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ABSTRACT

This article places the 1959 steel strike—the largest work stoppage in US history—

within the trajectory of the New Deal order. We provide a multiscalar account of

the strike that stretches from the mills and corporate boardrooms, to Congress and

the Oval Office, and back to the homes of steelworkers themselves. The strike crys-

tallized the limits of postwar collective bargaining and Keynesian policy making to

manage postwar economic growth. Those limitations allowed steelworkers to lay

claim to the New Deal’s promise of industrial citizenship and defend the moral econ-

omy of their home life—but only for a brief time. Therefore, unpacking the steel strike

along these lines recasts the entire New Deal order as a complex formation composed

of multiple layers of social activity, each powered by its own internal dynamics, and

each in contradictory relation to the others.

They handed us an issue,” United Steelworkers of America (USWA) Pres-

ident David McDonald remarked in early January 1960. Days earlier, his

union and steel industry representatives, with a little help from Vice Presi-

dent Richard Nixon, had reached an agreement to end what by then had become

the largest strike in the history of the United States. “I couldn’t have written the script
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better myself.”1 The “issue” was the industry’s “8-point-plan to break the union,”

devised by R. Conrad Cooper, United States Steel Corporation (US Steel) human re-

sources director, productivity expert, and chief negotiator.2 Cooper’s ambitious coun-

teroffensive rested on a seemingly technical point: the elimination of Section 2-B

from the industry standard collective bargaining agreement. First secured by the

USWA in 1947, 2-B established that steel mill managers could not alter established

work practices unless the introduction of new technology required it.3 Unwilling to

expend the capital needed to modernize overbuilt and obsolescent plants, steel ex-

ecutives believed that future profitability hinged on their ability to wring more labor

out of fewer workers.

The assault on union work rules became just the issue needed to mobilize a mem-

bership battered by a recession-plagued economy. For 116 days in the summer and

fall of 1959, more than half a million workers across the country shut down the mas-

sive basic steel industry. In terms of person-hours idled it was, and would remain,

the largest work stoppage in US history. And when the USWA won, the stakes were

not lost on contemporary observers. In an essay published only days after the final

agreement, Paul Sweezy and the editors of the heterodox Marxist journal Monthly

Review declared that the fight over 2-B had mobilized a long complacent union mem-

bership; they concluded that the strike portended a period of “intensified class strug-

gle in the United States.”4 JackMetzgar’s movingmemoir, Striking Steel, remembers

the four-month walkout as the apogee of the tremendous sense of “liberation” felt

by rank-and-file steelworkers in the 1950s. But the kind of class struggle that steel-

workers waged in 1959 remained bound up in tensions of its own and forecast what

lay ahead for the industrial working class.5 Writing in the immediate aftermath of

the strike, social critic Daniel Bell saw the strike as only a tragic expression of the

“subversion of collective bargaining.” In effect, big business and big labor faced off

in a “mimetic” conflict, one “painfully real in the sense that emotions are aroused,

but unreal because no economic loss can occur” for either of the parties involved.6

Therefore, the union’s dogged defense of work rules “was primarily a symbolic test

1. Quoted in Paul Tiffany, The Decline of American Steel: How Management, Labor, and Government Went

Wrong (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 165.

2. On the eight-point plan, see David Stebenne, Arthur J. Goldberg: New Deal Liberal (New York: Oxford

University Press, 1996), 202.

3. See James D. Rose, “The Struggle over Management Rights at US Steel, 1946–1960: A Reassessment

of Section 2-B of the Collective Bargaining Contract,” Business History Review 72, no. 3 (Autumn 1998):

446–77.

4. Editors, “The Steel Strike in Perspective,” Monthly Review 11, no. 9 (February 1960), 360.

5. Jack Metzgar, Striking Steel: Solidarity Remembered (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2000).

6. Daniel Bell, “The Subversion of Collective Bargaining,” Commentary, March 1960, 697.
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of authority” with “no vital economic issue at stake.”7 Only voiceless consumers and

the unorganized suffered the consequences of this labor-management accord.

Although more skeptical about the durability of working-class institutions at the

dawn of the 1960s, scholars have tended more toward Sweezy than Bell in their

assessments of the 1959 strike. David Stebenne’s rich biography of USWA general

counsel Arthur Goldberg frames the steel strike as a key episode in the 1950s man-

agerial counteroffensive against organized labor, as well as in the struggle over the

social democratic promise of what he calls the “postwar New Deal.”8 Faced with an

impending profitability crisis, the historian Robert Brenner concludes that the steel-

makers—like other industrial capitalists—were committed to drawing a hard line at

the point of production. Thus, a strike over work rules “won the union virtually noth-

ing” and simply set off “a long and precipitous process of decline” for organized labor.9

The steel strike—along with the 1958 auto and 1960 electrical workers’ strikes—

further restricted the scope of collective bargaining to the firm level and foreclosed

more ambitious visions of industrial codetermination.10 According to Judith Stein, a

steel strike could do little to challenge a macroeconomic policy-making consensus

that could no longer comprehend, much less maintain, “the marriage between mod-

ernization and working-class progress, the essence of New Deal liberalism.”11 Thus,

the “fragile juggernaut” of industrial unionism—to borrow historian Robert Zieger’s

phrase—proved unable to fundamentally challenge business prerogatives at the bar-

gaining table or in politics.12

The fight over 2-B did indeed expose the contradictions wracking the postwar

order. In an era of supposedly routine collective bargaining, the strike resulted in

the first presidential Taft-Hartley injunction, an unfavorable Supreme Court ruling

upholding it, and, for many workers’ households, the depletion of their life savings.

It also opened the door to a flood of foreign-produced steel, making 1959 the

first year that steel imports exceeded exports. Thereafter, a chronic trade deficit

7. Ibid., 709.

8. Stebenne, Goldberg. On the managerial counteroffensive, see Nelson Lichtenstein, State of the Union:

A Century of American Labor (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013), 98–141; Mike Davis, Prisoners

of the American Dream (London: Verso, 1986), 123; Elizabeth Fones-Wolf, Selling Free Enterprise: The Business

Assault on Labor and Free Enterprise (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994), 42–43; Kim Phillips-Fein,

Invisible Hands: The Making of the Conservative Movement from the New Deal to Reagan (New York: Norton,

2009), 87–114.

9. Robert Brenner, The Economics of Global Turbulence: The Advanced Capitalist Economies from Long Boom

to Long Downturn, 1945–2005 (London: Verso, 2006), 62, 63.

10. See Michel Aglietta, A Theory of Capitalist Regulation: The US Experience (1976; repr., London: Verso,

2015), 194–96.

11. Judith Stein, Running Steel, Running America: Race, Economic Policy, and the Decline of American Liber-

alism (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 4, 21–22.

12. Robert Zieger, The CIO, 1935–1955 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995), 227.
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haunted the industry, particularly those people whose labor made it tick.13 That

the steelworkers won, and that they did so on the heels of a deep recession in

1957–58, was no small feat. Yet the best that David McDonald could plausibly

claim was that the USWA had held their ground in the face of an assault and

had maintained the status quo ante. Most scholarship on the strike affirms this

conclusion and then moves on.

If labor-management relations were never stable, however, neither was the larger

postwar political economy within which they took shape. A close examination of

the largest strike to occur during that period, the consequences of which extended

from the point of production to the corporate boardroom, from Congress and the

White House back into the homes of steelworkers themselves, can then help to il-

luminate the dynamics at the center of a capitalist system in flux. This article seeks

to trace those various consequences, and in so doing it makes three substantive

points. First, the attack on work rules enshrined in 2-B arose out of the political

weakness of industrial management relative to the strength of organized labor. In

policy makers’ imagination—Republicans and Democrats—steel in particular re-

mained an industry too vital, too fundamental, to be left to the vicissitudes of pri-

vate collective bargaining.14 Both the White House and Congress were unwilling

to tolerate significant inflation, which given the centrality of the dollar of the inter-

national monetary system became an issue of imperial significance.

A second and related point is that the strike reveals the close relationship be-

tween workplace struggle and larger questions of economic policy, in particular those

regarding inflation. Collective bargaining rested on the joint increase in wages and

productivity—the basic condition of postwar growth. But with nascent social dem-

ocratic market controls dismantled by congressional conservatives after the war, cap-

ital and labor fought a potentially endless battle at the bargaining table over wages

and prices. “Depoliticized” collective bargaining threatened to redistribute wealth

toward industrial labor and capital and away from the rest of society through the

mechanism of inflation. As a result, collective bargaining could not remain outside

of politics for long.15 But according to the vast literature on the New Deal order and

other Western social democracies, the logic of postwar Keynesianism supposedly

13. William T. Hogan, Economic History of the Iron and Steel Industry in the United States (Lexington, MA:

Lexington Books, 1971), 5:2035.

14. On steel “fundamentalism,” see Stein, Running Steel, 7–36.

15. See Lichtenstein, State of the Union, 122–25; Meg Jacobs, Pocketbook Politics: Economic Citizenship in

Twentieth-Century America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005), 179–261. See also Charles Maier,

“The Politics of Productivity: Foundations of American International Economic Policy,” in In Search of Sta-

bility: Explorations in Historical Political Economy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 121–52.
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restricted class conflict to questions of distribution and consumption.16 The advent

of a “new inflation” during the 1950s, however, kept the politics of production at

front and center. In a period marked by rising prices and high unemployment, pol-

icy makers and economists clashed over whether the new inflation was “pushed”

by rising labor costs or “pulled” by an excess of demand stemming from dwindling

output.17 Assigning blame for the new inflation anticipated the same debates over

the “stagflation” of the 1970s.18 Therefore, by reexamining the 1959 steel strike, it

becomes clear that struggles over the distribution of postwar wealth began at the

point of production.

Finally, the strike revolved around conflicts in the mills that made their way

inside the steelworker households. As many historians have argued, the 1940s and

1950s saw the recasting of working-class subjectivity: by gathering the largely white,

unionized workers of major northern industries into racially segregated, econom-

ically secure neighborhoods organized into heterosexual, patriarchal nuclear fam-

ilies, the postwar political economy remade the expectations and identities of the

millions of people whose livelihoods derived from industries like steel.19 The

ratchetting up of industrial turbulence in the late 1950s thus threatened to violate what

was, for workers, a deeply felt social contract. Periodic layoffs and production speed-

ups were not only economically burdensome but profound humiliations. For the

steelmakers, driving workers harder required constructing a network of middle man-

agers who possessed the authority to discipline organized workers at the point of

production. The petty tyranny men endured at the mills could often translate into its

own tyranny at home, fueling antagonisms long endemic in steelworkers’ family life.

16. See Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis, “The Crisis of Liberal Democratic Capitalism: The Case of

the United States,” Politics and Society 11, no. 1 (March 1982): 67; Claus Offe, “Competitive Party Democ-

racy and the Keynesian Welfare State,” in Contradictions of the Welfare State, ed. John Keane (London:

Hutchinson, 1984); Jonas Pontusson, The Limits of Social Democracy: Investment Politics in Sweden (Ithaca, NY:

Cornell University Press, 1992), 7; Wolfgang Streeck, Buying Time: The Delayed Crisis of Democratic Capitalism

(London: Verso, 2014), 33–34.

17. Norikazu Takami, “The Baffling New Inflation: How Cost-Push Theories Influenced Policy De-

bate in the Late-1950s United States,” History of Political Economy 47, no. 4 (December 2015): 605–29.

For contemporary examples, see Willard L. Thorp and Richard E. Quandt, The New Inflation (New York:

McGraw-Hill, 1959); G. L. Bach, The New Inflation: Causes, Effects, Cures (Providence, RI: Brown University

Press, 1958).

18. The literature on the 1970s stagflation is vast. See, e.g., Niall Ferguson et al., eds., The Shock of the

Global: The 1970s in Perspective (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011); and Judith Stein, Pivotal

Decade: How the United States Traded Factories for Finance in the Seventies (New Haven, CT: Yale University

Press, 2010).

19. Thomas J. Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit (Princeton,

NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998); Robert O. Self, American Babylon: Race and the Struggle for Postwar Oak-

land (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003), and All in the Family: The Realignment of American

Democracy since the 1960s (New York: Hill & Wang, 2012).
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But two decades of stable industrial unionism also left workers less willing to

suffer the indignities without pushing back against someone or something. Not with-

out contradictions of its own, that resistance—demonstrated at home and at work,

at the union hall, the bar, and the polling place—erupted in 1959 in a strike of pro-

portions never seen in the United States before or since.

What follows is an attempt to situate the strike within the trajectory of the New

Deal order—that is the series of liberal reforms and electoral coalitions that made

the regulatory state, in one form or another, the dominant organizing force in Amer-

ican politics from the 1930s to the 1970s. To do so, we provide a multiscalar account

of the steel strike. In their attempt to revitalize historical class analysis, Geoff Eley

and Keith Nield write of a hypothetical factory: “The factory is self-evidently a unit of

economic production. It exists in a chain of circulation of commodities and money

from the local through the national to the global and back. At the same time, it

provides a microworld of culture, a site where the particular cultural coordinates

of local time and place obtain, operate, and intersect. The factory—or any other lo-

cus of production—provides both an economic and a cultural setting in these terms.

Each of these faculties deserves a different register of analysis.”20 The strike, although

partly caused by maneuvers in Washington and certainly resolved there, cannot be

understood through political history alone.21 Nor, despite its clear determinants in

the structure of the postwar political economy, can a political economy method ac-

count for the scale and intensity of the contest.22 And social and cultural history,

while necessary to grasp the world of the steelworkers whose grievances fed the

conflict, do not suffice to understand the institutional and economic mechanisms

forcing state intervention.23 Therefore, we situate the 1959 steel strike as one of the

most intense conflicts underpinning the supposed consensus of postwar capitalism.

STEEL AT MIDCENTURY

Despite management complaints over its hefty wage bill, profitability was strong

in the American steel industry through the 1950s.24 The major steel firms main-

20. While we would insert the state at the mesolevel of analysis, and add “political” to the “economic”

and “cultural” setting, the following analysis is an effort to make good on this idea. Geoff Eley and Keith

Nield, The Future of Class in History: What’s Left of the Social? (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2007),

199.

21. For the foundational New Deal order text, see the essays collected in Steve Fraser and Gary Gerstle,

eds., The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order, 1930–1980 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989).

22. For the political economy approach, see Stein, Pivotal Decade.

23. For culturalism, see Jefferson Cowie, The Long Exception: The New Deal and the Limits of American Pol-

itics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016).

24. Hogan, Economic History of the Iron and Steel Industry, 5:2092.
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tained these margins through an annual ritual of granting their workers substan-

tial wage increases only to raise prices by at least as much soon thereafter.25 This

pattern, which sociologist Daniel Bell had decried as the subversion of collective

bargaining, continued through the end of the decade. Notwithstanding the four

nationwide strikes that occurred during those 10 years, it was the kernel of truth

behind the idea of a labor-management accord that so captivated the postwar aca-

demic industrial relations community. During that decade, steelworker earnings

did increase dramatically, even in real terms, but so too did industry profits, and

on balance the distribution of the total income remained basically unchanged.26 The

durability of even this lopsided stalemate, however, was always tenuous. It de-

pended, above all, on continued gains in productivity and the absence of inflation.

Neither of these conditions was likely to hold for long.

A handsome rate of profit, however, was only one marker of business success.

Power mattered too. And in the middle of the twentieth century, steelmakers cor-

rectly understood that the extent of their power was tied directly to the support

they did or did not receive from elected officials and bureaucrats in Washing-

ton, DC. Congressional conservatives in the late 1940s might have dismantled

the tripartite bargaining institutions of World War II and passed the Taft-Hartley

Act precisely to curb the social democratic character of the New Deal, but steel ne-

gotiations remained a highly public affair throughout the 1950s. Indeed, with the

United States at war in Korea, the Truman administration—desperate to ensure

maximum production with price stability, especially in steel—established a new

wage-price control program that, much to the chagrin of corporate executives, re-

sembled its remarkably successful 1940s predecessor, the Office of Price Administra-

tion.27 What was more, when steel industry officials expressed their displeasure at

the revival of such corporatism by disregarding the wage board’s recommendations

for a pay raise and union shop agreement with no change in price, the president ig-

nored Taft-Hartley’s emergency disputes provisions and took the unprecedented

step of nationalizing the industry in April 1952.28 Although swiftly struck down by

the Supreme Court, Truman’s abortive seizure crystallized long-standing business

hostility to politicized bargaining.

25. Tiffany, Decline of American Steel, 137–53.

26. Stebenne, Goldberg, 132–40.

27. Tiffany, Decline of American Steel, 94–102. On business hostility to the Office of Price Administration,

see Meg Jacobs, “‘How about Some Meat?’ The Office of Price Administration, Consumption Politics, and

State Building from the Bottom Up, 1941–1946,” Journal of American History 84, no. 3 (December 1997):

910–41.

28. Maeva Marcus, Truman and the Steel Seizure Case: The Limits of Presidential Power (New York: Colum-

bia University Press, 1977).
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For a moment, the steelmakers had reason to hope that, having survived the

Roosevelt and Truman years, the worst might be behind them. While stumping

for the presidency that summer, Dwight Eisenhower strongly hinted that he would

readily use the Taft-Hartley Act’s injunctive powers to keep the steel mills run-

ning.29 The former general appealed to the “business realists” who tolerated col-

lective bargaining as a solution to industrial strife but continued to search for ways

to throttle union power.30 “Labor can hardly count on General Eisenhower,” For-

tune magazine predicted shortly after his sweeping November victory, “to make

any such effort in support of a union, and in opposition to management, as Tru-

man made during the [1952] steel strike.”31 In his first State of the Union address

Eisenhower went further and envisioned an economy free of “bureaucratic des-

potism” and “government paternalism in labor relations.”32 Furthermore, his anti-

union appointees to the National Labor Relations Board rapidly overturned many

of the board’s pro-union rulings issued during the previous two administrations.33

The “Eisenhower transition” therefore did much to weaken the institutional ca-

pacity of the New Deal’s labor policy regime.34

Despite the new president’s economic conservatism, however, he could hardly

launch a frontal assault against the organized working class. Eisenhower detested

what he saw as the naked class interests of unions. But with organized labor at

the zenith of its twentieth-century power, he idealized a “corporate commonwealth”

that included a real, if subordinate, place for working people in the management

of the economy.35 Shifting ideological coordinates within the USWA did much to

encourage the Eisenhower administration to accommodate steel unionism. Only

29. Albert Clark, “Charm Sessions: Taft, Ike Meet New Jersey Republican Delegates,” Wall Street Jour-

nal, June 13, 1952, 1.

30. Stebenne, Goldberg, 95. See also Howell John Harris, The Right to Manage: Industrial Relations Poli-

cies of American Business in the 1940s (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1982), 26–32.

31. “Picking Up the Pieces,” Fortune, December 1952, 84.

32. Dwight D. Eisenhower, “Annual Message to the Congress on the State of the Union,” February 2,

1953, in The American Presidency Project, ed. Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, http://www.presidency

.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid59829.

33. James A. Gross, Broken Promise: The Subversion of U.S. Labor Relations, 1947–1994 (Philadelphia: Tem-

ple University Press, 1995), 92–121.

34. M. Stephen Weatherford, “The Eisenhower Transition: Labor Policy in the New Political Econ-

omy,” Studies in American Political Development 28, no. 2 (October 2014): 202.

35. Robert Griffith, “Dwight D. Eisenhower and the Corporate Commonwealth,” American Historical

Review 87, no. 1 (February 1982): 108. On the midcentury relationship between organized labor and Re-

publicans, see Kristoffer Smemo, “The Little People’s Century: Industrial Pluralism, Economic Develop-

ment, and the Emergence of Liberal Republicanism in California, 1942–1946,” Journal of American History

101, no. 4 (March 2015): 1166–89.
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weeks after the 1952 election, the death of longtime steelworkers president and

committed social democrat Phillip Murray elevated the much more conservative

David McDonald to the USWA presidency. McDonald pushed for conciliatory re-

lations with steel management, threatened to march the steelworkers out of the

CIO (Congress of Industrial Organizations; now led by Walter Reuther of the auto-

workers), and pointedly rejected “Reutherite social democracy” in favor of a “cen-

trist non-partisanship” easily compatible with Eisenhower Republicanism.36 And

Eisenhower heartily approved of the new USWA chief, noting in his diary “my

own opinion of Mr. McDonald is very high.”37 Even business conservatives such

as Treasury Secretary George Humphrey could muster a begrudging admiration for

McDonald. The new steelworkers chief, Humphrey noted, occupied a “very diffi-

cult position as a conservative union leader” pressured by militants within his own

union and by his nemesis Walter Reuther to bargain aggressively for more expan-

sive demands such as a guaranteed annual wage.38

Although Eisenhower formally committed his administration to “free collec-

tive bargaining”—that is, to endingWhite House involvement in labor disputes—Mc-

Donald frequently visited the Oval Office during the 1954 contract negotiations, the

first to occur under the new president’s watch. Although eager to use the reces-

sion after the end of the Korean War to wring concessions from labor, the Eisen-

hower administration privately urged the major steel firms to cut a deal with the

union. Anxious about a prolonged strike, the president argued that drawing a hard

line would only isolate the pacific McDonald and embolden more radical elements

in the USWA and the labor movement as a whole.39 The tactic worked, leading one

executive to concede that above all the industry simply “wants a reasonable con-

servative man running the union, not some socialist element.”40 Although faced

with 200,000 unemployed steelworkers, high inventories, and low demand from

automobile manufacturers, McDonald managed to secure wage increases and bring

benefits into line with those won by the United Automobile Workers in their his-

36. Robert H. Zieger, “Leadership and Bureaucracy in the Late CIO,” Labor History 31, no. 3 (Summer

1990): 258. On the internal politics of the USWA after the Murray era, see John Herling, Right to Chal-

lenge: People and Power in the Steelworkers Union (New York: Harper & Row, 1972).

37. Notes on David McDonald, typescript, April 8, 1954, Diary series, box 4, folder DDE Personal Diary

Jan.–Nov. 1954 (2), Dwight D. Eisenhower Papers as President (hereafter EPP), Dwight D. Eisenhower

Presidential Library, Abilene, Kansas.

38. “Labor,” Fortune, January 1954, 65–66; Cabinet meeting minutes, typescript, June 24, 1954, pp. 1–

2, Cabinet series, box 3, folder Cabinet meeting of June 24, 1954, EPP.

39. Phone call notes, Thursday, typescript, April 8, 1954, Diary series, box 5, folder Phone Calls—Jan.–

May 1954 (2), EPP; “Labor,” Fortune, August 1954, 47–48; Cabinet meeting minutes, June 24, 1954.

40. Quoted in “Labor,” Fortune, August 1954, 47–48.
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toric 1950 “Treaty of Detroit.” Two years later, amid a month-long walkout in the

summer of 1956, Eisenhower again threatened to intervene on terms unfavorable

to steel management, this time by appointing a fact-finding board likely to be sym-

pathetic to the USWA rather than issuing a Taft-Hartley injunction ordering the

steelworkers back into the mills.41 The administration’s stance provided the union

with the political leverage needed to secure its first three-year contract, complete

with 7 percent annual wage increases, supplemental unemployment benefits,

cost-of-living adjustments (COLAs), and an industry-wide union shop—all thiswith

the help of a Republican president formally committed to remaining aloof from shop

floor conflicts.42

THE “NO. 1 DOMESTIC ECONOMIC PROBLEM”

The 1956 bargaining round that the Eisenhower administration helped to broker

proved a turning point. Over the course of the three-year contract, the two con-

ditions on which the steel industry’s postwar wage-price profit strategy rested,

economic growth and price stability, both gave way. By the middle of 1957, un-

employment and inflation were rising in tandem—a peculiar new inflation whose

sources neither conventional theory nor recent experience was of much help in

explaining—and industry officials began to understand just how costly their ear-

lier concessions could be. The union estimated the COLA alone to be worth $250 mil-

lion over the life of the contract.43 What was more, the steelmakers soon found

themselves the targets of those seeking to assign blame for what contemporaries

at the time referred to as “new inflation.” When, days after the late July settle-

ment, US Steel led the industry in what in years past would have been a routine,

if undesirable, price increase, President Eisenhower publicly cautioned that their

action might be a “danger sign” of inflation to come and promised to “watch it

closely every day.”44 Lest that remark be interpreted as last-minute electioneer-

41. George Strong to Joseph F. Finnegan, July 12, 1956, series 3, 1956—Steel Strike (1), box 91, James

P. Mitchell Papers, Eisenhower Presidential Library.

42. Dictated phone call from M. S. Pitzele to Edward T. Cheyfitz, typescript, July 27, 1956, series 3,

box 91, folder 1956—Steel Strike (2), Mitchell Papers; James P. Mitchell to Clifford F. Hood, July 28, 1956,

Mitchell Papers; “How Steel Settlement Came—and Where It Leads,” Business Week, July 28, 1956, 26–27.

43. Otis Brubaker and Marvin Miller to David McDonald, et al., Research Department, Marvin Miller

Papers, box 50, Cost of Living, 1956–68, United Steelworkers of America, Research Department Records

(1965), Historical Collections and Labor Archives, Special Collections Library, Pennsylvania State Univer-

sity. To put that figure in perspective, the industry averaged $1.1 billion in after-tax profits between 1955

and 1957. Hogan, Economic History of the Iron and Steel Industry, 5:2092.

44. “Eisenhower Notes a ‘Danger Sign’ of Inflation,” Wall Street Journal, August 9, 1956, 2.
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ing, he repeated the sentiment in his 1957 State of the Union address.45 The Re-

publican’s uncharacteristically critical words were a harbinger.46

Eisenhower’s concerns, to be sure, were about more than US Steel. During the

1950s, the US economy ran a balance-of-payments deficit in every year but one,

and that trend would not reverse in the decades to come. Initially assumed under

the objective of rescuing war-devastated and politically unstable Western Euro-

pean states thirsting for safe dollars with which to rebuild their economies, by

the end of the decade the payment deficits had accumulated into a global dollar

glut. The emergence in the late 1950s of the European Economic Community,

which attracted large sums of American foreign direct investment, along with

the growth of a vast and unregulated Eurodollar market, intensified matters. With

Europe awash in greenbacks, which under the Bretton Woods system could be

converted to gold at a fixed rate, the imperative of maintaining confidence in the

soundness of the dollar took on new proportions.47 Indeed, that the US gold stock

fell in six of Eisenhower’s eight years in office—as foreign holders of dollars in-

creasingly opted for ancient metallic certainty over the postwar American state’s

word—surely alerted the administration to the stakes of the situation.48 Modest,

or as contemporaries described it, “creeping,” inflation was dangerous not only be-

cause, under the fixed-exchange-rate regime, it could harm the US trade balance

but also because it signaled further erosion in the value of the dollar, the very foun-

dation of the American financial empire; weakness in this foundation might lead to

Soviet gains in the Cold War.49

These global forces reshaped the American steel industry. Between 1950 and

1960, as production recovered across Europe and in Japan, the US share of world

45. Dwight D. Eisenhower, “Annual Message to the Congress on the State of the Union,” January 10,

1957, in Peters andWoolley, American Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid511029.
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chastised both labor and management for negotiating “wage increases that outrun productivity” and thus
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past, focusing in particular on its relationship to steel prices. See H. Scott Gordon, “The Eisenhower Admin-

istration: Doctrine of Shared Responsibility,” in Exhortations and Controls: The Search for a Wage-Price Policy,

1945–1971, ed. Craufurd Goodwin (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1975), 99, 118.

47. See Leo Panitch and Sam Gindin, The Making of Global Capitalism: The Political Economy of American

Empire (London: Verso, 2012), 111–32.

48. Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, “The U.S. Balance of Payments, 1947–1960,” Monthly Review,

March 1961.

49. On “creeping” inflation, see Takami, “Baffling New Inflation”; and Robert Leeson, “The Eclipse of

the Goal of Zero Inflation,” History of Political Economy 29, no. 3 (June 1997): 444–96.
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steel output fell from almost half to 26 percent.50 In the years leading up to the

strike, however, the effects of the international scene were more incidental than

direct. Rising steel prices might, through a causal relationship with inflation, place

downward pressure on the value of the dollar, but they did not necessarily por-

tend the industry’s decline. Steel exports continued to exceed imports until the 1959

strike, and the domestic market share claimed by foreign producers in 1958 was

as yet below 3 percent.51 The competitive position of American steel firms did de-

teriorate appreciably in the decade after the strike—by 1968 foreign steel manu-

facturers would control 17 percent of the US market, and between 1962 and 1974

steel imports grew by more than 300 percent, or more than six times as much as

the US gross national product.52 But in the mid-1950s, this rapid downfall still lay

ahead.

Of greater concern to economic policy makers than the specter of competition

from abroad was the apparent absence of any competition in the market for steel

at home. It was over this issue that the industry’s pricing policy broke down dur-

ing the life of the 1956 collective bargaining agreement, a political crisis that led

US Steel chief executive Roger Blough and his labor relations lieutenant R. Conrad

Cooper to issue the eight-point plan that precipitated the largest strike in US history.

The episode began in July 1957, when, with a new round of wage and COLA in-

creases scheduled to come due, US Steel announced yet another sizable tonnage

rate increase. The 11 other producers that, along with the industry leader, controlled

80 percent of the domestic market followed suit.53 Such undeniable collusion was

hardly new to those atop the nation’s most “fundamental” industry. At least since

the 1901 emergence of US Steel—out of the deflationary wreckage of the late nine-

teenth century—steelmakers had come to understand the virtues of solidarity well,

at least when it came to pricing.54

But just as the steelmakers raised prices, the first tremors in what would be-

come the sharpest economic contraction since 1937 were beginning to register.

Equally alarming, in spite of this increasing slack, the national price indexes con-

50. Hogan, Economic History of the Iron and Steel Industry, 5:2034.
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tinued to climb during the months to come. This was, indeed, the first expression

of the phenomenon that in the 1970s would earn the name stagflation. By the

standards of that later iteration, when annual inflation and unemployment rates

of around 10 percent shocked the global economy, the severity of this late-1950s

“new inflation” was no doubt modest—over the 18 months ending in June 1958,

at which point a recovery was in progress, wholesale prices had climbed at a per

annum rate of just below 4 percent while unemployment rose from around 4 per-

cent to more than 7 percent.55 Historian Judith Stein has noted that, given the rel-

atively small absolute magnitude of inflation in the late 1950s, those concerned with

the future of American steel production might have done well to worry less about

the industry’s short-term pricing practices than its long-term structural soundness,

that is, by pursuing a more comprehensive industrial policy.56 This may be so. But

it was the novelty and not the scale of the “new inflation” that drew the attention of

increasing numbers of policy makers and commentators.

Senator Estes Kefauver, a populist-inclined New Deal Democrat from Tennes-

see, who had run with Adlai Stevenson on the 1956 presidential ticket, made sure

people took notice. Immediately after the 1957 price hike, Kefauver used his chair-

manship of the Senate Subcommittee on Antitrust and Monopoly to initiate an in-

vestigation into “administered prices” in American industry, with steel as the first

target.57 Inspired by the Depression Era work of the institutional economist Gardi-

ner Means, who served as a key witness in the opening hearing, Kefauver sought

to get to the bottom of what he called the “No. 1 domestic economic problem—the

problem of inflation.”58 In the past, when the economy operated according to clas-

sical principles, Kefauver—following Means—held, prices fluctuated with demand.

With the rise of the modern corporation and the tremendous concentration of the

55. Inflation and employment data are from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (https://www.bls.gov/).

56. Stein, Running Steel, 20–21.
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of the Judiciary Committee, 85th Cong., 1st sess. (Washington, DC: GPO, 1957), pts. 1–4 and 8–10; Administered
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and Monopoly, 85th Cong., 2d. sess. (Washington, DC: GPO, 1958); Compendium on Public Policies (Washington,
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US economy, however, firms with substantial market power were able to admin-

ister prices with only a target profit in mind. Rather than responding to lower de-

mandwith lower prices, these industrial giants cut production (and jobs)whilemain-

taining or even increasing prices. Monopoly—or more precisely, oligopoly—power,

that is, was the only explanation for the simultaneous incidence of inflation and

recession.59

After extensive hearings in the summer and fall of 1957, the subcommittee’s

final report issued a blistering indictment of the industry, and especially of its leader

US Steel. “No matter what the change in cost or demand,” it concluded, “steel prices

since 1947 have moved steadily and regularly in only one direction, upward.” In-

deed, they actually continued to “climb even when unit labor costs declined.”60

The USWA, for one, immediately understood the implications of the Kefauver Sub-

committee’s analysis. Upon its release, USWA Research Director Otis Brubaker cir-

culated a memo to all union officers across the country, informing them that the

steel report presented “a serious indictment of the Steel Industry, and particularly

of its pricing system and practices,” which “substantiates the major conclusions which

were presented by the Steelworkers Union in its testimony.”61 It should, there-

fore, prove “extremely useful to our Union in the current public controversy over

whether wage increases are responsible for inflation or whether it is the greed of

the Industry for exorbitant Profits and profit margins that is the culprit. The find-

ings of the Sub-committee place the entire responsibility for this inflation on the

Steel Industry and its pricing policies.”62 The industry, of course, felt differently.

Over the course of the next year, steel executives responded by stepping up their

public relations campaign on the wage-price issue. In a widely covered address be-

fore the Economic Club of Detroit in the fall of 1958, Blough blasted the Kefauver’s

investigation as “a campaign of calumny peddled from high places” that drew on

“wonderland arithmetic” in its mission of establishing a “profitless profit system.”63

US Steel next published and widely circulated Steel and Inflation: Fact vs. Fiction, a

300-page volume that combined contributions from senior executives with a few

essays from go-to industry economist Jules Backman of New York University, all

59. For Means’s testimony, see ibid., pt. 1:74–125. See also Gardiner Means, Pricing Power and the Public

Interest: A Study Based on Steel (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1962).
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61. Brubaker to Officers on Kefauver Committee Report, May 6, 1958, box 40, Prices (General), 1956–

63, Marvin Miller Papers, Research Department, USWA.
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intended to provide “the facts about our costs, our prices, and our profits.”64 And

in early 1959, as the collective bargaining process was getting back underway, the

American Iron and Steel Institute rolled out a massive campaign, “Inflation Robs

Us All,” which included spots in more than 400 newspapers around the country,

all seeking to place the blame for the new economic instability on union wages.65

However well organized, their effort was a rearguard struggle. In 1957 and 1958,

the politics surrounding the “new inflation” had rendered their old pricing strategy

untenable.66

The question of the extent to which steel pricing actually contributed to the lat-

ter 1950s new inflation may be best left to more quantitative studies. That said, at

the time four out of the five professional economists who spoke before the Kefau-

ver Subcommittee believed that it did, although they were split on the fundamental

question whether the higher prices resulted from labor cost increases over and above

productivity improvements, as the industry maintained, or simply from corporate

pricing power, as the union maintained.67 The Kefauver Subcommittee’s econo-

mists sidedwith the latter, while Otto Eckstein, Harvard economist and future Council

of Economic Advisers (CEA)member in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations,

supported the former view in a report prepared for the Joint Economic Committee

in late 1959.68 The steel industry’s outright refusal to make its costs publicly avail-

able—“our costs,” Blough tersely replied to Kefauver’s request for such data, “are

confidential” and “are not important to the consideration of your committee”—no

doubt made definitive conclusions challenging.69 But that the issue provoked such

a debate, and had revived and validated such heterodox perspectives as those of

Gardiner Means, illuminated to steel executives the new stakes of their pricing deci-

sions. By early 1959, even Raymond Saulnier, Eisenhower’s conservative CEA chair,

64. US Steel, Steel and Inflation: Fact vs. Fiction (Pittsburgh: US Steel, 1958).

65. “Inflation Robs Us All,” January–April 1959, box 49, Economics—Inflation (2 of 2), Hagley Museum

and Library, American Iron and Steel Institute (hereafter AISI), Accession 1631, Vertical File, 1936–74.
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publicly admitted that administered prices in heavy industry, namely steel, were

in large part responsible for the country’s recent economic woes.70 Soon after, two

prominent Federal Reserve economists, Ralph Young and Woodlief Thomas, added

their names to the chorus, signaling a recognition from the central bank that its con-

ventional tight money approach for dealing with price instability was unlikely to

be of much use against the new inflation; Edwin Dale of the New York Times con-

cluded that “the sharp change of thinking about the problem is the sort that would

necessarily precede a decision that [price] controls are necessary.”71 Rumors even

began to circulate that Eisenhower’s Secretary of Treasury, Robert Anderson, had

been convinced.72

It was under these conditions that the industry’s leaders resorted to the only

remaining strategy for boosting profitability, one with which they had long been

acquainted: increasing the productivity of their workers. For the steelmakers, im-

proving productivity required eliminating Section 2-B. As interpreted by arbitra-

tors in the early 1950s, when more than half of all USWA grievances drew on it,

2-B stipulated that firms could not change local work rules—meaning they could

not unilaterally implement a speedup of the pace of labor—unless investment in

new technology qualitatively changed the conditions of work.73 But the Amer-

ican steel industry failed to make such investments in the 1950s. First, since the

Depression, managers had been reluctant to increase productive capacity, uncon-

vinced that ample demand for their goods would be there after the fact. They only

did so when induced by generous incentives from the federal government, and even

the “age of affluence” did not mitigate their anxiety over the specter of another

crisis.74 Second, steel executives felt that these incentives—specifically their de-

preciation allowance, the tax break on the cost of replacing old plant and equip-

ment—were inadequate, and through the 1950s they put new investment on hold

while waging a largely unsuccessful fight for a legislative remedy.75 Finally, well

into the postwar period industry officials continued the historic practice of financ-

ing new investment out of retained earnings rather than by borrowing, an approach
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71. Edwin Dale Jr., “U.S. Aides Uneasy on Price Policies,” New York Times, March 15, 1959; Harold B.
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that long had a conservatizing effect on capital outlays.76 As a result, most of the

industry’s expansion during the 1950s came through “rounding out” existing facil-

ities rather than from building new “greenfield” sites.77 At such facilities, 2-B made

implementing speedup that much more difficult. Steel employers wanted that con-

straint removed.

THE SPEEDUP

Even before Kefauver denounced the industry’s pricing policy, the steel managers’

drive for greater productivity met escalating tensions in the mills. “Here then is the

most basic element of the problem,” wrote a US Steel industrial relations executive

in 1956. “It is to narrow or close the gap between an 8% rate of employment cost

increase and a 2% rate of productivity gain.”78 Addressing this challenge meant

tightening what management saw as slack in the system. “Our industrial engineer-

ing work tells us that as an overall condition our production and maintenance work-

ers are used at a rate equaling about two-thirds of their normal capacity. This means

there is room for tremendous improvement.”79

This “tremendous improvement” was what workers called speedup, which floor-

level foremen would have to grind out, day by day. For this, plant leadership had

to firm up its control of the entire managerial apparatus. For one thing, corporate

leadership lacked good data on productivity, which was not a straightforward thing

to calculate in steel production. As late as 1956, there was still no standard measure-

ment. Steel is created out of multiple widely diverse technical processes—much

more so than is true on, say, an auto assembly line. The only universally measur-

able common denominator is labor time, but output per man-hour was, managers

agreed, too simple—discounting a wide range of other factors: “1. Volume and cus-

tomer requirements. 2. Capital improvements of facilities. 3. Product variations as to

grade of steel, size, shape, etc. 4. Improved methods and practices. 5. Quality of raw

materials. 6. Quality of purchased goods and services. 7. Employee performance

rates.”80 Management thus suffered an information problem without a technical so-

lution; only a bureaucratic answer was available.
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What was more, in the lower reaches of the management apparatus, the fore-

men had long been, and would long be, socially very close to the workers.81 Fore-

men and workers were relations, or neighbors, or simply shared tastes and values.

Anna Mae Lindberg, of Homestead, Pennsylvania, had a common enough story:

“My brother Bill was active in the union. My other brother was a foreman.”82 Not

unexpectedly, both often saw the higher-ups as antagonists. The workers under

Foreman John Huey, for example, noted that he became extremely cold to them

whenever production broke down, although the same men had saved his life in

workplace accidents before. One finally asked why he acted that way. Huey replied,

“When that mill goes down, Joe [when production is stopped for some reason]

who blows that whistle? I do. When I blow that whistle, my boss up the general of-

fice hears that. Thenmy phone rings [and] he says, ‘What’s goin’ on down there, and

how long will it take to fix it?’ I have a quarter mile to walk to see what’s wrong. But

I don’t even know what’s wrong yet. So when I walk through that mill, I don’t see

those men. I see that devil up there. My boss.”83

For Ed Stankowski, who worked at Jones & Laughlin Steel, there was nothing

unusual about the memory of sitting around in the locker room as his father—an-

other wage worker—and his foreman, Moe, mocked his manhood: “‘Are you gettin’

any mud for your turtle?’ Moe asked me, winking and poking me in the ribs with

his elbow. ‘Gettin’ any mud, huh?’ My father chuckled while I turned red.” It was

the same foreman who would “pat me on the back after a tough shift in the fur-

nace . . . and say, ‘You put in a good day, hunky.’” Just as middle-class masculin-

ity was an organizing component of company leadership through the golf club and

the executives’ lunch, proletarian masculinity—enacted here—was an organizing

principle of working-class culture and solidarity in the mill.84 The class barrier was

not culturally impermeable: here we see a member of lower management engag-

ing in just the kind of homosocial practice that often characterized working-class

masculinity. That the shared culture of working-class men might override the culture
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of management when the two collided was precisely middle and upper manage-

ment’s fear. This very potentiality mobilized management to work to ensure that

the class frontier remained formidable.

In the middle and late 1950s, US Steel launched a series of initiatives to firm

up the line of distinction separating workers from supervisors and to consolidate

managerial control. Some of these were economic. In 1954, US Steel implemented

a managerial incentive plan at the level of entire plants, holding line supervisors

collectively accountable for their workers’ output.85 The company also began en-

forcing a range of symbolic distinctions: managers had to have their own parking

lots, their own cafeterias, their own showers and locker rooms, and their own of-

fices, with desks and air conditioning.86 These enactments communicated some-

thing clear in the boiling hot, filthy mills: hourly workers often had no place even

to sit, much less a chance to do so; the union had to agitate constantly for clean

water in the bathrooms, rat poison application, and regular garbage removal. Rather

than use the bathroom, workers in the Duquesne Open Hearth Department at

one point took to urinating in the corners of their shop floor. Desks and air condi-

tioning meant something in this world.87 Where management and the law drew

the line between the classes, they thus opened a wide divide between people other-

wise quite similar to each other.88 The fact that the rank and file often could rec-

ognize their immediate supervisors as men essentially like themselves made the

conflict between steelworker and foreman especially humiliating, as the speedup

escalated in the late 1950s, and imbued it with particular bitterness.

What, then, was the speedup like? On May 8, 1956, at 8:45 PM, a craneman at

Duquesne Works named Pete Dohanic stormed up to a mill gate and asked to bor-

row a gun from a company security guard. Dohanic “stated that he would like to

shoot [gang leader] John Stawicki for mental torture.” An hour later, Dohanic re-

ported off work, apparently drunk. On his way out, he “said that he would like to
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kill someone by the name of John Stawicki.” After another hour, Dohanic appeared

again at the plant gate, still drunk. Sent away once more, he went and sat in his

pickup truck, across the street from the mill, visibly brandishing a rifle. Someone

called the police, who came and arrested Dohanic, whom they held for three days.

The police found that the gun was loaded.89

What brought a craneman to the edge of a drunken rampage? Unsurprisingly,

the incidents on May 8 were not the beginning of conflict between Dohanic and

Stawicki. Called to testify about the case, a number of Dohanic’s peers backed him

up, describing how the supervisor, Stawicki, “feels that any problems arising con-

cerning the work in the area reflect on him. They stated that he consequently drives

to get the work done as quickly as possible without giving consideration to the

cranemen or hookers. They stated that he continually complains about the slow-

ness of the men and will assign them to two and three jobs at one time and yet

he knows that they can only do one job at a time.”90

Work in a steel mill was dangerous, hot, exhausting, and in many respects hu-

miliating. Steel, however, also involved more autonomous and skilled work than

many other mass production industries, making a speedup even more miserable.

Personal humiliation, directly inflicted by workers’ kinsmen, the foremen, lay at

the heart of conflicts over productivity. All this had, of course, always been true of

the steel industry, although its details changed with the periodic transformations

in the organization of production. Indeed, in the most explosive labor conflicts in

steel—Homestead in 1892, the great 1919 strike, and Little Steel in 1937—working

conditions had always played an unusually prominent role, compared to the econ-

omism that tended to predominate in American labor conflict.91

Accordingly, the managerial offensive of the late 1950s took what was omni-

present in steelworker life and made it worse. In so doing, it aggravated all the daily

dissatisfactions of the postwar order—the accumulating small moments of prom-

ises not kept. As management’s productivity offensive combined with the economic

downturn in 1957, for example, steelworkers found themselves straining for a mea-

sure of predictability in their routines. “Pick a schedule and live by it,” demanded

89. Memorandum of Special Third-Step Meeting Concerning Unanswered Grievance—Discharge of

Pete Dohanic, Jr., May 25, 1956, box 9, folder 2, DWIR.

90. Ibid.

91. David Brody, Labor in Crisis: The Steel Strike of 1919 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1987); Paul

Krause, The Battle for Homestead, 1880–1892: Politics, Culture, and Steel (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh

Press, 1992); Ahmed White, The Last Great Strike: Little Steel, the CIO, and the Struggle for Labor Rights in New Deal

America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2016).

58 | CRITICAL HISTORICAL STUDIES SPRING 2017



the Duquesne bricklayers on one occasion. “Management is wrong in posting a

4 day schedule with men laid off and then having men work overtime.”92 Work-

ers might find, like the open hearth workers at Duquesne in February 1958, that

they were on new and bizarre hours: one week, Monday to Thursday 7–3; the

next, Tuesday to Friday, 3–11; the week after, Monday to Wednesday, 11–7, then

7–3 on Friday; then in the fourth week, 3–11 on Monday, then 11–7 Thursday

through Saturday.93

In the late 1950s, US Steel drove its speedup forward, and industrial relations

bureaucracies in the mills began to choke with Section 2-B grievances filed over

workload and manpower issues. In March 1957, the management of Duquesne

Works held a special meeting with the Grievance Committee of USWA Local 1256

to resolve the grievance backlog. In the open hearth, the repair crews had been

working an unpleasant new schedule for six months, and the ingot shippers claimed

that their workload was too great. In the blooming mills, workers asked to be re-

lieved of new duties that had been piled onto their jobs. Workers in the bar mill

wanted bigger work crews “due to increased work load” and a revised incentive

plan. The list of workers’ grievances proceeded this way at great length, each trig-

gered by management’s tinkering.94

As always, some workers fought back individually, trading barbs or even blows

with their bosses or drinking or sleeping on the job. Black workers, especially, tended

to have to resort to individual forms of resistance, given their small numbers, con-

centration in a few shops, and lack of support from the union bureaucracy. Like

all workers in hostile environments, black workers in the coke ovens and blast fur-

naces tried to find ways to make their work life tolerable. They were caught in a

double bind: generally stuck in the lowest-paying and least secure positions in the

mills, which were the physically harshest to boot, they had a good deal discourag-

ing them from becoming too invested in their steel jobs. As a result, white managers

were constantly accusing black workers of one variety or another of shirking or lack

of commitment or second-guessing their word about why work conditions were

intolerable. Underlying this persistent pattern of conflict was the material truth that

92. Grievance form, HD-65-166, September 19, 1965, box 10, folder 5, DWIR; Pipefitters’ Strike, 7-3

Turn,May 22, 1959, box 17, folder 3, DWIR; Vernon Sidberry to JohnW. Price, June 4, 1959, box 17, folder 3,

DWIR.

93. Memorandum of Understanding Regarding Temporary Work Schedules for Open Hearth Depart-

ment and Open Hearth Assigned and Operating Maintenance, February 9, 1958, box 15, folder 10, DWIR.

94. Minutes of Special Third-Step Meeting between Local #1256 Grievance Committee Chairman and

Management of Duquesne Works, March 14, 1957, box 22, folder 2, DWIR.
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black workers were far likelier to get killed, burned, poisoned, or maimed on the

job. They acted accordingly.95

A good example is Edward Harris, who got into a scuffle with his foreman in

the locker room after refusing to “get back down in the hole,” as he was warned:

in other words, to reenter the soaking pits, which he had left on account of intol-

erable heat. As management attempted to ratchet up the pace of production, the

worst effects were bound to fall on black workers. What appeared as inefficiency

in production to management eyes was, for black workers, often a question of sur-

vival in the parts of the mill where they worked.96

In 1958, for example, a group of black workers in the Jones & Laughlin Pitts-

burgh Works coke ovens sought the reinstatement of a “spellman”—an extra man

available on hand so workers could take regular breaks from the “heat, gas, smoke

and other extreme working conditions.” With a spellman, coke oven workers could

take 16 minutes out of every 96 to catch their breath. The company responded that,

because the economic recession had decreased required throughput, the work

could just go slower and no breaks were required. The workers’ grievance was de-

nied.97 This came several months after the same group of workers had complained

that they were being made to do multiple jobs in a single shift; this grievance also

had been quashed.98

A smaller number attempted to defy the entire bureaucratic regime of industrial

relations that seemed to be allowing the slow erosion of their standards. Steelwork-

ers had stagedwildcat strikes periodically throughout the 1950s; just onemonth be-

fore the official 1959 strike, there was a 400-worker wildcat to protest speedups at

Duquesne. The wildcat strikers were all from the maintenance shops—the most

skilled, best-paid, all-white workforce, for whom the work rules were at once sac-

rosanct and actually enforceable through informal solidarity.99
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The pressure that erupted in the forms of individual confrontations, absentee-

ism, alcoholism, indiscipline, contractual complaint, and illegal work stoppage all

had the same source. They expressed a single conflict whose explosive quality came

from how it interfered with the ability of steelworkers to satisfy the demands of the

role of sole breadwinner in the postwar nuclear family. This source was continu-

ous throughout working-class life in the postwar years—a fact aggravated by the

disruptions of the 1957–58 recession and the resulting speedup in the mills. It was,

for example, a common challenge for workers to bring their home lives into sync

with their work schedules. They developed strange and sometimes unhealthy ritu-

als. “Ted worked 12–8—sleeping till 4,” recorded his wife Ruth in her diary.100 They

ate at strange times. “A man needing to be at the mill by 4 would eat a big dinner

at 2 or 3 in the afternoon. . . . Husbands getting home at midnight sat down to

another home-cooked meal, or at least warmed leftovers.” Martin Conners, who

worked at Clairton Works, described how the coke oven governed what he and

his peers ingested: “Spicy foods like strong coffee, kielbasa or whiskey are all you

can taste because the dirt and gas from the oven cause you to lose your sense of

taste and smell. But guys also drank whiskey going into work at 7 in the morning,

just to make it through the day.”101 These were ordinary struggles in working-class

life. They became harder if schedules were changing constantly, paychecks were

inconsistent, or work was simply harder and hotter.

Workers’ wives, and the children to whom the wives had to act as emissaries

and guardians, experienced this disjuncture between home and work on its other

end. Steelworker Martin Conners sketched the line of affective force directly from

the demands of the factory through himself to his wife and children. “I had a rotten

boss who didn’t like you to take days off. I used to work Sundays all the time

and that’s when first communions were. I have pictures but I didn’t get to see

it.” In the end, he thought, it destroyed his marriage. “Mostly it was because of

working 4 to midnight for a long stint. I couldn’t be home to help my kids with

their homework, or do much of anything with them. After a while my wife figured

out, ‘What do I need you for?’”102 Jack Metzgar describes his steelworker father’s

dull tyranny: “As powerless and embattled as he often felt at work, he was in ab-

solute control at home. . . . There wasn’t anything dramatic—no hitting, not even

much shouting, just the kind of daily insensitivity and petty dominance for the

Nelson, Divided We Stand: American Workers and the Struggle for Black Equality (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-

versity Press, 2001).
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joy of it that is both degrading and frightening if you have to live with it day after

day.”103

Faced with husbands who could not quite provide the stable good life on which

their shared lives were premised, women in steelmaking communities had to de-

velop their own repertoire of strategies to produce security for themselves and their

families. If their husbands drank, some would stake out favorite taverns, or send

their children to do so, to keep the men from drinking paychecks away. Martha

Sloan learned how to say “give me your money” in Slovak, so that she could speak

in her mother’s voice to her father. She did this “week after week because that’s

what we had to live on. Otherwise . . . we couldn’t pay the tick at the grocer’s.”

While violence was fairly common in such tense domestic scenes, there are abun-

dant accounts of women defending themselves forcibly, often with the implements

of household labor. Sloan’s mother once clanged her drunken husband in the face

with a skillet, breaking his nose; according to Sloan, her parents agreed to pretend

that he had fallen down.104

It was not only in the moments of outright conflict that steel town women man-

aged this tension. The respectability and stability of their families required immense

daily labor. Howard Wickerham recalled that his grandmother in Homestead, Penn-

sylvania, knew which whistles and sirens from the mills portended different emis-

sions of dust and smoke—something that a woman who hung laundry wanted to

keep track of. Porches had to be swept of coal dust periodically through the day or

the week.105 It was common for wives to get in the habit of doing the washing and

ironing—exclusively their province—late at night. “‘I used to sleep most of the day

because I’d stay up all night washing the kids’ clothes,’ recalled Rose Boland. . . .

‘I always cooked a meal when he came in.’”106 “‘My father worked shifts; differ-

ent shifts, so, it was hard to have a set time when we sat down together. We were,

more or less, in and out of the kitchen all day long,’ a steelworker’s daughter re-

membered.”107 What was overcrowding and chaos to a daughter was drudgery

to a wife. Helen Havrilla recalled, “I had to make all the foods he had had at home.

And I had to make the same kind of noodles! All them noodles!” When her hus-

band came home from the mill, Havrilla would scrub down his overalls with lard

to remove the coating of industrial grease.108
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Also falling to the wives was the obligation to discipline children into the rules

of the industrial routine when necessary and to shield them from it when pos-

sible. This meant keeping the children quiet and the house dark so their fathers

could sleep during the day.109 It meant doling out the punishment that would

be less traumatic coming from the ever-present mother than the distant and mys-

terious father. Asked who “took care of discipline” by an interviewer, one steel-

worker’s wife explained, “I would. Yes. He would never touch them.”110 In this

way, the operations of the household’s internal political economy continued to sus-

tain the ideology of a heroic breadwinner, even as the shortcomings of the male

provider and the compensations of his wife determined the daily routine. Jan Mc-

Sorley remembered how her mother Hazel would make a grilled cheese sandwich

with fried onions for her father Frank when he returned at midnight from the mill.

“When I smelled the onions and cheese, I knew Dad was home and everything was

all right.”111 Mary Ann Eckels, another steelworker’s daughter, liked to lie awake at

night and imagine her father’s fingerprints on the steel beams of New York skyscrap-

ers: in her mind, he had literally built the country.112

Any layoff or short-hours assignment, any new schedule, any frightening in-

jury or death at the plant might put a dent in the ideology of the heroic bread-

winner. In other words, every increment of speedup further destabilized the abil-

ity of men to live up to this image. Consequently, they did what they could, using

the contract, interpersonal threats, conflict, violence, sleep, drink, and absenteeism

to jam up the works. The effectiveness of their resistance drove management to-

ward a direct attack on Section 2-B of the contract—the work rules protection. In

1958, US Steel began collecting from its plant-level leadership data on inefficien-

cies caused by 2-B. “Obtain an estimate of increase of production and/or the reduc-

tion in annual cost that would be realized at normal operations . . . if the local work-

ing condition or practice were to be eliminated” instructed headquarters.113 The

results were predictable. “Eliminate Scrapman. Add duties of Scrapman to Bar Shear-

man Helper.” “Loss of operating time during lunch period could be utilized by pro-

viding one half hour unpaid lunch period.”114

As the economic situation of the steel industry deteriorated over the second half

of the 1950s, management became increasingly preoccupied with increasing the
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productivity of labor. Caught in the bind of obsolescent overbuilt plants, escalat-

ing labor costs, and creeping international competition, industry chiefs saw only

one avenue of exit. In productivity, there was room to move, although such a has-

tening of production would require conflict with the workers and their organiza-

tion. The rising speed of production thus pressed with increasing force on the daily

experience of the working class, eventually striking its raw nerve, the question of

stability and security in working-class routines and sense of self.115

THE STRIKE

Although faced with an angry and restive workforce, going into the 1959 contract

cycle management negotiators felt they had the upper hand. Crucially, the indus-

try initially avoided the issue of 2-B and union work rules, choosing instead to take

aim at workers’ pay packets.116 Much as they had during the Kefauver hearings,

the industry funded a nationwide public relations campaign blaming union wage

demands for spiraling inflation.117 The tactic seemed to work among the rank and

file. A New York Times survey of eight steel towns found most workers eager to stay

on the job rather than risk sinking deeper in debt fighting a prolonged strike for

wage gains that might well be wiped out by a sudden spike in the cost of living.118

Jack Metzgar, reflecting on both his memory of 1959 in Johnstown, Pennsylvania,

and news coverage from the time, echoes the point, arguing that the rank and file

had little stomach for a fight: “Younger workers had experienced long layoffs in

the 1957–58 recession, and they were just getting back on their feet.”119

Moreover, morale was low. Unionmembership itself had slipped bellow the sym-

bolic 1 millionmark, eroding confidence.120 Further, in 1957, USWA President Mc-

Donald had only won reelection (likely aided by fraud and intimidation) against an

unknown local committeeman by a humiliatingly small margin. The challenger,

Donald Rarick, worked at Irvin Works outside Pittsburgh and ran to protest an in-

crease in union dues. Rarick’s insurgency was unsophisticated and in some ways

incoherent. It gave voice to rank-and-file militancy and dissatisfaction, especially
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among the skilled trades; a vice presidential challenger for the Dues Protest Com-

mittee would go on to help lead the May 1959 wildcat strike at Duquesne. Yet the

committee was programmatically bankrupt. Its central demand—lower dues—sought

to weaken, not strengthen, the union’s capacity for conflict, and Rarick himself

seems to have been a political cipher at best.121 McDonald, seeking to recapture

the imagination of the rank and file, ran on a demand for three-month vacations

every five years, a four-day week, and a six-hour day. This strategy, more than

the program of the union dissidents, gives a clue to the dissatisfaction in the ranks

in the late 1950s, fed by working conditions and boiling up inchoately through the

workers’ organization.122 McDonald’s victory hardly settled things, and when ne-

gotiations began, the union did not seem on firm footing.

McDonald and the USWA leadership held a firm line in the early months of

contract talks. Reportedly, McDonald responded to industry officials’ first proposal

in April 1959 by charging that they seemed to “desire to create another 1892 Home-

stead situation” and warning that “if there is blood to run in the streets of mill

towns . . . the sin is theirs and not the United Steelworkers of America [sic].”123

Indeed, if a bit hyperbolic, the allusion to the infamous Homestead strike was apt.

In both cases the distribution of the industry’s income was in question, and in

both cases the industry titan—Carnegie Steel in the first place, its successor US Steel

in the second—sought to increase its share by rolling back previous union gains,

especially those regulating the pace of work. As bargaining dragged on into the

summer of 1959, the steelmakers’ finally revealed their long-held intention to

eliminate Section 2-B from the union contract.124 Led by US Steel’s labor relations

manager R. Conrad Cooper, the industry’s bargaining team announced in early

June that management would not consider any increase in pay or benefits with-

out a significant overhaul of union work rules.125 But Cooper’s aggressive effort to

remove the most glaring obstacle to management’s speedup in the mills piqued the

resolve of a once hesitant rank and file.

The attack on 2-B changed the entire situation because it touched what was

most tender in the lives of steelworkers and their families. The steel strike, auto-
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workers president Walter Reuther declared to the annual AFL-CIO convention,

“is not an ordinary strike” but a fight to ensure that workers, too, “share in the

fruits of our developing technology.”126 It was for this reason that one company

strategy for beating the strike was to try to turn wives against it. “What does Mrs.

Steelworker think about this?” asked company propaganda. “Does she yearn for

the new kitchen? The new clothes? The money to educate her children?” This ap-

proach clearly struck some kind of a nerve. On August 28, 1959, a group of roughly

100 women and 50 men gathered in Renziehausen Park in McKeesport, Pennsyl-

vania, to call for an immediate and transparent resumption of negotiations. Man-

agement at US Steel’s National Tube Works sent a spy to write up a report for the

company. The meeting was opened by the mayor of McKeesport, who lectured the

gathered women, “Don’t do anything to spoil the nice things we now have. . . .

Don’t rock the boat.” Then, speaking over male hecklers, apparently from the

union, a woman identified as Mrs. James Hanratty, said, “Let’s get our men back

to work. Our husbands hands are tied. . . . You men have read your papers and

played your cards, and now it’s time to get things settled. . . . We need clothes

for our children to start to school. . . . There are families with five and six children

who need to be fed.”127

Still, although wives might resent steelworker husbands, their class loyalties

outweighed their gender antagonisms. A week later, the group gathered again, this

time numbering 125 women and 225 men. Hanratty wanted to clarify “the mis-

quotes by the newspapers stating that we women wish to see our husbands back

to work without a contract. I said no such thing. We women wish to see our hus-

bands back to work with a contract that is fair to all concerned.” She made an ap-

peal for shoes and clothes for children of strikers. “There was a well organized and

abusive protest by both men and some women at this point,” reported the US Steel

spy watching the event. Hanratty then introduced Father Charles Owen Rice, Pitts-

burgh’s famous “labor priest”:

These women are sincere and honorable. . . . It is your fault that they are

holding these meetings. . . . You have not told them the truth about the

facts concerning this strike. . . . The men have neglected to tell their wives

what is right and what is wrong in this strike. . . . The old man has worked

a hard eight hours, stopped in for a beer on his way home and is too tired

and wants to sleep when he gets home. He hasn’t taken time to tell his wife

126. Walter Reuther speech transcript, AFL-CIO convention, typescript [September 18, 1959], series 3,
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about the coming strike. Now she is asking what it is all about. She wants

to help and she should help. I will tell you that you should hold out and

not go back to work without winning this strike. . . . They (management)

want as few men as they can get away with to run the mill . . . and they

want those few as cheap as they can get them. You hold out now or you will

have a strike every year for the next ten years until they have destroyed the

union completely. The company wants profits and they don’t care about any-

thing else. The fewer men they employ, the easier their job becomes to run

the mill and they want it as easy and as profitable as possible. . . . If your

men don’t win this strike they won’t be able to talk to you wives. . . . They’ll

be too tired from overwork.

If the women wanted to help their husbands, Rice instructed, “Support them in

this strike. Make them happy at home.”128

In the face of a determined rank and file, the industry soon found support flag-

ging in the White House. Initially, both the CEA and the Labor Department con-

fidently predicted that existing stockpiles of steel would sustain the economy through

“the most advertised and the best-prepared-for steel strike in history.”129 The ad-

ministration continued to wave away pleas from the union for a Truman-style fact-

finding board.130 It also dismissed management’s calls for intervention. When US

Steel’s Roger Blough urged the president to forcibly end the strike before a state

visit by Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev, Eisenhower brusquely retorted, “don’t

we want Mr. Khrushchev to see this country as a . . . freedom-loving place?”131

The Eisenhower administration still clung to the conviction that any direct inter-

vention in the negotiations would simply open the door for state-sponsored eco-

nomic tyranny.132 Eisenhower, desperate “to avoid charges of favoritism,” joined

Labor Secretary James P. Mitchell in publicly calling for a voluntary wage and price

freeze.133 Winning such a truce strictly through private bargaining seemed most

unlikely, especially after the administration’s interventions in the past two steel
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contracts. CEA Chair Raymond Saulnier remained adamant that the White House’s

political bona fides on fighting inflation would be destroyed by any settlement

followed by a price increase.134 In effect, Saulnier’s analysis conceded that leaving

collective bargaining to private actors alone would ensure an inflationary wage-

price spiral. The government needed to intervene.

Thus, when the USWA rejected the industry’s latest offer on October 4, the

administration’s patience had been worn thin by new reports of steel shortages and

fears that a massive dockworkers’ strike along the eastern seaboard would block im-

ported steel.135 Three days later, Eisenhower called upon the executive powers enu-

merated in Taft-Hartley and appointed three industrial relations academics to sit on a

board of inquiry to investigate the issues preventing a settlement. Butwithout the au-

thority to even recommend a standard formula to determine the costs of wages and

benefits or productivity costs ofwork rules, the board could do littlemore than catalog

the stalemate.136 For the administration, the board’s failure to resolve the impasse

signaled the apparent collapse of free collective bargaining in steel. Nevertheless,

the board’s stated intention to “preserve” collective bargaining through a period of

“unusual strain” also signaled the administration’s unwillingness to fully endorse

management’s intransigence at the bargaining table.137 The result left Eisenhower

to glumly announce, “America’s hopes for a voluntary responsible settlement have

not been fulfilled.”138

Citing dwindling steel stocks as a danger to national security and the root cause

of growing industrial unemployment across the country, Eisenhower on October 20

declared the strike a national emergency. He instructed the Department of Justice

to petition the federal district court in Pittsburgh for an 80-day Taft-Hartley injunc-

tion.139 But even in defending the decision to invoke the injunction, Eisenhower
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and his administration appeared ambivalent about its effectiveness. “I don’t think

Taft-Hartley is necessarily presenting any cure for this thing,” he admitted in a

press conference two days later.140

Signs that the strike would simply resume after the 80-day “cooling off period”

ended only compounded the administration’s doubts about Taft-Hartley.141 The

evening before the Supreme Court upheld the injunction, McDonald secretly vis-

ited the president and Secretary of Labor James Mitchell in the Oval Office to re-

assure both men of the union’s commitment to securing a “fair and just and non-

inflationary settlement.” But McDonald also firmly reminded Eisenhower that

the union would not stand by as the “very rigid and stupid” steelmakers held firm

to their campaign of “trust-busting” on work practices. The meeting prompted a

no doubt nervous Eisenhower to write in his diary, “Secretary Mitchell and I be-

lieve that management does not comprehend how seriously the union member-

ship takes this matter.”142 The bitter struggle over “work habits,” Secretary Mitchell

explained to the cabinet days later, meant the administration could no longer wait

for the “natural pressures of the situation” to resolve the strike.143

As hundreds of thousands of steelworkers angrily marched back into the mills

(often under banners reading “Ike’s slaves”), the president turned his attention

to the industry.144 By December, a discouraged Eisenhower admitted that “the

Government just cannot sit idly on its hands” and in an address to the nation de-

clared in no uncertain terms, “America needs a settlement now.”145 Ever more

ominous reports of steel shortages compounded administration fears that Dem-

ocrats in Congress would attempt to resolve the strike in order to embarrass the

administration before the election.146 Secretary Mitchell then enlisted the aid of
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Vice President Richard Nixon—by then eyeing a run for the presidency—to bring

the weight of the White House to bear on both the union and industry. Publicly,

Mitchell and Nixon urged the two sides to accept voluntary arbitration.147 Behind

closed doors, the secretary of labor and the vice president now saw management’s

unrelenting focus on work practices as its chief weakness. As Nixon later admitted,

the rank-and-file militancy in the mills over 2-B proved that “Mr. McDonald came

into the negotiations in a stronger position than the companies.”148 As in 1954 and

1956, the USWA had once again maneuvered the Eisenhower administration into

staring down the steel industry.

Thus, the final agreement reached on January 4, arranged under the impri-

matur of the White House, left 2-B intact and secured a 30-month contract with a

40-cent pay increase.149 As Business Week wryly observed, the contract’s final terms

“were not negotiated agreements.”150 The contract came with a higher wage raise

than Eisenhower anticipated, leading the president to grumble about being “black-

mailed by the Unions” while grousing that management showed a real lack of

“statesmanship.”151 But the strike settlement seemed to bode well for Nixon’s pres-

idential ambitions.152 Indeed, the Labor Department’s extensive 1960 report on col-

lective bargaining in steel touted the decisive role of “high level mediation” needed

to resolve disputes.153 In the end, the report actually celebrated the kind of politi-

cized bargaining long (and begrudgingly) practiced by the Eisenhower adminis-

tration. The political moderation of the era—the celebrated interpartisan consensus

around the New Deal political economy—thus asserted itself through the execu-

tive branch, as if involuntarily, in order to resolve the increasingly disastrous strike.

In this sense, the era’s fleeting ideological homogeneity can be seen as structurally

determined, in part, not by an underlying social consensus but by underlying social

conflict.
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CONCLUSION

Decades after the strike, former steelworker Ed Stankowski wrote a memoir re-

flecting on the anguished, obsessive relationship of the men in his community to

themill. “I studied themill every day of my life, wondering why the oldmen cursed

and worshiped her.”154 For steelworkers, the strike was remembered as a final

moment of CIO heroism. Although its motivation had in fact lain in the contra-

dictory and unsatisfying experience of mill work, its participants remembered it

as a moment of profound clarity, never again equaled. Every argument between

workers at Jones & Laughlin’s Pittsburgh Works in the 1970s, Stankowski recalled,

climaxed in the question: “‘Where were you during the strike of ’59?’ As if hav-

ing been there was sufficient license for distance, superiority, respect.”155 Workers

in 1959 fought and won respect, but they did not win it from their employers.

They won it from the state, which they forced to intervene on their side despite

all its efforts to abstain. If workers in later years remembered the strike nostalgi-

cally as a moment of clarity, what they recalled was the time when they wielded

political power.

Historians and social scientists have debated for decades whether the postwar

social compact between labor and capital was real or illusory. We suggest posing

the question differently: in what sense was it both consensual and antagonistic?

Attempts to understand the New Deal through either political culture or political

economy alone risk a view of the postwar order as either uniformly one or the other.

But a multiscalar view of a strike of such scale can illustrate that dual character:

relentless antagonism at one level of social action—the hidden abodes of produc-

tion and reproduction—forced a consensus at another, the state. And the entire post-

war New Deal order, indeed, might be understood in this sense as a machine for

transmuting ground-level social conflict into the form of top-level political agree-

ment. As the Eisenhower administration ultimately came to behave like its New

Deal Democratic predecessors, the White House seemed to illustrate the consen-

sus. Yet the consensus itself expressed fundamental political-economic contradic-

tions. The smooth surface of things, in other words, was not simply false; it was a

product of the upheaval below.

The postwar political regime was thus particularly vulnerable to the sequence

of social and economic shocks that struck it in the 1960s and 1970s. It first came

under political pressure from the upheaval of the 1960s and subsequently faced

worsening economic problems. The first left consensus liberalism too politically
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weak to address the second. Any account that attempts to attribute the collapse of

the New Deal order solely to the macroeconomic problems of the 1970s thus fails to

explain why the liberal consensus had lost the political capacity to handle stagfla-

tion. Any explanation that attributes the entirety of the political regime change to

the unraveling of the consensual political culture misses what the consensus was

for in the first place.

Steel capital and steel labor could not bid up wages and prices without trigger-

ing an inflationary redistribution from the rest of society, an outcome every post-

war administration would seek to block in the name of mass purchasing power

and the stability of the dollar. Organized workers, seeking their own part of this

same goal, attempted to call in the promise made to them by the New Deal state.

Management could not hold down wages or drive up productivity without vio-

lating the norm of working-class security and imperiling the economic security and

emotional stability of steel families. The integrity and value of these families formed

a moral economy around which the workers would fight to maintain and improve

the quality of their work lives.

Many of the forces that would wreck the entire political-economic arrangement

of the postwar order were thus already present by 1959 and were beginning to reg-

ister through industrial conflict. Organized (and largely white) men, drawing their

workplace class militancy from the defense of their postwar identity, came into con-

flict with management unable to increase productivity and under growing inter-

national competitive pressure.156 These were the fundamental dynamics of stag-

flation. In 1959, a political regime held power that was able to bottle them back up.

By the 1970s, that regime could no longer bear the cost of such an unstable com-

promise. Policy makers rejected industrial economic planning and encouraged the

deregulation of financial markets as a solution to worsening stagflation. Thus, the

“financialization” of the economy emerged from policy makers’ refusal to inter-

cede any longer in the crises generated by the old manufacturing order—an order

typified by midcentury steel.157 The next nationwide steel strike was in 1986, when

some 20,000 steelworkers walked off the job. By then it was all too clear that the

United States had finally “traded factories for finance.”158 Only 25 years earlier, the
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towering mills of Baltimore, Bethlehem, Pittsburgh, Buffalo, Cleveland, Gary, and

Chicago stood at the center of both the national and the global economy. But in

the 1980s, one columnist at the time noted, “There was no statement of concern

from the president; no worries among steel customers in Detroit. The steel indus-

try isn’t what it used to be. And neither are steel strikes.”159
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