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ABSTRACT. The U.S. doctrine of employment-at-will,
modified legislatively for protected groups, is being less
harshly applied to managerial personnel. Comparable
compensation is not otherwise available in the U.S. to
workers displaced by technology. Nine pairs of arguments
are presented to show how fundamentally management
and labor disagree about a company’s responsibility for
its former employees. These arguments, born of years of
labor-management debate, are kaleidoscopic claims about
which side has what power. Ultimately, however, not
even both together can solve without creative public
intervention the emerging problem of massive techno-
logical unemployment — the other side of the corporate
dream of profit without payrolls. . :

When America was a young nation it was easier
to believe that the frontier really represented
opportunity for those who were willing to
work. The frontier, however, is forever gone;
and willingness to work is no longer any assur-
ance of opportunity. For, while there is certain-
1y no shortage of tasks to perform, performance
that is renumerated in our capitalist economy
occurs ordinarily on jobs; and there just are not
enough jobs to go around. Experts debate why
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this is so and whether anything can be done
about it, But while the debate goes on, a veritable
revolution in the processes of performance is
rapidly diminishing the need, once thought so
great, for people willing to work. Microelecironic
devices, such as robots and word processors, are
picking up where scientific management left off;
and the humans they are displacing or at least
reducing to minimally functioning drones carry
the stamp of obsolescence on their badges.!

Workers in the past were no less vulnerable
to management’s quest for profits without pay-
rolls. But there was usually more than enough
to be done that could only be done by ‘hands’,
however much or little aided by ‘brains’. Occa-
sional periods of severe unemployment, however
upsetting to the unemployed and those depen-
dent upon them, seldom caused anyone serious-
ly to doubt that it is indeed by the sweat of
one’s brow, and not otherwise, that one should
earn one’s bread. Mechanization and Tayloriza-
tion of one industry after another never serious-
ly challenged the received methology, for the
simple reason that the technological best was
not good enough to render human workers
superfluous.

Any claim that the technology of our day
now changes all that would perhaps be pre-
mature. But it is true nonetheless that the
corporate dream of profits without payrolls
is no longer purely fantasy. Workers of all
kinds, with all kinds of different skills, including
in fact managerial skills, are being rendered

obsolete by the influx of devices spawned by
micro-electronics. In Western Europe and

Japan, workers whose livelihood is thereby
jeopardized have found ways through legisla-
tion or bargained agreement to minimize the
impact of new technology on their own careers.
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* And in the United States some middle managers

have found sympathy for their displaced condi-
tion before juries receptive to their claim of
‘having been unfairly- dismissed. But generally
speaking the termination of one’s employment
in the United States is followed soon after by
“the términation of onme’s tights as a former
employee. In a matter of months compensa-
tion comes to.an end, and if one is still un-
employed at ‘this juncture, liberals and con-
servatives alike would tend to assume that
.one probably qualifies as some form of ‘lazy
and shiftless’,

This game that society plays is but another
version of ‘blaming the victim’. The only thing
that is particularly curious about it is that it is
still taken seriously. It certainly was in the past,
of course. Even as Depression-era parents
frightened their baby-boom offspring into
succeeding, so did meritocratic appeals for
sexcellence’ provide a sort of apocalyptic assur-

* ande that the high-achiever on any given level

. would unfailingly find a ‘comfortable niche in °

the econosystem of the future.? This promise
needed special attention to make believers out
“of ‘minorities -and. women; whence the social
agenda of the 60s and 70s. But now, as we
plunge headlong into the 80’s, we find that the
rules have changed again. Frederick Taylor lives,
in the unlikely form of a microchip that not
merely organizes human labor in accordance
with mechanical principles but actually replaces
them with better performing machines. Unlike
Taylor, however, the microchip is no respecter
of persons. It cannot discriminate the color of a
worker’s collar, still less the appropriateness of
the worker’s education. What it does, and
~whatever it does, it does regardiess of who has
' been counting on doing it as a means of earning
a living, The result is structural or, more to
. the point, technological unemployment. And
the longer this unemployment perdures, the
more difficult it becomes to continue believing
in.the merits of our mythical meritocracy.
* Enter at this cue an old metaphysical concern
about whether technology is neutral or perhaps
_something more valueladen in our regard. In
- this instance, however, as in perhaps very few
others, the metaphysics of it all is too serious

to leave to the metaphysicians. Labor unions in
particular have had to deal with this question,
at least implicitly. In Europe they do so explicit-
ly; and for reasons ideological as well as tactical,
they tend to favor the neutralist position,
saving their energy to do battle against a coterie
of unintended consequences. This is the case, .
for example, in France, where Marxism is the
ideology of preference within the union hier-
archy.? In the United. Kingdom, on the other
hand, Marxist laborites are on the fringes of
power and tend to take the position that those
in control of the unions are at fault precisely
because they do accept technology as neutral
and hence do not fight with sufficient vigor
against it.*

On the basis of this assumption of neutrality,
anions in Europe and Japan as well as the UAW
and the CWA in the United States have sought
‘data agreements’ and ‘new technology agree-
ments’ as ways of mitigating the impact of
robots, word processors and such on the jobs of
those presently doing what these devices have
been designed to do better. These agreements
do on occasion provide substantial benefits to
workers displaced by new technology. But they
are just as likely to sestle for some tangential
benefit such as a limitation on the number of
hours a day an employee can be required to
work in front of a visual display unit. Moreover,
the vast majority of these agreements, at least
in Europe and the United States, affect primari-
ly white collar workers, e.g., the members of
APEX in the United Kingdom. There is as yet
no such agreement at any national, not to men-
tion international, level. Rather are these agree-
ments usually at plant or on occasion company
level; and they are seldom arrived at without
considerable resistance on the part of manage-
ment.?

In addition to bargained agreements that
ameliorate somewhat the impact of new tech-
nology on workers, some progress has been
made through legislation and, to a lesser extent,
through litigation. At issue here is the emerging
claim of unfair dismissal or, as it is sometimes
called, abusive discharge. Some workers have a
statutory cause of action if dismissed in retalia-
tion for having exercised rights granted under



Displaced Workers: America’s Unpaid Debt 33

the statute in question. Others, mostly mana-
gerial or professional, have achieved comparable
results. through judicial rethinking of traditional
concepts of law especially with regard to con-
tracts. The overall effect to date has been a
narrowing of the scope of a nineteenth century
laissez-faire device known as ‘employment at
willl (EAW, hereafter), which infers from a
mythical mutuality of contract to the right of
eithet party td end the relationship without
cause.6

"Statutory limitations ‘'on EAW in the United
States include both federal and state provisions.

Under federal law there are prohibitions against

discharge of an employee for union organizing
activity (NLRA); for claiming rights under Title
VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 or the Fair
Labor Standards Act of 1976 or the Occupa-
tional Safety and Health Act of 1970 or the Age
Discrimination in Employment Act of 1967;
or for. having jone’s wages garnished (the Con-
-sumer Credit, Protection Act of 1976), Various
state legislatures have protected - employees
against discharge for political activity, because
of physical handicaps, for serving on‘a jury, for
refusing to. take a-lie detector test, or, quite
commonly, for filling 2 workers’ compensa-
tion claim.”

Statutory limitations on an employer’s free-
dom to discharge an employee in some foreign
countries are, at least in principle, considerably
broader. In the United Kingdom, for example,
under provisions of The Employment Protec-
tion (Consolidation) Act 1978, many employees
may seek monetary damages for wrongful
dismissal in a court or for unfair dismissal before
an industrial tribunal.® Similar statutory protec-
tions.: are: available in. New. Zealand, where,
however, any such claims must be processed
through the appropriate union of which one
must bé'a member.?- :

Judicial modifications of EAW in the United
States have drawn primarily upon some evidence
of public policy; but in a smaller number of
cases a minority of state courts have found un-
fair dismissal on the basis of contract law.
Public policy exceptions have been found for
d:'lsc_ha_rge§ _fmr‘ (1) refusing to. violate a criminal
statute, (2) fulfilling a statutory duty, (3)

exercising a statutory right, or (4) where the
discharge violates a general public policy.1® The
United States Supreme Court has tended to favor
job security for public employees, has found
that workers have rights to liberty and property
under the fourteenth amendment, and has
even authorized a tort of wrongful discharge
in cases in which filing for workers’ compensa-
tion triggers the discharge.!! Traditional contract
law with regard to terms of an express or implied
contract has persuaded courts in some states.
But it is especially the emerging doctrines of
reliance, estoppel and additional consideration
{involving, for example, an employee’s sacrifice
of a tangible or intangible right), promissory
estoppel, or equitable estoppel on the basis of
considerations analogous to the equitable theory
of quantum meruit.12

Although only a minority of state courts
has either adopted or considered adopting such
a contract law modification of EAW, commen-

.tators in the law journals wax eloquent on the

long-term implications. For a few, nothing less
than the downfall of capitalism is at stake.13 For
others, this judicial trend provides some long
overdue protection to the great bulk of American
workers who are not unionized — a considera-
tion, by the way, which has not gone unnoticed
by the unions themselves.!# Still others anticipate
nothing more dramatic than a need to word a
discharge notice as carefully as one words a
divorce action in a jurisdiction that still requires
a finding of fault.1%

That the modifications being introduced into
the century-old doctrine of EAW are deserving
of such careful consideration is perhaps true.
That a slippery-slope ot camel’s-nose-under-the-
tent argument is applicable to the kinds of
modifications being introduced is, however,
highly questionable. Organized labor surely has
more serious problems to be concerned about in
this age of technological unemployment than
whether judge-made rights for some workers
is an obstacle to organizing, And the percentage
of the workforce that is likely to avail itself of
such rights (almost exclusively professional and
managerial personnel) is and will probably remain
quite small, for reasons both financial and
social; so predictions about the demise of free
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enterprise would seem to be somewhat pre-
mature.

In reality, these modifications are minimally
responsive to the social and economic problems
that worker displacement is already imposing
upon our outmodel laissez-faire public policy
with regard to work and the lack of work.
Considering the scope of technological unem-
_ployment that we face in most occupations
and up and down the hierarchy of the work-
force, mere ‘sauve qui peut’ stopgap measures
are inadequate. Jobs are not merely being moved
from one place to another, from East to West or
from North to South or even from home to
abroad, as has historically been the case. Jobs
are being taken from humans and given to
presumably more efficient, reliable and produc-
tive machines, in particular those that are driven
microelectronically. Workers thus replaced may,
as in the case of Western Electric employees
being phased- out over the next several years,
be provided with a better than customary
‘cransitional’ “cushion.!6 “But in many. such
instances no new job is likely to be forthcoming.

In a word, we as a society need to decide who
should assume what responsibility for the
societal transition that is already underway.
What follows is intended as a contribution to the
discussion of this question of responsibility in
the form of a series of arguments, none of which
is particularly original. (‘L’ stands loosely for
Labor; ‘C’, for Capital.)

L1. Exploitation of workers

Management is to blame for the current work-
place crisis because of its long history of manip-
vlating people into servile dependence by
touting the work ethic on the one hand and
EAW on the other. The unprincipled ruthless-
ness that underlies this two-pronged manipula-
tion of workers is evident in management’s
simultaneous efforts over the years to achieve
productivity without payrolls. First they Taylor-
ized brains out of jobs as much as possible, then
they started looking for and introducing ma-
chines to do' the brainless jobs. Now, to their
surprise, they have at their disposal even brainier

machines that will allow them {those who are
left) to shrink the payroll even more by elimi-
nating even personnel recognized as having some

brains.

C1. Advantages of EAW to employee

In the course of the twentieth century, the
alleged severity of EAW has been tempered ina
variety of ways, as a result of legislation, regula-
tion, and especially contract bargaining with
regard to the terms and conditions of employ-
ment. This tempering has improved the status
of the employee and of both the potential and
the former employee. And the other side of the
coin, don’t forget, is the freedom of the em-
ployee to quit the job in question and take
skills, often employer-taught, to a better job
with another employer. To prohibit such mobil-
ity is to require involuntary servitude, which is
prohibited in all of the civilized world, including
the United States since the Civil War.

L2. Disadvantages of EAW to employee

As a matter of fact, there are still employees
in the United States, especially in agriculture,
who have been maneuvered by their employers
into positions of involuntary servitude. Leaving
this problem aside, it is unrealistic to equate the
freedom of the employee to end a work relation-
ship with that of the employer. Such an equa-
tion may apply in the case of the small proprie-
tary business. But another order of magnitude is
involved in the case of a large corporation that
has located a plant in a particular community
under certain terms and conditions over an
extended period of time. This large corporate
employer may well have become the only on-
going source of income for its employees and for
others economically dependent on them. To
justify that kind of employer’s dismissal of,
typically, thousands of employees on the basis
of EAW is comparable to appealing to self-
defense to justify grand larceny.

The basic presuppositions of this doctrine,

namely, the mutuality (ie., equal bargaining
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position) of the ‘parties, has not been seriously
undermined. Regardless of developments abroad,
e.g., in Sweden, not even the most powerful
unions in the United States have been able to
prevent plant closings and massive layoffs.
Improved provisions for the time of ‘transition’
do not change the basic fact that large corporate
employers can and do end one-to-many relation-
ships with consequences quite devastating out-
side the four corners of their ledger sheets.

C2. The profit motive |

Problems do arise when an employer is required
by business necessity to reduce a workforce or
discontinue the operation of a plant or produc-
tion of a product or even involvement in an
industry. But when profitability is insufficient,
there is no alternative that is or should be accept-
able to investors, including,-as often as not, the
pension funds of many, even millionsof, workers.

Besides, you ‘can hardly blame management . :

for a philosophy of work with which even unions
have agreed to a great extent, at least with
regard to the idea’that the work relationship is
dependent upon the availability of work as
determined by management. In any event, it is
essential to a free enterprise system that an
employer not be required to pay someone as an
employee regardless of the profitability of the
employment in question. Cost-cutting, including
plant relocation and workforce reduction must
always be available as options if we are to
attract the capital that makes employment
possible. :

L3. Bad management

An employer should in principle have the right
to be free of an unproductive worker (and/or
machine or plant or division), but only on con-
dition that he/she/it is in no way responsible for
that worker’s lack of productivity. In particular,
persons (employees) have rights not granted to
mere equipment, Frederick Taylor notwith-
standing, If the failure of my watch to ‘work’
any more is due entirely to my own negligence,

“e.g., by having worn it into the swimming pool

knowing it not to be waterproof, I still retain
the right to dispose of it without pausing to
contemplate its future. I do not, however, own
another person as I might own a watch by virtue
of my being that person’s employer. So to the
extent that I am responsible for that person’s
becoming less productive or unproductive, I
continue to have obligations viz-d-viz that
person. If I failed to provide tools and equip-
ment in a timely way, if I failed to seek cus-
tomers (e.g., as a contractor), if I failed to
modernize to stay competitive in my business
environment (€.g., as in the case of West German
watchmaking or U.S. steel production), if I
failed to manage prudently,!’ then am I not for
any of these reasonsresponsible for the financial/
social misfortune of the person who has come
to work for me? The other side of ‘management
rights’, in other words, is management responsi-
bility. Claim the one and you must accept the
other, as some judges are now finding when they
consider the terms of the employment contract.
To say otherwise is to raise the crassest kind of
exploitation to the level of public policy.-

C3. Risk control

A negligent employer may indeed be held
responsible for some misfortunes of an employee,
e.g., with regard to the employee’s health and
safety on the job. Hence the need for appropriate
insurance and, at least for the sake of argument,
some form of governmental oversight. Such
responsibility must be circumscribed, however,
or the employer will remain forever uncertain

“of its financial status, as would be the case with

Johns Manville absent the availability of bank-
ruptcy. Take away these limits on an employer’s
responsibility, expose the employer to open-
ended liability, and you create a monster that
will devour management and labor in one big
bite. As witness the numerous business failures
in recent years, management is no less at risk in
the face of technological change than are workers.
So if business is to be encouraged to the benefit
of all concerned it ought not to be exposed
unduly to interference on the part of courts
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with regard to terms of employment. Leave
that to the parties immediately involved, either
one-on-ope or by means of collective bargaining
to terms understood and acceptable on both
sides.

L4, Unequal parties

. Contrary - to- the traditional mythology still
canonized by most courts, contracting parties in
the employment situation are seldom bargaining
at arm’s length. The typical work relationship
today is between comparatively vulnerable
workers and a large corporation. It is according-
ly quite appropriate for society, through its
courts and otherwise, to base its work policies
on the- realities of the working world today
rather than on the alleged need for entrepe-
neurial autonomy that characterized the pioneer-
ing days of the nineteenth century. There is
" précedent for just this sort of rethinking the
realities int the recent U.S. Supreme Court deci-
sion in Container Corp. of .America vs. (Califor-
nia) Franchise Tax Board, which frees states to
develop tax formulas that take into account the

global profits of a corporation operating within
its borders.18

C4., Union power

The heavily one-sided employment relationship
just described is more typical of the previous
century than it is today. In the interim the
labor movement has organized much of the
workplace, thereby giving workers power co-

equal to that of management. And even if the

“majority of workers, at least in the United
States, are not organized, the legal structures
are there to make such organization available
" to them if they feel a need to bargain with their

employer collectively, especially with regard
to job security. .

L5. Constraints on unions

* The previous argument must be tongue-in-cheek

in view of management’s dedicated efforts over
the years to see to it that as small a percentage
of workers organize as possible. In particular,
it conveniently disregards all the legal constraints
that have been imposed on union organizing
since the end of World War II. Anti-union statutes
such as the Labor Management Relations Act of
1947 (Taft-Hartley) and the Labor-Management
Reporting and Disclosure Act of 1959 {Landrum-
Griffin), as well as anti-union interpretations of
statutes, e.g., with regard to antitrust and, more
recently, bankruptcy laws, severely hamper the
growth of unions in the United States.1? In 1978,
labor movement efforts to have Congress put
teeth into the statutory prohibition of employer
obstruction of organizing met with heavy and
ultimately successful opposition from business
interests. Thus even an umbrella organization
such as the AFL-CIO can do little in the face
of plant closings, outsourceing, change of
product and/or process (automation). These
law-embodied constraints on the labor move-
ment represent as much as anything else in our
society what is in fact our society’s policy with
regard to the rights of workers in the face of
corporate changes that cost jobs and, in many
instances, undermine the economies of entire
communities. So it is rather hypocritical to
appeal now to the right to organize as an answer
to technological unemployment.

C5. Democratic process

The position of unions in the United States has
deteriorated in recent years because of the
competition-engendered decline of the most
highly organized industries. But this deteriora-
tion is neither inevitable nor irremediable. If
we as a society so choose, we can still change
our public policy with regard to job security,
as has been done in Sweden, or our approach
to industrial policy below the level of govern-
ment, as has been done in Japan, West Germany,
and the United Kingdom. We as a people need
only be persuaded that it is in our long-term
best interest to be more solicitous of workers
necessarily left by the wayside as we move on
to new technologies. As evidence of this, con-
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'31der how EAW has been modified over the
years to accommodate the legitimate demands
of employees who cha]lenge their chsmissal

Lé6. Power Qf‘MNC’SV

Nation-states themselves, even one as powerful
as the.United States of America, are madequate
instruments of effective industrial policy in this
age of massive multinational corporations
. (MNC’s, hereafter), some of which have annual
budgets larger than those of most national
governments combined. Salvador Allende (and
his British industrial policy adviser, Stafford
Beer) learned this harsh lesson at the hands of
U.S.-based corporate enterprise whose views
were subsequently expressed in Chile by con-
sérvative economist Milton Friedman.20 Others,
such as Simon Nora in his report to then Presi-
- dent of France Giscard d’Estaing; also see what
the United States Supreme Court has now seen,
that the MNC can shift its asséts.and liabilities
around by paper (or, rather, microelectronic)
transfers that most effectively immunize the
company’s proceeds Neither our government
nor any other is capable by itself of formulating
a policy that will effectively solve the problem
of technological unemployment.

C6. International law

Pessimism is not a justification for inactivity.
Even granting the seriousness of these complaints
about the impotence of nation-states in the age
of the MNC, one is reminded all the more force-
. tully of the. need for a world government that is
‘capable of ising beyond the provincial limits of
the past. This sort of suprananonal structure
already exists in limited form in such world-
orienited agencies as the United Nations and its
subsidiaries, such as the WHO and the FEO,
and the IMF, the EEC, GATT, and various
other structures developed under principles of
international law. These international arrange-
merits are admittedly inadequate; but by their
very existence they attest to the possibility of
building broader-based agencies as these are

perceived as being necessary to the survival and
advancement of the human family.

L7. Corporate responsibility

World government, even if possible, may not be
desirable. But the question is moot, since no
world government presently exists. Even if there
were a world government, empowered to deter-
mine somehow the rights of workers around the
world, it would need some basis on which to
make such an important determination. The
establishment of this basis for determination of
rights should precede any actual set of laws in
any particular governmental unit, however
advanced. What is needed for this purpose, how-
ever, is an emerging sense of human rights with
regard to work prior to and independently of
any particular politico-economic arrangements,
be they in a developed or a developing country.
The most widely honored statement of human
rights, however, namely, the Declaration of
Human Rights, speaks only of the right to work,
not of any rights in the absence of available
work. And merely expanding the traditional
notion of a work ethic beyond national borders
is hardly an adequate way to deal with a problem
that is brought on precisely by the diminishing
availability of economically rewardable work.
So leave world-building to a future generation.
There are issues enough before us just with
regard to the legal environment of work in
particular locales, such as the United States.
Here, as already noted, there are good reasons
for laying responsibility for technological un-
employment at management’s door.

C7. Social responsibility

There is almost always a simple solution to every
problem: but, unfortunately, it is almost always
wrong. If you want to make the employer
responsible for technological unemployment,
then what you mean is that you want the public,
via higher prices for the employer’s products,
to pay for the employee’s historically inevi-
table misfortune, To every action there is an
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equal and opposite reaction. In the context of
systems thinking, this comes down to saying
that you can’t do just one thing, A system by
definition is a set of components so interrelated
that a change in one effects changes in all.
With this in mind, there is a need today to
‘develop 2 global system the components of
which are known, anticipated, and taken into
account in planning for the future so as to keep
- “the shifting MNC under control. So be it. But
this cannot be achieved overnight. In the mean-
time, employers, wherever based, must compete
in the world marketplace.

In the case of American-based companies,
however responsible they may have been histori-
cally for the policies that worked well enough
within our national borders, they did not
formulate those policies in a vacuum. Govern-
ment (whether responsibly or not is beside the
point) went along with, even canonized those
policies, which even in retrospect served us all
well enough through the years of nation building.
If a new consénsus is in fact required for the
coming era of world building, then let us get on
“with it. But let us do so not in an adversarial
relationship of ‘the people’ against ‘business’.
Let us rather recognize the universal myopia
that characterized our past even as we were
building a base for our future. And having
acknowledged this myopia for what it was,
let us now, as a society, take collective responsi-
bility for the victims of our shortsightedness.
And for this project we might well accept as 2
basic maxim that any group or institution
should be held responsible, or liable, for worker
displacement no more or less than it has been
involved in the decisionmaking that has led to
the present crisis.

L8. Corporate bias

This plea for diffusing responsibility beyond
corporate headquarters under the guise of
‘collective responsibility’ has the support of
history inasmuch as corporate decision-making
has over the years enjoyed benign neglect at
the hands of government ‘in the United States,
e.g., with regard to plant closings. And some

would have it so now and forever. In particular,
it is now being contended that ‘foreign competi-
tion’ requires leaving business even more un-
hampered than before so that it can find new
and better ways of competing, eg., by the
introduction of robots. What is left off this
agenda, however, is any consideration of the
scope of interests that will in fact be served by
such flexibility and that will not. Business
left to itself will consider only the interests of
its investors, not those of its workers. So if
workers cannot protect themselves on their
own, e.g., by winning some guarantee of job
security, then government ought to help them.
For after all, if there are great benefits allegedly
to be derived from displacing workers, then
why not let some of those benefits redound to
the workers being asked to sacrifice themselves
to that end?

C8. Worker control

If the cause of concern here is management’s
inability to represent workers fairly and objec-
tively in these crisis situations, this can be
remedied by expanding the role of workers in
decision-making, not only on the shop floor but
on executive boards as well. To the shared
responsibility of management and workers on a
board of directors can also be added appropriate
governmental input. The broader the representa-
tion, the better the input and the better the
resulting output in the form of policy. In this
way, management would retain responsibility
but would share it with representatives of both
workers and government. Quality circles, profit-

- sharing plans, ESOP’s, worker ownership, and

various other arrangements, as appropriate can
be utilized to increase worker involvement in
and appreciation of challenges to the survival
and growth of the company by which they are
employed. With some modification of the legal
constraints on unions, referred to above, unions
could even take responsibility for some of these
new approaches to management, so long as they
would not thereby enter into unfair competition
in the very industry one is trying to salvage.?!



. Displaced Workers: America’s Unpaid Debt 39

'19. Econamic policy planning 22

Even management can sound pro-labor if the
situation is desperate enough. Worker ownership
is a good example. How often do you hear of
employees being offered ownership of a thriving
business? Rather are employees turned to as a
convenient way to bail out of a plant or business
with minimum damage to the corporate image
before community and/or customers. The ulti-
mate proponent of this ploy may even turn out
to be the Reagan Administration as it looks for a
way to get Conrail (Consolidated Rail Corp.) off
the public ledger.2 As this example illustrates,
deregulation is about as close as the U.S. govern-
ment has come to any coordinated, consistent
industrial plan. The marketplace is even being
counted on, it seems, to assure this country a
supply of oil in the event of another cut-off.
But not even an economy as large as that of the
United States can -function effectively in the
face of world competition without serious
broad-based. planning combined’ with research

and development. Nor can we rely any mote on’

incidental . civilian applications of military
R & D.?* The Japanese, among others, study
world markets on a national level, locate areas
of business decline, stagnation, and growth,
then focus R & D accordingly. Companies
collaborate on R & D (no need for domestic
industrial spying) and do their competing with
products in the marketplace.?s Similarly, the
West German government controls industrial
plant relocation by assessing the total cost of
any proposed move, including the cost to
workers, on the infrastructure.?

By comparison, America’s industrial policy
is practically non-existent, to the point that the
out-of-power Democrats would have a claim on
the White House if only they could come up
with such a policy after years of relying in vain
on fiscal manipulation.?’ Instead, Washington
deregulates, tallks about local content for prod-
ucts to be consumed domestically, and peddles
a strong dollar that puts export-dependent jobs
in mothballs. There is even some reason to fear
that our government is counting on a Depression-
generated idea that even ina nuclear age war can
eure economic woes, including unemployment.

Hopefully, costs and benefits of such an approach
will be assessed fully enough to show forth its
obviously fatal fallacy. But such brinkmanship
thinking does suggest the need for more than
merely a band-aid approach to curing employ-
ment.

Band-aids are needed, as are tourniquets and
even transfusions. But beyond all this there is
need for us to go beyond concern just for the
transition of the worker (adequate, if at all, only
for cyclical, or frictional, unemployment) to
concern about moving from an obsolete indus-
trial base to one with a very different mix of
skill requirements and resulting employment
needs.? Just because it will be difficult is no
reason not to take seriously the titular goal of
the Humphrey-Hawkins Full Employment Act
of 1978, which at least requires a coherent
process for coordinating government policies
with regard to unemployment and a recorded
Congressional vote on the subject. The goal is
little changed from a similar bill passed in 1946

~ without inclusion of the ideologically unaccept-

able word ‘full’, and light years behind the kind
of commitment to such a policy that will be
found, for example, in Sweden. But now, at
least, the goal is before us. We are on record as
saying, in the face of yet another love affair
with laissez-faire, that we do care about the
impact of our policies on people.

C9. Growth through autonomy

Disregarding the rhetorical excess of the pre-
ceding statement, it is unobjectionable except
for its implicit assumption that government can
solve any ptoblem through the magic of its
burdensome bureaucracy. Anyone who believes
this needs to explain why welfare programs
developed in West European countries in decades
past are being cut back by survival-bent govern-
ments at both ends of the political spectrum.?
As companies such as Peoplexpress are proving,
deregulation of an industry can lead to many
jobs with a provider of affordable goods or
services. Granted there is need for better planning.
Any business that has to meet the competition
knows very well indeed that profitability, not
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to mention survival, depends upon a well laid
out plan of attack on the market. So why ask
~ government to do at great cost what competi-
tion does for free?

So much for arguments in behalf of Labor
and Capital regarding responsibility for displaced
wotkers.” The ‘winner is hardly apparent. But
Labor does have strong evidence for a claim that
it is being treated very badly in this country;

" and random -judicial victories over EAW will

not suffice to balance the scales of justice. On

the other hand, random expansion of workers”

defenses against EAW would unduly hamper
management’s ability to meet unquestionably
serious competition from abroad. But we are
all of us losers if we as a nation continue to
abandon displaced workers like tools no longer
needed. We do not cut off benefits to veterans
of yesterday’s wars just because they served
with now obsolete means of destruction. Still
less should workers be forgotten simply because
they served with now obsolete means of produc-
tion. Yet full employment however defined is
probably an. unattainable goal at least for the
foreseeable futuré. What, thien, is to be done
_and how ought we to do it?

. 'For 'one thing,  we should be developing a
national work policy that would in effect expand
considerably the scope of protective legislation.
For, at the very time we are being urged to start
planning for leisure on a massive scale,® those
who are employed are likely to be working
inordinate overtime hours or at a second job.
So there is already a need to distribute available
work more rationally and equitably; and this
could be accomplished, at least in part, through
a combination of laws setting a minimum level
of income and a maximum level of hours of
employment - (without 'regard to self-created
jobs). Additional steps into the age of leisure
should include not just 2 new national holiday
‘every decade or so, but an orderly plan for
distributing reduced manpower needs by means
of shorter work weeks, longer vacations (as in
‘Western Europe)- and even sabbaticals for all
workers. Whatever our approach to the declining
.need for work in our society, we have an excel-
- lent opportunity to reconsider what, after all,
we really value in our lives. For, workers of the

previous generation, whatever they may have

contributed to society, are now at the mercy
of their progeny. Hopefully, the latter will
find a way to pay their forebears the debt they

clear IY owe.
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