR DIFFICULTIES RESPONSIBLE

Closing of the American Lawn Mower Company plant . . . where work-
ers went on strike last Friday was announced today by ——, secretary and
treasurer.

“It is with deep regret that with a 35-year record of continuity of employ-
ment and freedom from any serious labor difficulties, we are now compelled
to announce the closing of the American Lawn Mower Company plant.
A few months ago, when the company re-opened its foundry which had
been closed since 1930, an effort was made to unionize this department.
Unusual and unwarranted disturbances have followed. . . .

“In the face of these facts, our only alternative is to close the plant.”

That some minor groups of workers are still militant enough to go
out on strike suggests that the present disillusionment is not complete.
As this gocs to press, it is reported that a veteran local labor man is
again setting out to try to organize the glass workers under the Flint
Glass Union. The fact that, as one worker describes it, “We workers
licked the big bosses here in [Middletown] by our majority for Roose-
velt [in 1936]” may foreshadow some increase in South Side morale.
For the immediate future, however, it seems likely that Middletown
labor in the city’s dominant automotive and glass industries will have
neither the stomach nor adequate leadership for testing its strength
soon again. One suspects that, even over the long pull, militant work-
ing-class organization, a thing so basically foreign to the present popu-
lation of Middletown, will not come through local initiative. If and
when it comes to this population, it will probably be as a lagging
phase of a movement diffused from larger industrial centers.

Other changes, less spectacular than these clashes over labor organi-
zation under N.R.A,, have been happening since 1925 in the ways in
which Middletown gets its living. These shifts include apparent
changes in the opportunity for men and women to be employed at all,
in the kinds of work they may get, in the balance of “skilled” and “un-
skilled” jobs, in the chance to be “promoted” and to launch out “on
one’s own,”—subtle changes for the most part not even generally recog-
nized by Middletown itself, but of major significance over time in
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those regions of status and hope where men’s morale struggles to live.

There has been a significant shift in recent years in the relative con-
centration of Middletown’s workers in different types of work. The
increments ™ in the 1920’s ranged all the way from a gain of 8.0 per
cent between 1920 and 1930 in the number employed in the Manu-
facturing and Mechanical Industries to one of 55.6 per cent in the
Professional Services. Each of the “service industries” "—including
Professional Service which grew during the decade of the 1920’s by
55.6 per cent, Transportation and Communication which grew by 44.6
per cent, Public Service which added 44.0 per cent, Trade which added
27.1 per cent, and Domestic and Personal Service with an increment
of 26.1 per cent—increased its share of Middletown’s gainfully em-
ployed personnel at several times the rate of gain of the industries
manufacturing physical commodities. What one is witnessing here
is the relative slowing up of the traditionally heavy concentration of
jobs in Middletown’s factories, as machine technology decreases the
necessary ratio of human working units to volume of output, and, on
the other hand, a relative increase in the number of jobs available in
a wide group of occupations involved in the mechanisms of living
more comfortably. Or stated another way, in terms of the share of the
net increment of new workers during the 1920’s going to each class of
occupations, while the activities involving the production of physical
commodities absorbed 26.0 per cent of the new working personnel of
the city, the service occupations absorbed 65.7 per cent.™

The rapid increase which this suggests in the share of Middletown’s
overhead carried in these services of welfare, luxury, and comfort
should be viewed along with the heavy concentration of the city’s
manufacturing industries, noted earlier in this chapter, in the “feast
or famine” industries producing producers’ and consumers’ durable
goods. Together these meant that, when the wave crashed over in
1929, the local economy was probably more vulncrable than it had
been at any time since the gas-boom growth that preceded the crash
of 1893.

70 See Table 5 in Appendix IIL

72 This term follows the usage of F. C. Mills, op. cit., p. 245, n. 2.

72 The Census groups Agriculture and Extraction of Minerals are here grouped
with Manufacturing and Mechanical Industries to secure the above 26.0; and,
following Mills (op. czt.), the Clerical group, which absorbed 8.3 per ceat of

the new workers, is omitted since they “cannot readily be classified either under
service or nonservice industries.”
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Theoretically, getting a job in Middletown’s culture is assumed to
depend only upon one’s “willingness” to work. Competition, under
the prevailing system of laissez-faire capitalism, is assumed to provide
automatically in a world of rational men all needed goods and services
in duc proportion to their social utility. And the array of available jobs
at any given time is assumed to be in symmetrical, rational accord
with the array of socially useful functions to be performed, due allow-
ance being made for the stage of development of the culture’s tech-
nologies for handling a given function. If one brushes aside this mist
of official assumptions, however, and looks at the realities of the situa-
tion, one sees in Middletown a raggedly shifting array of opportunities
for work, with the changes dictated not so much by a rational appraisal
and balancing of socially useful functions and available manpower as
by the accidents of the main chances to make money at any given time
out of various areas of human need and susceptibility. The moment
one begins to ask the rationale of a culture’s having only 278 of its
working personnel in Public Service (nearly all of them policemen,
firemen, park laborers, and similarly employed persons) and 1,714 in
Domestic and Personal Service and 2,776 in Trade, one is stopped short
by the presence of the assumptions at the beginning of this paragraph.
Here is a culture suckled on the lion’s milk of getting ahead by per-
sonal exploitative prowess; a culture which believes that things order
themselves best under this scrambling private struggle for pecuniary
gain, and that the society as a unit should plan and do as little as pos-
sible so as not to interfere with this bencficent private scramble; a cul-
turc hypnotized by the gorged stream of new things to buy—automo-
biles, electrical equipment for the home, radios, automatic refrigeration,
and all but automatic ways to live; a culture in which private business
tempts the population in its every waking minute with adroitly phrased
invitations to apply the solvent remedy of more and newer possessions
and socially distinguishing goods and comforts to all the ills that flesh
is heir to—to loncliness, insecurity, deferred hope, and frustration.”

73 Paul Mazur, himself a businessman, describes in his American Prosperity
the sharp, sclf-interested tactics of merchandising that have dominated the
“progress” of the American peoplc in recent years: “The community that can
be trained to desire change, to want new things even before the old have been
entirely consumed, yields a market to be measured more by desircs than by
needs. And man’s desires can be developed so that they will greatly overshadow

his needs. . . . Human nature very conveniently presented a variety of strings
upon which an appreciative sales manager could play fortissimo. . . . Advertis-
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From the point of view of the individual who must find a continuing
livelihood, the erratic shifts in chances to work in such an unstable
world spell uncertainty in deciding what field of work to enter, in find-
ing a job, and in maintaining oneself in a job.

Even during the prosperous 1920’s, there was a diminution in the
total share of Middletown’s population who “usually” worked. This
decrease involved not only those under twenty years of age, many of
whom, as shown in Chapter VI, were prolonging their education, but
also those twenty and over; and even in the case of the latter it prob-
ably involved an increasing inability to get work rather than increased
disinclination to work due to affluence leading to early retirement
and similar voluntary choices. It probably involved, also, increased
compctition for such jobs as were available. In the case of the male
part of the population these tendencies seem fairly clear; and in that
of the femalcs, though the absolute figures do not reveal it, the same
tendencies were very probably operating if one takes into account the
increased psychological drive toward women’s working.

The basis for the above generalizations lics in the close analysis of
the Federal Census figures for Middletown in 1920 and 1930.* While
Middletown’s population ten years old and over increased by 26.2 per
cent between 1920 and 1930, its group of “usually” gainfully employed
grew by only 18.5 per cent. A breakdown of these figures for the two
age groups, ten and under twenty ycars old, and twenty years old and
over, reveals some striking differences. Not only did the number of
persons in the younger of these two groups grow at a rate less than
half as rapid as that of the older group,” but the proportion of even

ing became a force in American life. Threats, fear, beauty, sparkle, persuasion
and carcful as well as wild-cat exaggeration were thrown at the American buy-
ing public as a continuous and terrifying barrage. . . . And so desire was en-
throned in the minds of the American consumer, and was served abjectly by
the industries that had cnthroned it.” (New York; Viking Press, 1928, p. 24 ff.)

74 Sce Table 6 in Appendix 111

It should be borne constantly in mind that all judgments based upon a com
parison simply of the two ends of a single decade must be used only tentatively.

The Federal Census, taken on January 1, 1920, and April 1, 1930, does not
take account of temporary unemployment at the time of enumcration: “The
term ‘gainful workers’ in Census usage,” according to the Census, “includes all
persons who usually follow a gainful occupation, although they may not have
beea employcd when the Census was taken.”

76 Table 6 shows that between 1920 and 1930 the city’s population between
the ages of ten and twenty increased by only 13.2 per cent, while those twenty
and over increased by 29.9 per cent. The expansion of this older group inwolved
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this relatively reduced younger group that continued to engage in re
munerative employment was cut in half.

The implications of this development for those under the age of
twenty deserve further examination. Table 7" shows the distribution
of Middletown’s gainfully employed by sex and by narrow age groups
in 1920 and in 1930. In the case of both boys and girls it reveals a
marked diminution in employed persons under twenty years of age.
The declines in persons of both sexes under eighteen are especially
marked. In the lower ages—ten to fifteen—the better enforcement of
the school attendance and child-labor laws has influenced this trend; ™"
and in all ages under twenty, the drive toward higher education has
undoubtedly been a significant factor.

The diminution in employment of persons under twenty may not,
however, be passed over as due entirely to such factors as child-labor
laws and education. The child-labor law drops out as a factor when
the child completes the eighth grade; and yet Middletown had at the
time of the 1930 Census roughly 6 per cent of its children fourteen
and fifteen years of age, 18 per cent of its children of ages sixteen and
seventeen, and 21 per cent of the cighteen- and nineteen-year-olds who
were neither in school nor employed.”® What we appear to be seeing
here is the slow emergence of a social problem likely to be momentous
in the future, namely, the presence in Middletown even in the pros-

the slow secular trend in the population to the older side, but even more the
migration of adult workers into Middletown in the big years in search of jobs.

76 See Appendix III for this table.

77 The State law requircs that “No minor under the age of fourteen years
shall be employed or permitted to work in any gainful occupation other than
farm labor, domestic service or caddy”; and that “Any child over fourtcen and
under sixtecn years of age who has completed the work of the first eight grades
of the public school or its equivalent may be permitted to withdraw from
school upon the issuing to such child of a lawful employment ccrtificate.” Em-
ployers require the showing of a work_certificate before hiring a person under
eighteen. An amendment in 1933 to the workmen’s compensation law provides
for double compensation in the case of accidents to minors working in violation
of the child labor laws. Only in this Jast respcct have the laws regarding the
schooling and cmployment of minors changed since 1925.

The sharp inroads of the dcpression upon the work of children needing work
certificates is shown by the following totals of certificates issued by Middletown’s
State:

1925 cieeneens 14,179 1030 covnnnnnn .10,942 1033 eeeeennnnn 3,833
1020 srvevnnnan 15,752 1030 seeennnnes 7,435 1034 seeeons...5,884
1932 tieenennns 4,467

78 See Table 8 in Appendix IIL
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perous 1920’s of a jobless and schoolless population, an idle in-between
age group commencing in the mid-teens and culminating in the
after-high-school age of nincteen. Table 7 shows that the gainfully
employed fell between 1920 and 1930 in all ages up to twenty and
began to increase only in the age group 20-24. With the growing pres-
sure for available jobs from the steadier workers past their teens, Mid-
dletown’s industries may be absorbing less and less of the population
under twenty,”™ leaving a helpless group too old for school and too
young to get jobs. Under the circumstances, the prolonging of school-
ing through high school and into college in the 1920’s may represent
not only a desire for more education but a slowly growing necessity to
choose between school and idleness.*

The problem of idle youth was emphatically present in Middletown
in 1935. Middletown blamed this entirely on the depression and re-
garded the preference being given to married heads of families in local
reemployment as but a temporary necessity. It may be, however, that,
with tighter competition for jobs as a more or less permanent aspect
of the economy from now on, Middletown may have to face the con-
tinuing social problem of the too-old-for-school-and-too-young-to-work.

The dropping out of these workers under twenty during the decade
of the 1920’s tended to ease materially the competition for jobs by those
twenty and over. The latter group was thereby enabled to increase its
share of the total gainfully employed by 7.4 per cent—from 877 per
cent of the total to g4.2 per cent *—while the proportion which the
group twenty and over constituted of the total population rose by only
2.0 per cent—from 64.9 per cent of the total to 66.2 per cent. The ease-
ment of competition among this group twenty years old and older,
which these figures scem to demonstrate, was offset, however, by the
fact that the number of persons gainfully employed grew less rapidly
over the decade than did the population; and so, despite their increased
share in whatever jobs were available, the proportion of this twenty-
and-over group who were “usually” gainfully employed fell from
59.7 per cent to 585 per cent.®> A smaller share of the people twenty

8 See Middletown, pp. 30-35.

80 The high-school teachers complain of the poor work of many of the South
Side children who have been crowding into the high school. An explanation of
this may lie in the fact that, in view of their inability to get work, they are
merely marking time in school. See Ch. VI.

81 See Table 7.
82 See Table 6.
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and over were “usually” working by the end of the 1920’s, and it seems
likely that this is due primarily to the fact that fewer of them could
get work. The actual change was small but probably significant for
the future,

A minute fraction of this decline may be accounted for by the in-
crease in the number of persons of ages twenty and over attending
college. Very little of it, if any, may be attributed to an increase in the
number of persons who “retired,” as there was even in the 1920’s no
pattern of “retiring” in Middletown. Middletown men on all income
levels work at something until death or infirmity takes the decision
whether or not to work out of their hands.*® It is difficult to say how
much the old-age deadline has been involved in this decline in the
share of the total adult population who are gainfully employed.®
Actually more persons in the older age groups in both sexes were
employed in Middletown in 1930 than in 1920.*°

83 The 1930 Census shows 750 familics (6.0 per cent of all families) in Middle-
town as having no “usually” gainfully employed member. This suggests the
possibility of a sizablc group of retired persons—businessmen, farmers, ete. It is,
however, the strong belief of the invesugator—though based on nothing more
definite than his familiarity with the community—that these 750 families are
made up of thosc unable-to-work due to cxtreme age or infirmity and ecither
possessed of a pittance covering the bare minima of subsistence or supported by
relatives, of the widowed similarly situated, of persons living on alimony, and
similar cases. Farming in Middletown’s county was not sufficiently prosperous
in, the 1920’s to encourage any large increment of retired farmers to move to
the county scat. Unfortunately, comparable Census figures for 1920 are not
available. Were they available, the investigator does not believe that any signifi-
cant increase since 1920 would appear—though this again is a largely unsup-
ported judgment.

84 Sce Middletown, pp. 31-35.

It is not unlikely that the age factor in employment, and particularly in
reemployment, operates selectively; that it has continued to be as important
as in 1925 in many of the principal groups of industrial jobs open to Middle-
town workers, despite the fact that in general more older workers were em-
ployed in some kind of job in 1930 than in 1920, is believed to be the case by
the investigator.

85 See Table 7.

Mapheus Smith has analyzed the shifts in the gainfully employed in the United
States as a whole in “Trends in the Ages of Gainful Workers, by Occupation,
1910-30" (Journal of the American Statistical Association, December, 1935):

“A decrease in younger workers, and a corresponding increase of older
workers has brought about an increase of 5.9 years in the median age of the
gainfully employed male population and an incrcasc of 1.2 years in the age of
female workers from 1910 to 1930. . . . Unless the whole system of American
democracy is changed to a revolutionary extent, the aging of the working popula-
tion will continue for some time yet, almost certainly for at least two decades,
and probably longer. There has been an unquestioned decline in the number of



GETTING A LIVING 51

Despite the increase in older persons gainfully employed, it appears
that it is among the older male workers that the competition for jobs
is most acute. The unevenness of the gains in numbers employed reg-
istered by males and by females in the age groups over twenty between
1920 and 1930 is noteworthy. While in 1920 the age composition of
gainfully employed women over twenty years of age was more heavily
weighted to the younger side than was the case among men over
twenty, the two sexes moved in the direction of a closer agreement
during the ensuing decade. In this decade opposite tendencies operated
in the two scx groups, gainfully employed men increasing relatively
more rapidly on the younger side and women on the older. This ap-
pears in the following relative changes during the decade in the per-
centage which each age group constituted of the towal for each sex

gainfully employed: *°

Age Males Females
20724 ceuieiiiiienninnn +14.8 per cent ~+12.3 per cent
2544 cocirninnns ceenns + 5.3 “+17.9
4504 coviniiiinienenns .+ 33 +19.0
65 and over ........... + 3.2 — 73

Thus, while among the males the proportion who were of ages twenty
to twenty-four was being increased very much more rapidly than other
age groups, the women were shifting their composition in the reverse
direction. Among the women the greatest rclative growth was actually
achieved by the group forty-five to sixty-four years of age. Judging
from conversations with some of these older men in June, 1935, the

, young persons in the population. The population pyramid is actually smaller at
the bottom than formerly and this condition of affairs will automatically spread
to the older group as the years pass. By 1940 it will already be affecting the
youngest working groups. The incrcased length of schooling, child labor agita-
tion, and the probable loss of interest in gainful employment following a history
of emcrgency relief and a large amount of chronic unemployment will serve
to reduce drastically the number of workers below 20 at that time. By 1950, the
effects of the declining number of births may be cxpected to reach the 20 to 30
year group, and the result will be further aging of workers in all occupations
in which workers are not alrcady as old as they can be and retain their efficiency.
But by 1960, or 1970 at the latest, the decline in the birth rate will probably
have had its greatest effcct on the age of the working population—at lcast its
greatest effect during the present phase of our national devclopment. By the
latter date the age of gainful workers in each occupation will be somewhat
closer to the upper age limit of productive efficiency than now unless an inter-
ruption of recent trends occurs.”

86 Based on Table 7 in Appendix IIL



52 MIDDLETOWN IN TRANSITION

pressure upon them has become particularly severe during the depres-
sion. Some of Middletown’s older, locally owned plants—notably the
X plant—try to “look out for” their older workers, and, as reemploy-
ment was occurring in 1935, formerly-hired men with families were
tending to be taken on first in these plants. The preference of the
large machine shops for young men was, however, markedly apparent
as one stood at the gate of the newly opened General Motors unit at
closing time. These men as they streamed out past one, newly hired
under a hiring policy involving little compunction to “take care of any-
body,” were overwhelmingly in their twenties and thirties—the pick of
the crop. Older men now unemployed and not having strong local job
ties face a decidedly chancy future, which may involve slipping down
the job scale to “anything they can get.”

Against Middletown’s marginal male workers, whether those under
twenty or those above the mid-forties, presses continually the stream
of available vigorous young labor in the surrounding rural region. The
threat of this out-of-town labor pool may have increased since 1929
and almost certainly has not decreased. The Federal Farm Census,
taken on April 1, 1930, and again on January 1, 1935, and covering the
years 1929 and 1934, respectively, reveals an increase by 1934 of 108
per cent in the number of farmers in Middletown’s county reporting
work for pay not connccted with their farms, and an increase of 205
per cent in the total number of days so worked.®” The comparison is
confused, however, by the fact that relief work was included in 1934.
The back-to-thefarm movement during the depression probably in-
volves a net increase in the competition for industrial jobs in Middle-
town. There were 1,761 persons living on 6og farms in the county on
January 1, 1935, who had been living in non-farm residences at the
beginning of 1930. Most of these new farmers were probably men
who had previous industrial employment in Middletown, and most
of them probably continue to maintain at least seasonal ties with
Middletown factories. Since Middletown’s own population actually
increased slightly during the depression, despite this farm exodus, and
since the actual number of available jobs had not increased, this sug-

87 The number of farmers working for pay off their farms rose from 888 in
1929 to 984 in 1934, and their total days so worked totalled 129,860 in 1929 and
156,432 in 1934. During 1934, 80 per cent of these farmers worked fifty or more

days off their farms, 57 per cent of them 150 or more days, and 29 per cent
250 days or more.
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gests enhanced competition for such jobs as were available in 1935.%

There is obvious need for detailed study of what happens to older
workers in a place like Middletown—what they do, whether getting
old means for the factory worker the chance to work only in the
seasonal peaks of employment, and how their kinds of jobs change as
their speed and endurance wane and they are shifted from machines
to being timekeepers and watchmen, and to such jobs as sweeping up.
Between 1929 and 1934 the number of farms in Middletown’s county
rose by 8.9 per cent and tenant farmers by 19.5 per cent. These figures,
combined with the preceding ones, suggest that there may be a tend-
ency for the farms around Middletown to lose their young and vigor-
ous workers to Middletown, while Middletown’s less successful work-
ers, including many men who are “getting along in years,” may be
taking small tenant farms where they can raise winter subsistence crops
like potatoes and still look for work in Middletown’s factorics during
seasonal peaks of industrial employment.

The brackish pool of unemployment which was slowly growing in
Middletown during the 1920’s corresponds to a similar development
throughout the nation. For as F. C. Mills said in 1932:*

Even before the period of expansion was terminated in 1929, a widening
margin of unemployed was accumulating. The turn-over of men, the shift-
ing of labor among industries, the enforced displacement of labor **—these

8 The net farm population of the county rose by only seven persons during
these five years. This 1ndicates that there was an exodus from the county’s farms
almost precisely balancing the numbers returning to the farms. As shown in Ap-
pendix I, Middletown’s population rose by 1,500 in 1931-32 over 1929, and in
1935 stood at 500 above 1929. That it was not the same group of families who
moved to Middletown early in the depression and back to the farms by 1935
is revcaled by the fact that the 1,761 persons added to the county’s farm popu-
lation by January 1, 1935, had been living in non-farm residences in 1930. There
is no way of telling how many of the migrants from the farm came to Middle-
town, though it is likely that a large number of them did.

8 Op. cit., p. 481.

90 Mills summarizes these heavy gains in output per worker in recent decades
in the United States as follows: “With a steadily advancing volume of produc-
tion, the numbecr of wage-earners and the number of manufacturing establish-
ments declined, whilc output per wage-carner and output per establishment
showed notable gains. Most impressive of these changes 1s the gain in produc-
tivity per worker. Over the fifteen years from 1899 to 1914 output per wage-
earner incrcased approximately 30 per cent—notable evidence of the growing
efficiency of both the human and mechanical factors of production. Great as this
gain was, it was exceeded during the decade from 1919 to 1929. Outpnt per
worker incrcased no less than 43 per cent during these ten years.” (Op. c,

p- 314.)
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were becoming more prominent features of industrial progress than they
had ever been before. Security of tenure was declining, a condition particu-
larly true as regards men past the prime of life. The rewards for employed
men were high, but mechanical improvements and a faster pace were mak-
ing it harder to hold on.

This compression of job opportunity apparently affected both males
and females. The percentage of Middletown’s males aged twenty and
over who were “usually” gainfully employed fell from 94.7 in 1920 to
928 in 1930.”* If, as seems entircly likely, we can assume a constant
desire in Middletown’s male population to work, this suggests, as noted
above, a small though real decrease in the relative number of available
jobs. Contrary to this situation among the males, the percentage of
females twenty and over who were “usually” gainfully occupied ac-
tually showed a small gain over the decade, from 22.8 per cent of all
women of these ages in 1920 to 23.3 per cent in 1930.7

While women thus seem superficially to have had less shrinkage in
job opportunity than men, it should be borne in mind that we are
dealing with different situations as regards the propensity of Middle-
town’s two sexes to work. Virtually all adult males in Middletown
worked in 1930, as in 1920, for an able-bodied male who is “idle” loses
caste in this culture; * but as over against this unchanging situation
for the males, the sentiment regarding women’s working has grown
stgadily more favorable during recent years. Among the working class,
the psychological standard of living of the 1920’ so far outran any
actual increasc in male earnings that there was apparently no tendency
for women of this group, whether marriced or single, to cease work-
ing; ™ while, among the business class, working at something between
school and marriage has become more and more “the thing to do.”
Even in 1925 there was still something of the “fad” about the vague
expectation of Middletown girls of the business class that they would
“work” after leaving school,” but the sentiment in favor of working
was spreading steadily among them. The following statement by a
young businessman in 1935, typical of several comments on this point,
reflects the continued growth of this sentiment: “The girls I knew here

91 See Table 6 in Appendix IIL

92 Ihid.

93 See Middletown, p. 25.

94 See the discussion of married women workers in Middletown later in this

chapter and in Ch. V.
96 See Middletown, p. 26, including n. 2.
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ten years ago took up careers largely as a protection against failure to
marry and similar contingencies. Now those who plan to work are
nothing like so much confined to the hopeless.” In view of this ap-
parently steadily growing pressure of Middletown’s females toward
working, the diminutive increase in the proportion of them actually
working shown above probably reflects an actual sharp increment in
competition for such jobs as were available.

With the competition for jobs among members of each sex appar-
ently tightening even in a decade of “good times,” a more aggressive
competitive jockeying for jobs between the two sexes is an almost in-
evitable conscquence. This development is hardly apparent when only
the total figures are consulted, for women constituted 21.1 per cent of
all usually gainfully occupied persons in 1920 and 206 per cent in
1930.° Yet behind this scemingly stoutly held front significant changes
were in process. While Middl:town’s women workers became relatively
more strongly entrenched in some occupations, they have been forced
to retrcat in others. Women’s gains°" have come largely from more
intensive cultivation of work traditionally done by women, and their
chief losses have been felt in those fields traditionally men’s which
they had entered. The chief shifts between 1920 and 1930 in the number
of each sex employed in each major type of work are as follows:

Males Females
Manufacturing and mechanical industries .. 410 per ccnt — g per cent
Transportation and communication ........ +49 +11
Trade oot i e e +32 + 9
Professional service «...vvvvn.., e +52 +61
Domestic and personal service ............. +43 +17
Clerical occupations ...o.vvvveiienneenenen + 8 +31

Women have gained more rapidly than men in only two job areas,
Clerical and Professional.

The decrcase in number of women in the central field of Manufac-
turing and Mechanical Industries which the above figures show is
apparently part of a larger trend, for in the United States as a whole
the percentage of the total employees in this group of activitics who
have been women has fallen from 17.1 in 1910 to 15.0 in 1920, and to

98 The fact that the number of females ten years old and over in Middletown
increased more rapidly than did the corresponding male population (26.9 per
cent for the former and 25.6 per cent for the latter) augments the importance
of the above relative drop from 1920 to 1930.

97 See Table g in Appendix IIL
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13.4 in 1930. This recession in Middletown did not occur in a single
type of industry, but in driblets all along the line, save for operatives
in the glass and silverware plants and a few smaller industries where
small gains were recorded. What may be happening in this factory
type of occupation for women is that, whereas such factors as the
introduction of power and materials-handling equipment, their tol-
erance of routine types of work and of a wage below male wages, and
their greater disinclination to unionization originally gave women
their chance and established them in factories, other counter factors
are now crowding them out. Among these latter may be the fact that
the wage differential in favor of women is apparently declining some-
what; and also that the emergence of a new emphasis upon the relation
of labor to physical plant overhead, which strcsses the economies to be
derived from more continuous use of plant under the “spced-up,” is
tending to reinstate the earlier predominance of male strength and
endurance.

In the group of occupations under Trade, women registered a small
net increase, but this was entirely confined to a rise from 303 to 358
in Saleswomen and a risc of from four to eight in the number of
Insurance Agents. In all other branches of Trade women lost in
numbers over the decade. Their net increase of g per cent in this group
of occupations is only a little over one-quarter of the 32 per cent gain
of men in Trade.’®

That women bettered slightly their relative position in Professional
Services is due largely to their sizable gains as Teachers and Trained
Nurses, with smaller gains as Actresses. They lost slightly in number
of Artists and Teachers of Art, dropping from five to four, while men
rose from five to fourteen.”” Women likewise declined by more than a
quarter in their number of Musicians and Teachers of Music, while
men increased by more than a quarter. All eight of Middletown’s
women Physicians and Surgeons in 1920 had disappeared by 1930, as
had also the two women Osteopaths.'®® The only woman Dentist dis-

98 In the classification Bankers, Brokers, and Moneylenders women dropped
from four to one; in Real-estate Agents and Officials, from seven to three (while
men dropped only from 8o to 66); in Retail Dealers they showed a slight loss,
while men gained by ncarly one-fifth in numbers.

99 These men do not represent a body of local male artists in the fine-arts
sense, but rather commercial illustrators, poster designers, etc.

100 Middletown’s Physicians and Surgeons declined by one-fifth over the
decade—from 87 in 1920 to 68 in 1930. This probably represents a transfer of
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appeared, while male Dentists increased from twenty to twenty-six in
number. The lone woman Lawyer continued, while male Lawyers in-
creased from sixty to seventy-three. The three women in the classifica-
tion Designers, Draftsmen, and Inventors dropped to two, while men
rose from forty-two to eighty-five. Middletown had in neither period
any women Chemists or Technical Engineers, while the men in the
former rose from three to thirty and in the latter from forty-three to
ninety-eight.

This relative crowding of women from other professional fields and
the heavy concentration of their prefessional activities in teaching and
nursing is significant in view of the fact that professional work offers
one of the few chances for the able woman to break through to a
position of relative independence in the job world of Middletown.'™
In 1930, 62 per cent of the 368 Middletown women in the professional
fields were teachers or trained nurses. And it is significant, perhaps,
for their future status in even school teaching (the larger of these two
main professional strongholds) that men were overhauling them even
here in the 1920's; for male teachers increased over the decade by 15
per cent while female teachers increased by only 74 per cent.

In the group of Domestic and Personal Services, such increases as
women showed between 1920 and 1930 were only 40 per cent as great
as those made by men. The women in this group of occupations were
heavily concentrated among Servants, Waiters, and Hairdressers and
Manicurists, with smaller gains among Laundry Operatives, Restau-
rant, Caf¢ and Lunchroom Keepers, and Midwives and Nurses (Other
than Trained Nurses). Even in such a field as that of Waiters, women’s
rate of gain was outstripped by that of men. Their losses in the stay-
at-home jobs of Laundresses (Not in Laundry) and Boarding and

certain meagerly trained marginal types of therapists from this category to such
general classifications as “Other Professional Pursuits.”

By 1935 there were again two women physicians in Middletown.

101 Sce the further discussion below in this chapter and in Ch. V of the
meagerness of the work outlets open to women in Middletown.

It is significant for the quality of Middletown’s Iife that the small and locally
little-recognized Business and Professional Women’s Club has become since
1925 perhaps the most thoughtful of all Middletown’s civic clubs. As yet Middle-
town has developed no imaginative ways of utilizing a strong group of this sort
in the city’s life. Such a group, like everything clse in Middletown’s life, tends
to be allowed to run along its course as best it can under the general local
philosophy that all things mysteriously but surcly work togcther for good.
Middlctown also has an Altrusa Club, composed of business and professional
women.
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Lodging House Keepers were heavy, and represent (like their losses as
Dressmakers and Seamstresses, Not in Factories, and as Milliners,
under the Manufacturing and Mechanical group above) a closing of
the door on the stay-at-home type of job followed particularly by
married women.

The gains made by women between 1920 and 1930 in employment
in the Clerical Occupations were at four times the rate of gain regis-
tered by men. This represents, however, a gain in a field carrying little
or no status, and it marks another stage in the concentration of Middle-
town’s women workers into the “women’s fields.”

If one combines the above strands of analysis of this uncasy scene
of competition between the two sexes for jobs in this small city, the
total picture appears in its larger outlines to be somewhat as follows:

Even during the “good” decade of the 1920, a decreasing proportion of
Middletown’s men was able to find employment. There was accordingly
increased competition among them and with women workers for such jobs
as the city had to offer.

Women managed almost to hold their own in the total share of the city’s
jobs which they held. But they did this only at the cost of diminishing their
hold upon the types of jobs in which male competition is most acute, and
concentrating more within a narrowed group of “women’s jobs.”

It is unlikely, unless there is a marked change in Middletown’s types of
tndustry, that women will regain the ground they have lost in the city’s
factories. Nor is it at all likely that the rate of transfer to nursing and teach-
ing, made possible in the 1920’s by the two nonrecurrent phenomena of
the opening of the new hospital and the postwar influx of children into the
schools, will be maintained in future. In certain niches—nursing, teaching,
clerical work, household servants, hairdressers and manicurists, and tele-
phone operators (until manual dial instruments are introduced into Mid-
dletown)—thcy occupy a fairly sccure position. But elsewhere, and in fact
as just noted even in teaching, the pressure of men for women’s jobs ap-
parent even in the 1920’ is likely to increase, particularly if business con-
tinues more or less chronically “down” from the 1929 level. With Middle-
town’s male heads of families the most rigid element in the city’s labor sup-
ply, and even this preferred group under augmented competition to get and
to hold jobs, the less preferred clements down the line from them are being
forced to “fit in” where they can: married women workers are doing mo-
notonous hand jobs in factories that can be done more cheaply by piece-
workers who do not have to support themselves but merely supplement a
husband’s income; unmarried women in business and the professions are
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doing either extremely poorly paid work as retail clerks and teachers,°% or
manifestly “women’s work” like stenography and typing, or helping pro-
fessional men as assistants; while those under twenty years of age are accept-
ing prolonged schooling as an alternative to enforced idleness.

In the face of this situation, it is of interest to note that married
womern: ' actually bulked noticcably larger among Middletown’s
workers in 1930 than in 1920. They rose from 27.9 per cent of all
“usually” employed females in 1920 to 37.7 per cent in 1930, and their
ratio to total gainfully employed persons of both sexes rose from one
to seventeen to one to thirteen. A number of factors were probably
involved in this increase: With females under twenty years of age
holding only 10.4 per cent of the positions held by women in 1930, as
against 22.5 per cent in 1920, there would be more jobs held by the
share of the female population twenty and over, among whom mar-
riage is heaviest. The tendency toward earlier marriage during the
decade noted in Chapter V *** was also a factor, not only because it
increased the share of the population married, but also because there
is a strong tendency for these young couples to marry “on a shoestring”
and for the wife to continue to work in order to make marriage pos-
sible on their joint income. A third factor is probably the ability of
married women to work at piecework for wages of $7 to $10 a week in
the small furniture and related marginal plants of the city, whereas
wages so low enforce very much more severe privations upon the
woman who does not have another source of income from a husband.

The 1930 Census makes available data not to be had from the 1920
Census on Middletown’s homemakers. Of the 12,128 {amilies having
a homemaker in April, 1930, 14 per cent had a homemaker who was
“usually” gainfully employed. Some rough idea of what these married
women do is gained from the following:**

102 See Ch. VI

103 The term “married women” as here used does not include widowed and
divorced women. The latter are grouped here with single women.

104 Chapter V shows that between 1920 and 1930 the percentage of Middle-
town’s males of ages fifteen to twenty-four who were married rose from 21.7
to 24.9, and of its females of the same ages from 40.5 to 46.2.

Over the decade the percentage of all females fifteen years of age and over
who were marricd rosc from 66.0 to 67.5.

105 Upfortunately for our purposes, the Census does not separate out here the
220 gainfully employed homemakers who are not marricd from the 1,490 who

are married. The total of 1,710 here uscd necessarily, therefore, includes both
groups. The “homemaker” is defined by the Census (Families, p. 9; Vol. VI, of
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Homemakers by Type of Employment Number Per cent
Homemakers gainfully employed at home..... ee. 131 7.7
Fomemakers gainfully cmployed away from home 1,578 92.3
Industrial workers .......ooiiiiiiiiii, 488 285
Saleswomen ... .iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiienn, 196 11.5
Professional workers ..., 179 10.5
Servants, Wanresses, ClC. voveveseessscsnsses 355 20.7
Office workers ....ovvvieinirneeneecnnenn. 286 16.7
Other occupations away from home.......... 74 4.3
Homemakers gainfully cmployed, place not specified I e
Total ovoieie i e 1,710 100.0

A comparison of these figures with the distribution of all Middletown’s
women workers in 1930 shows that only in the Industrial and pos-
sibly **¢ in the Domestic and Personal Service fields do married women
run ahead of their sex in the distribution of their services among the
various lines of work. There were 28.5 per cent of these gainfully em-
ployed homemakers in industrial work, as over against only 22.2 per
cent of all female workers, and this difference would even be aug-
mented slightly if that share of the 131 homemakers employed at home
who are dressmakers, milliners, etc., were added to the above 28.5
per cent. Homemakers in the Trade Occupations run about 10 per cent
behind the share of all women workers who are in Trade; those in
the Professional field 30 per cent behind; **” and thosc in the Clerical
~Occupations 20 per cent behind. The fact that the share of home-
makers who are in industry outstrips so clearly the corresponding share
of all women workers so employed may confirm the point suggested
above that married workers are heavily used for sporadic jobs or piece-
Population) as “that woman member of the family who was responsible for the
care of the home and family.” She is not, therefore, nccessarily the wife of the
male head of the family, nor is her husband neccessarily living. Since home-
makers, as thus defined, are in 87 per cent of the cases wives living with their
husbands, the term is here used as roughly synonymous with “married women.”
108 This contingent statement is nccessitated by the fact that the categories in
the two Census classifications do not entirefy overlap. The percentage of the
gainfully employed homemakers working away from home who are Servants,
Waitresses, ctc., is 20.7 and the total percentage of all employed women in
Domestic and Personal Service is 25.9. But many of the 7.7 per cent of the home-
makers who are employed at home are boarding- and lodging-house keepers and
women doing other work in the Domestic and Personal Service classification.

107 Middletown, according to a recently adopted policy, will no longer hire
married women schoolteachers.
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work that is too cheaply paid to invite women who must support
themselves. It also suggests the likelihood that Middletown’s industries
favor the stable, mature woman worker who has “got over any flighti-
ness” and is available year after year without involving each time she
is hired the cost which would be involved in breaking in green girl
hands. The rise in the relative number of these married women work-
ers probably accounts for a not inconsiderable part of the tendency
noted above for women workers, contrary to men workers, to have
added to their numbers between 1920 and 1930 at an accelerating rate
in each age group above twenty, up to age sixty-five.

Though married women thus scem, on the basis of the trend during
the 1920’s, to occupy a fairly secure niche in the job world, this security
may be illusory. While no figures are available since 1930, it is probable
that married women workers have not only lost ground heavily but
have received a possibly permanent check due to the depression. By
1935 the sentiment was growing in Middletown against the employ-
ment of married women so long as male heads of families remained
unemployed. During the depression, men’s rates of pay have fallen
more heavily than women’s, for the simple reason that women’s were
already close to or below the subsistence minimum. Women’s earlier
wage and salary differential has accordingly been heavily decreased.
Not only are men competing more directly for women’s jobs, but so
great has been the burden of local relief that a strong, though still
scattered, sentiment has developed, as already noted, in favor of filling
new jobs with unemployed men first, especially married men—and
only after that with women, and, save for intermittent piecework at
wages too low to support a single woman, with needy single women
before marricd women. It scems not unlikely that Middletown, in
common with the rest of the United States, is facing a future including
the prospect of a permanently augmented burden of unemployment—
aggravated by the new awareness that it is no longer possible to tell
the person who cannot find a job “here” to “go to the next town.” If
this proves to be the case