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The visual image, “Office in a Small City,” was created in 1953. The two works, “Night Shift in a 

Pickle Factory” and “Factory Work,” were written in 1981 and 1987, respectively. The Billy Bee 

assembly line is in current use in their production facility. Though the time frame for these four texts 

spans half a century, the relevant trends and issues recur in multiple decades. 

During WWII, U.S. income, wealth, and industrial production had all doubled or more than 

doubled (WBA 545). The economy was strong; America was a global leader. With the passing of the Taft-

Hartley Act in 1947, the labor movement held less power than in previous years.  

In the 1950s, the Cold War was a harsh reality. The country was concerned with the threat of 

Communism and big business used it as a convenient explanation for labor conflicts. Paranoia ran 

rampant through many sectors of society—even the movies featured alien invaders and nuclear 

catastrophes.  

The 60s were a time of social upheaval. The Civil Rights Movement, the assassination of JFK and 

the Vietnam War marked the decade. The United States enjoyed an unprecedented era of sustained 

economic growth that continued until the early 70s. 

The 70s marked the beginning of the computer revolution, the end of America’s involvement 

with Vietnam, and Watergate. It was also a time of economic downturn and growing insecurity within the 

working world. Inflation soared and unemployment levels rose. 

The 80s brought the Gulf War. Towards the end of the decade, the economy plummeted: in 1987, 

Black Monday affected investors worldwide. During the 1980s and into the early 1990s, American 

business generated some 30 million new jobs, but most of them were in the service sector. 

 In the 1990s, the job market continued its shift from manufacturing to services and the economy 

seemed stable. Low unemployment reduced the number of people living in poverty, but most service jobs 

paid less than those in manufacturing (720). Towards the end of the twentieth century things appeared 

good, but companies operated in ways very different from what worked in the prosperous 50s.  
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“Office in a Small City” reflects the positive economic times of the mid-50s. Thirty years later, 

when businesses struggled to retain profits, they often cut corners at the expense of the workers. The two 

written texts illustrate this. The pickle factory hires temporary workers and pays them an amount barely 

above minimum wage; the company in “Factory Work” uses layoffs to cut expenses. History shows these 

reactions as the norm: Business and Industry were in the midst of a downsizing trend from 1985-89. 

Many companies were hurt by an increase in foreign competition and used cutbacks as a method of 

saving money. They also began to outsource manufacturing work to lower-wage countries.  

In the 90s, American businesses competed successfully at home and abroad. Productivity growth 

rebounded, profits leaped upward and the stock market soared. By the late 1990s, unemployment and 

inflation had fallen to levels not seen in three decades (749). Firms benefited from adopting advanced 

technological techniques, like the assembly line at Billy Bee Honey, which packages its product more 

efficiently (and with less manpower) than was possible in prior years. 

The treatment of blue-collar workers changed with time. The manager in “Office” doesn’t see the 

people below him. His attitude is representative of corporate executives in the post-WWII years. Their 

experience as wartime administrators, and their service in government after the war, had enhanced their 

sense of entitlement and self-confidence. Business leaders rejected the idea of democratic power-sharing 

in shops and offices. “In industry as in government or anywhere else, there are two classes of people,” 

argued one businessman. “There are those who decide and those who carry out.” (555) With weak unions, 

the executives were in control. The factory system amplified this effect—it allowed for the deskilling of 

labor, which increased both efficiency in production and the power of the employer.  

 One-third of the strikes in the 1950s were wildcat stoppages that arose when workers balked at 

speedups or contested efforts to erode their workplace rights (578). After 1950, most company-wide 

strikes were aimed at adjusting the wage and benefit package, not at changing the distribution of power in 

the workplace. In the 60s, the shift began. Workers sought respect, equality and a sense of workplace 

citizenship from their employers (667).  

In the 1980s, strikes practically ceased, even when management showed their lack of concern for 
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the workforce. As “Night Shift” and “Factory Work” reveal, good jobs were scarce. As economic 

adversity swept the nation, plant closings and layoffs were widespread. The concept of job security 

started its move towards extinction. 

In the post-war years, white-collar workers enjoyed job stability in return for their loyalty to 

corporate employers. While large firms routinely matched the hiring and layoff of blue-collar workers 

with the ebb and flow of their sales, white-collar workers had come to expect uninterrupted employment. 

In the 70s and 80s, reorganization of companies often affected these workers, many for the first time in 

their careers (713). Blue-collar workers were already familiar with the trend. The late 70s were marked by 

wage cutbacks and concessions in a rapidly down-sliding economy. The secondary labor market had 

always been characterized by high turnover and low wages. 

 Neither character in the written texts had a secure job. Turner’s worked in a cannery and knew 

from the beginning his job was temporary; he had already lost a mill job due to layoff/shutdown/foreign 

relocation. The character in “Factory Work” is faced with an uncertain fate. She survived a round of 

layoffs, but if the poem reflects the history of the mid-80s, her future is unclear. Historically, wages, 

productivity and output dropped sharply in the 80s. Recessions became more severe and more frequent, 

while unemployment rose to double the average level of the immediate postwar years (683). 

It wasn’t until the mid-90s that industry and the economy recovered. Low levels of 

unemployment raised wages, emboldened workers, and brightened chances for a union revival. By the 

end of the decade the official joblessness rate stood at about 4 percent, the lowest level in three decades 

(773). 

The workers on the Billy Bee assembly line are lucky. With near full employment in the 90s, 

companies sought out workers and did what they could to make them stay. Workers had not only greater 

job security than in the past two decades, they also had a better work environment. 

The manager in “Office” is unaware of the environment in which his employees labor. Workplace 

safety wasn’t a top issue for workers or unions until the early 70s (659). A legacy of the “rights 

consciousness” of the 1960s, safety and health became inflammatory issues then (687). In 1974, the 
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Health and Safety Commission was set up to protect people in industry from employment hazards. It was 

designed to oversee provision of safeguards from accidents for both employees and the general public. 

Overall, I’m not sure how successful the efforts first were. In the texts from the 80s, the 

companies are not concerned with worker safety; that could be a result of the poor economic climate. The 

modern assembly line is clean and safe looking, a reflection of more prosperous times. Billy Bee Honey is 

in a better financial position than either Eastland or the Brogan Pickle Company, and most likely pays 

better attention to the welfare of its employees. In the 1980s, unions were weak and management was 

concerned with retaining profits; there was no one to fight for the workers. With today’s focus on 

ergonomics and proper work conditions, health and safety concerns are monitored more closely than 

twenty years ago. 

Wages and benefits changed too. The man in “Office” did fine; the 1950s saw an increase in the 

standard of living. Income rose dramatically from 1950-1999, but overall earnings decreased. Though 

industry offered both high wages and high employment, structural changes in the economy doomed 

millions of Americans to the secondary labor market, characterized by high turnover and low pay (625).  

From the early 70s to the early 90s, real wages stagnated (684). Corporations sought to solve their 

economic woes largely by driving down their costs: by cutting wages, reducing taxes, and attempting to 

end the governmental regulations they found most burdensome. Earnings in manufacturing were about 

one-half of what they had been in the previous two decades (688). Many unionized industries faced 

concession contracts, wage rollbacks and layoffs. Work was available, but like Turner’s character 

discovered in “Night Shift,” rarely at the same high levels of pay or with the same pension and health care 

benefits (695).  

In the 1980s, employers slashed wages in industries facing foreign competition as well as in 

profitable industries whose competition was domestic (725). Income increased only because people 

worked longer hours. There was also a dramatic rise in health care costs, spurring a decline in real income. 

The stagnation in the American standard of living reflected the increasingly successful effort waged by 

corporations and the government to make American workers pay for the return of U.S. business to a more 
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profitable and competitive status (734). 

Throughout the decade, unions sought to defend the status quo: to save jobs and maintain existing 

wage levels and health benefits in the face of the concessions demanded by employers (727). The costs of 

the givebacks, emphasized in both “Night Shift” and “Factory Work,” were not just monetary. As written 

in WBA: 

The reconfiguration of the American economy brought real social and psychological 

costs, which were borne not only by the unemployed and the Rustbelt factory workers but 

also by millions of suburban families and college-educated “knowledge workers” who 

might otherwise seem the beneficiaries of the new economy. Real family income 

continued to drop. Health care expenses rose twice as fast as the overall consumer price 

index. In response, insurance companies and corporations restricted coverage and 

demanded co-payments. By 1992, more than 37 million Americans were uninsured. (756) 

By the 1990s, it seemed middle management and labor were on equal footing; only government and the 

largest of the corporations held any real power. 

The oldest text and the most recent one serve as the frames for a shift of power from management 

to labor to government. Though in the beginning the workers willingly allowed management to have 

power over them, as time progressed, things changed. Management didn’t intentionally relinquish their 

hold: the changes in the economy and the industry’s reactions to them moved executives into the same 

boat as the workers. 

In today’s workplace, this is both good and bad. There is more concern for the health, safety and 

welfare of all workers, but there is no such thing as job security, regardless of position within the 

company. Though there is little evidence of this shift in the selected texts, I believe analyzing additional 

pieces from the present era would continue the ongoing story. 


