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n STRIKE-BOON NATION" 

By 
Dr. Abb HilJ;e Silv 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sund mominP', January 7, 1946 

I 



There a.re thirty-six to thirty-seven million wage earners. or t se 

there re a million and a half on strike today. In other wo s, ninety-six out 

of eveey one hundred men and women wage-earners are on the job today working. 

One must not get the impression, b cau e of the prominence given to the strikes, 

th t our entire economic system is in chaos resultin from strikes. On the other 

hand, it is to be borne in mind that prolonged strik s (especi lly in steel) are 

bound to affect the entire economy of our country and seriou ly hamper our en ire 

reconversion program. 

The industrial unrest which exist today is, in a wa:y, not unexpected. 

_Following the upheavals or the World War, in con e u nee of the hole problem of 

reconversion from wartime to peacetime economy, great unrest is almost inevitable. 

Many vital adjustments have to be made. They are not easily made, especially 

adjustments in the field of wages. During the las war, in order to prosec te the 

ar successfully and in ord~r to avert the danger or infiation, our people enacted 

certain necess ry measure, and among these waa the measure freezin wages at a 

certain level and fixing prices and rents at a certain level, and aJ.so, to an extent, 

controlling spending on the part of our people through a system of rationing. Al­

though there were exceptions and violations to these regul tions, by and large they 

held, and bee use they held we ere able to prosecute the r succe sfully and e 

d • d not suffer from a run- wa infi tion. But all of these regulations could not 

' 
hold-could no hold, to some extent at least, after the ar. The principal 

reasons why they could not hold are, first, that the cost o.f living did, in spite of 

all attempted control, mount up arply and consequently the take-home pay or many 

workers shrank since tho close of the war because there as no longer much overtime 

work. So quite naturally ~emands arose here and there, and everywher , for w e 

adjustments, and ome of these adjustments could not be made. Others, ho ev r, led 

to protracted negotiations through stalemates and strikes. 
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It is interesting to remember that an al.most identical situation (some 

of you will recall it) developed after the first orld War. The years 1919 and 

1920 tnessed a long series of trikes in aJ.l part of th country, some of them 

attenipted by extreme violence; strikes of shipbuilders, dock-workers, railroad 

shopmen, street car workers in many cities, coal strikes, and the v ry bitter steel 

st,..ike of 1919. There were days of terrible turmoil the years following the end 

of the first World War. The issu s of open and closed shop, and the right of 

collective bargain·_,.. per bitterly co tested. A concert att ck, l'OU . 11 

remember, .as m de on t s kno s "radicals" and "reds" by the I. w. . 

air full of charges of plots to overthrow the aov _, t. You may rec 1 that 

the tension was so gre t that the one Socialist member of Congress as unseat d by 

aJ.mo t unanimous v te of the House of Rep esentativ w aid t e Ne Yer ate 

Legisl~tio . e ~ d to permit the~ g of five Socialists who had been elected 

in the State of New York. You will recall that man people •"ere deported from the 

united States. There i the time of Sacco & Vanze ti, and their railroadin to 

the electric chair. Any post- r perio~ is a dan erous period because it is a 

period of violence d a period of great te s·on and taut nerves, so th t the 

industrial unrest of the mo ent is really not 'W'.le .. ected on al ogether. 

The import t industries which ar strike-bound t the moment re steel, 

the packing-hou e industry, General Electric and -,e tinghouse, and General Motors. 

In each instance the question at issue is that of wages. The striking orlanen 

demanded, at first, age incre es in these in ustries ranging from 25 · an hour 

to 50q: an hour. They have since been willing to settle in the case of steel at 

1st¢ en hour; in the c se of General Motors at 19--1 an hour, and in the case of 

the packing-house workers t 17½, an hour. In the case of steel, the workmen are 

pr ared to receive the settlement of 18½¢ an hour. The steel corpor tion offered 

them 15¢ an hour. The ole difference th is m tter of 2
2 :; an hour, and it 

as this relative sm 1 difference that cased industry, • c e lo s more 

thsn 7501 000 m , to to rik and hut- o . . 
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Now th. is becomin t ick th char s and count -charges and d th 

denunciations from one side d the other, and t e controvers.. touchin of 

old prejudiceci, CPUS ng men to break out th , 11-kno. lo ans d c .. - o ds. 

Nothine is to be gained by i t--not • . Fe me quest on the need tod " of age 

djustments. No on ~ e ions-nobo r kno the facts, but th~ has been 

sharp rise in the cost of living hich has been s at 2'7.%. om in his ri t 

enses and no vroman in her right sens wants a run-a .ay inflation our coun t . 

If wages e rai , and prices are then boosted, only to force f ther a ise i 

ge c.nd still hi her price, it 1 re bring about this fatal s ral of 

mounting inflation, v1hich drains all of the vol e out of the dollar r.nd f 1.ly 

e lts in a collapse in capit d indust r. Yet no one who accepts our 

priv te property economy and organ·~cd .Americ labor is oppo ed o State oci -

ism. l~o one t inks that indu try c o houl .te at fair profit. In 

other words , capi t i not o · d to a. f • r r turn on ts invest en but 

it is es en 1 for the prope fun ct onin o e kind of economy that the ~erican 

people prefer to h ve in this com1 ry. Artd finally, v one rees that s rikes 

are a total loss. benefi tin no one. What th n is he The swcr is not 

difficult to formulate though difficult to pp ·- i f ct 1 ut not impossib e-

especi ly if there is intelligence, common s s r.n ood 

concerned. 

on the p rt of 

It io cl ar th,t s ou d be raised-that r mu t be r sed, d 

not only to mee the incre s d cos of li . a es ould be prog 

rais d o s to enable e peop &-- h t consuming public-to b t at ich ou 

in s -ry continues t6 po uce very incr asing oun sand lumes. Unless this 

1~ done o 11 quickly find con tion as e d d xperien e not so many years 

auo of ove - , follo ed. by the closing-do of the plants, by unemploy-

ment, and b erribl d pre,.. ions. 'l'hcr mu t be incre se rchasing po er. In 

o j t, price~ shoul. be raised only en the profit of indu ry 
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would fall belo leg tim te level o ccoun o t e increase in wages p d out 

to the working men in that p icul r industr; . 

In many instance inc eased es can b absorb by the industey 

without any price-rises, through decre~sed production costs and through production 

standards eff ci cy. A fe months ago the Reconversio Director John . Snyder 

declared th t m ,. industri s should be able to ~an . age incrc-scs that o 

in rn be reflected in prices. No, ho is to etermine this- o is to deteroi e 

ether industcy allo g its. rking men incre se TIU es should simultaneously 

r • e the pri e of its commodity? Clearly, neither labor nor management, but an 

objective fact-finding body. That is something that one cannot guess t--some i g 

th c not be determ·ned by sent en or emotion. Even f ct-fin in bodies a.re 

inf llible, but clearly it is the closest approximation to intelligent procedure in 

industrial disputes, fter negotiations on the p rt of labor and management fail to 

achieve a eme.nt. 

You take the c se of the Steel Strike. The original. emand of steel 

. rkers as, as I indicated t the outset, 25¢ an hour; the originaJ. demand of the 

U. S. Steel Corpor ion as 12½t an hour. They negotiated, one yiel ng a little 

and the other e. little. After a time the found t mselves at a stalemate, the 

wor ers demanding l9½i; an hour and the corporation insisting on 15~ an hour, and 

r 0 mained adamant. 

It s t this jun ure hat the President of the United States stepped 

in and sked for a report of the fact-finding board in the steel industry, and the 

board r commended 1%¢ an hour wag incre se. An the Union accepted the 

recommendation of the fact-finding commis~ion, no endorsed by the President of the 

United States. Now, it is our humble judgment and opinion that the United Steel 

Corporatio did not exerci ... e sound e onomy statesmanship in rejecting this offer, 

and thereby precipitating the steel tri~e. Similarly, in the c se of Gener 

Motor ( I O no oting Pre. Truman) "In th Genero.l llotors c se the r ct-

finding bo rd, ter four eeks of hearin a and consideration, reported to me that 
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a settlement of a 17.4 per cent incre se, or 1~3 per ho , as fair and reason ble 

under all the circumstonces, to both p rt s. I approved and st 1 pprove th t 

finding. The union ru accepted it but the company has re.fused it. n In my urn e 

opinion gai, I re ~rd the ction of G .n r 1 Motor~ s ot char cte i zed b se 

economic st te ship. 

Neither of these two gre t companies st ds to suffer materially from 

these recommended age incre ses. Gener Motors, for example, has al ays been 

among the mos profitable enterpris g manuf cturers in the United St tes. It e ed 

o profits for i s stockholder durin the ele en peacetime years bet 1een 1927- 7 

than any other manufactur orpor tion in the United St es. Durin the t rec 

ye r of the ar in 1942-44, Gener Motors paid out in dividends some ing like 

B,000,000. It as able to pay its 21 top o ficers verage of ~25, 0 e 

alacy-. That is pre ty good. .And able to raise t e sal of • ts Pres t 

from a peacetime level of 256,000 to a war salary of 459.0C. 

In the case of the On ted Steel Corpora: on, its profits t er taxati n 

rose from an verage of 11s,ooo,ooo a year in pe cetime e to ~245,000,0 o in 

ar ye r, incre se of 115%, dis dividend c eased from an ual pe ·o 

of ~8 000,000 in pe~ etimc ye rs to ,1 , C, O in rtime years, an i re~s of 

82%. And there is definite groun to believe that this industry can bso b 

reasonable e incre se thou apprecia le price inc ease, if , d th"s 

too should be borne in mind. As a result of th carry-back section of thee cess­

profits taxes, any co o tion whose profits f b lo its vera e pre- r profit 

can collec the diffe ence from the Tr . "'t1ry of t 

refund from the exce -profits truce,;.) . ch th 

previou two year . While this excess-profits t 

co 

Uni ed tn ~ in the shape of 

i e 

1 a"' repe e lat er, h 

c .rry-b ck provis on snot repealed, 0 0 tha in 19 fr xample," corporation 

ich f ils tom e norm profits can still dr on is e cess-pro it es ch 

they paid in 19 _ d in 1945, an there has been built up er 1 t s it ere o 

se excess-prof taxes, v 1 ble for ch ef'und, amountin to overt enty 
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billion dollars. This is an extr ordin ry measure of gu r tee for profits ich 

corporations enjoy. However, it should be stated that these corporations ere 

offered (steel corporations at le st) a price re iA hich vrould have amounted to 

a sum considerably in excess of hat the corporation would be paid out in incre sed 

cges. I therefore believe that these corporations did not exercise the best kind 

of economic think.in and judgment in ref sing recommendations which an impartial 

fact-finding bo ,rd made, back by the endorsement of the President of th United 

States. 

My good friends, the orld i oing Leftist! Gre Brita n voted in 

socialist Government a fe months ago, and that Governmen will rem in i power for 

at le3st .five years. France has one Leftist; the Soviet Union, of course, h s 

been Lefti t, d now all of the tteli te States. That means pretty ell two-thirds 

of Europe are bound to go Leftist in their econonzy-. Thocie o e intereste • n 

what we call the 0 American Way" {which is not Left C!t) wo tld do ell to talce s ck 

of orld situations. The leaders who re interes ed in preserving this type of 

economy would do well to talce stock of hat is h . pening in the rld, -md to 

realize that it is wiser to bend than to break. That our American s stem is not 

sabotaged by blind unreasoning on both sides by social conflict. The emphasis 

tomorro will be placed where i belongs--o Production--on producing civilian 

goods of wealth for hich our industrial apparatus is ge red and whose possibilities 

are boundless, as the ar has demons rated with what rapidity our system can be 

made to do unexpected and extraordina.cy- things. I sey that the empha is tomorrow 

will · be placed upon production-volume production of 11 things the people need. 

If the emphasis is pl ced pon the wi distribution of what is produce in order 

hat that thing ich is produced can be abundant, because there will be purchasing 

power within the hands of the consuming public, then there are no limits to the 

prosper! ty and the undance th t the American people can enjoy in the years to 

come. If on the other hand 1 .aders of indu try lack vision, and if le ders of 

labor are not keenly a are of the grave res onsi • iti s ich re t upo t eir 



-7-

should rs, they too must set their house ir. order, and in instances they too 

have been guilty of ant - ocialis acts , 8.ct h rmful to th se ves and to the 

country, and of contracts in some instances, ldcat s trikes, 

jurisdiction disputes bet een bor and union. If t at unfortunate con -ion 

will come to prev il, and in spite of all that we have and 1 t at e 

c pable of having, e mieh find ourselves as e f und ourselves in t e early 20s , 

in the la e 20s, and in the early :Z.Qs-a people economic ly pro ._ trate 1 

to 18 million of our people unem loyed, with a complete bre do of our entire 

industrial life. 

What is the solution? It is doubtful 1'lhether dra stic legislation can 

really relieve the situ tion. It is necess 0 ry that le ders, capi al, m,ma e t 

and 1 bor under tand what i s involved ., d adopt proper ans ers to their re­

sponsibilit· e • Perh ps the process of collective bar ain" g in the future could 

b facilitated if as an import economis t b s su~gested, permanen! mediation 

boA coul . it in with mana.gemen and labor iil eir negotiations from the very 

beginning if po s ble, before these negotietlons reach the strike st e d both 

sides ar de •rmined to slu it out. 

We have the equipment, we have the ra material, e have the resources. Human 

selfishn ought no to be p rmi te to stroy these marvelous possibilities that 

lie he din our country. 
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