
  

“Organization at the Bottom”
Grassroots Demands and the New Deal State
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The model of the owner-entrepreneur had been liquidated by the century’s 
turn. It was replaced by quasi-monopolies of continental scale – Standard 
Oil, US Steel, American Tobacco, International Harvester, AT&T, General 
Electric – assembled by bankers like Morgan and Rockefeller. However, 
these “trusts” were mere conglomerates, without deep reorganization.



  

Production of the Ford “Model T”
Assembly line at Highland Park factory, 1913-27

Once adopted into the production process of capital, the 
means of labor passes through different metamorphoses, 
whose culmination is the machine, or rather, an automatic 
system of machinery, set in motion by an automaton, a 
moving power that moves itself; this automaton consisting 
of numerous mechanical and intellectual organs, so that 
the workers themselves are cast merely as its conscious 
linkages.

Marx, Grundrisse, 1858



  

Production of the Ford “Model T”
Assembly line at Highland Park factory, 1913-27

To manage the stress of rationalization and the 
extenuating increase in speed, Ford doubled the wage to 
the five-dollar day, reduced the standard workday by an 
hour (allowing for three 8-hour shifts) and instituted a 
sociology department in the plant, to school and surveil 
the workers in matters of hygiene, alcoholism, thrift, 
domestic order and proper English. “We want to make 
men in this factory as well as automobiles,” he declared.



  

DuPont and GM

DuPont
1802 Gunpowder company
1903 Experimental Station: 
research for chemical production
1912 Antitrust suit; break-up
1928-35 Wallace Carothers 
develops nylon in the lab

General Motors
1908 founded in Flint, Michigan
1919 GMAC financing by credit
1920 P. Du Pont president of GM
1920-23  reorganization by
Alfred P. Sloan: decentralized 
operations & coordinated control



  

“To understand both nylon’s history and 
DuPont’s research and development, one 
must comprehend that since 1921 the 
company has been a decentralized firm, 
managed multidivisionally. This means 
DuPont is a company of many companies; a 
president and an executive committee are 
responsible for the development of overall 
corporate strategy. They maintain respon-
sibility for oversight of relatively autonomous 
industrial or manufacturing departments and 
direct responsibility over several staff 
departments, including engineering and 
central research.”

-Big Science: The Growth of Large-Scale Research
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“For a century the dynamics of modern society 
was governed by a double movement: the market 
expanded continuously but this movement was 
met by a counter-movement checking the 
expansion in definite directions. Vital though such 
a counter-movement was for the protection of 
society, in the last analysis it was incompatible 
with the self-regulation of the market, and thus 
with the market system itself.”

Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation



  

“That system developed in leaps and bounds; it 
engulfed space and time, and by creating bank 
money it produced a dynamic hitherto unknown. 
By the time it reached its maximum extent, 
around 1914, every part of the globe, all its 
inhabitants and yet unborn generations, physical 
persons as well as huge fictitious bodies called 
corporations, were comprised in it. A new way of 
life spread over the planet with a claim to 
universality unparalleled since the age when 
Christianity started out on its career, only this 
time the movement was on a purely material 
level.”

Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation



  

“The double movement... can be personified as 
the action of two organizing principles in society, 
each of them setting itself specific institutional 
aims, having the support of definite social forces 
and using its own distinctive methods. The one 
was the principle of economic liberalism, aiming 
at the establishment of a self-regulating market, 
relying on the support of the trading classes, and 
using largely laissez-faire and free trade as its 
methods; the other was the principle of social 
protection aiming at the conservation of man and 
nature as well as productive organization, relying 
on the varying support of those most immediately 
affected by the deleterious action of the market – 
primarily, but not exclusively, the working and the 
landed classes – and using protective legislation, 
restrictive association, and other instruments of 
intervention as its methods.”

Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation



  

The crucial point is this: 
“Labor, land, and money are essential 

elements of industry; they also must be organized 
in markets. But labor, land, and money are 
obviously not commodities; the postulate that 
anything that is bought and sold must have been 
produced for sale is emphatically untrue in regard 
to them. Labor is only another name for a human 
activity which goes with life itself, which in its 
turn is not produced for sale but for entirely 
different reasons; land is only another name for 
nature, which is not produced by man; money is 
merely a token of purchasing power which, as a 
rule, is not produced at all, but comes into being 
through the mechanism of banking or state 
finance. None of them is produced for sale. The 
commodity description of labor, land, and money 
is entirely fictitious.”

Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation



  

British Gold Standard
1816-1831

1816, Great Recoinage: standard coinage of gold sovereigns and crowns
1844, Bank Charter Act: Bank of England notes are backed by gold
1870-1914, Gold Exchange Standard: silver currencies pegged to gold
1925-1931, Gold Bullion Standard: only banknotes circulate, but they 
are backed by gold

-Domestic economy: banknotes and coins limited by gold supply
-Foreign trade: banknotes redeemable in gold coin or ingots
-International clearinghouse: bars are shifted between
  vaults beneath Bank of England and New York Fed

Vaults beneath the Bank of England



  

Wall Street 1929
Financial crisis

 Kreditanstalt 1931
Global depression / Rival blocs

Great 
Depression

1929-38



  

Great 
Depression

1929-38

The 1920's saw the prestige of economic liberalism at its height. 
Hundreds of millions of people had been afflicted by the scourge of 
inflation; whole social classes, whole nations had been expropriated. 
Stabilization of currencies became the focal point in the political 
thought of peoples and governments; the restoration of the gold 
standard became the supreme aim of all organized effort in the 
economic field. The repayment of foreign loans and the return to 
stable currencies were recognized as the touchstones of rationality in 
politics; and no private suffering, no infringement of sovereignty, was 
deemed too great a sacrifice for the recovery of monetary integrity. 
The privations of the unemployed made jobless by deflation; the 
destitution of public servants dismissed without a pittance; even the 
relinquishment of national rights and the loss of constitutional 
liberties were judged a fair price to pay for the fulfillment of the 
requirement of sound budgets and sound currencies.

Karl Polanyi



  

The 1930s lived to see the absolutes of the 1920s called in question. 
After several years during which currencies were practically restored 
and budgets balanced, the two most powerful countries, Great 
Britain and the United States, found themselves in difficulties, 
dismissed the gold standard, and started out on the management of 
their currencies. International debts were repudiated wholesale and 
the tenets of economic liberalism were disregarded by the wealthiest 
and most respectable. By the middle of the thirties France and some 
other states still adhering to gold were actually forced off the 
standard by the Treasuries of Great Britain and the United States, 
formerly jealous guardians of the liberal creed.

Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation



  

Great Plains
Dust Bowl

ecological catastrophe of capitalist agriculture

-Drought followed by major storms in 1934 and 1936
-2.5 million Americans displaced by 1940
-Drought Relief and Soil Conservation services established
-220 million trees planted by 1942



  Farmer walking in dust storm 
Cimarron County, Oklahoma
Arthur Rothstein, 1936 (FSA)



  



  



  

Sit-Down Strikes
GM Plants in Flint, Michigan

Dec. 30, 1936 – Feb. 11, 1937



  

Charles Scheeler Stamping Press



  



  

“We feel it proper to recall to you 
the assurance you have many 
times given to the public that you 
would not permit force or violence 
to be used in ousting us from the 
plants. Unarmed as we are, the 
introduction of militia, sheriff or 
police with murderous weapons, 
will mean a blood bath of 
unarmed workers. The police of 
Flint belong to General Motors. 
The sheriff of Genesee County 
belongs to General Motors, and 
the judges of Genesee County 
belong to General Motors.... It 
remains to be seen whether or not 
the governor of this state also 
belongs to General Motors.”



  

“We have decided to stay in the 
plants. We have no illusions what 
sacrifices this decision will entail. 
We fully expect that if violent 
efforts are used to put us out, 
many of us will be killed. We take 
this method to make it known to 
our wives, our children, and to the 
people of the state and country, 
that if this result follows from the 
attempts to eject us, you are the 
one who must be held responsible 
for our death.”

Telegram to Michigan governor
Feb. 3, 1936



  



  



  

Radical sociologist Thorstein Veblen in 1920:
A theory of industrial work as productive cooperation 
and business enterprise as profit-seeking “sabotage.”



  



  



  



  



  



  

We technocrats do not run candidates. We believe in organizing the 
intelligent people along functional lines.... We are not democratic in 
our methods.... We are looking for those who can take orders or give 
orders, or both. We are looking for functionally competent people in 
all lines, people who can contribute effectively toward a continuation 
of the orderly operation of our equipment, when the present price 
system comes to the end of the road. This is our country, isn't it? 
Well, let's organize it.

– Howard C. Scott of Technocracy, Inc.
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