UNEMPLOYMENT AND ECONOMIC
CRISIS: COULD A JOBS MOVEMENT
ARISE FROM POVERTY OF POLICY ?*
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By Craig Reinarman

From the sermons of Jonathan Edwards in colonial Boston to
those of Ronald Reagan, work has been the central theme in Ameri-
can political discourse. As a society we have always been known for
and prided ourselves upon our industriousness and productivity. Yet
for nearly a century it has been clear that involuntary and structural
unemployment is an endemic feature of our economy. and not an
aberration born of momentary disequilibrium. While every president
since at least Roosevelt has proclaimed full employment. a job for all
who want one. to be the goul of his economic policy. the US. histori-
cally has Jagged behind most other industrial democracies in this
regard.’

This essuy is an atltempt to better understand this paradox. In
the first section 1 argue that the right to a job has become part of the
American social charter. A short, critical historv of employment poli-
cies is outlined in the second section in order to suggest some of the
reasons why this ideal has not been realized. In the final section |
explore the current economic crisis in an attempt to identify those of
its features which could engender a political movement toward full
employment and those features which militate against such a move-
ment.

Everyday Life and Legitimacy in the New Moral Economy

E. P. Thompson develops the notion of moral economy 1o inter-
pret the implicit politics of 18th century English bread riots and crowd
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behavior. He defines it as the “*popular consensus' as to legitimate
and illegitimate market practices which was *‘grounded upon a con-
sistent traditional view of social norms and obligations, of the proper
cconomic functions of several partics within the community...” This
moral economy *“‘supposed definite, and passionately held, notions of
the common weal...(which) impinged very generally
upon...government and thought.™?

Piven and Cloward cmploy this concept to understand the tra-
jectory of political-cconomic change in American history. Until the
20th century, the U.S. was a laissez-faire moral cconomy within which
economic relations were seen as ““natural’ and not subject 1o political
or state intervention. Within the terms of the laissez -faire moral econ-
omy, newly won political rights had no bearing upon economic rights
and subsistence. Livelihood was a matter for the individual to work
oul in the market. However, in thc 20th century those democratic
political rights were increasingly used by working pcople to demand
state reforms and interventions in the market 1o beller ensure sub-
sistence. Thus, there has been a transformation from laissez- -faire 1o a
new moral economy in which the state has come to have a growing
responsibility to make individual livelihoods possible.’

This trend has been especially clear since the New Deal.
According o Flacks, the basic principle uponiwhich system legitimacy
has come to rest (particularly with the rapid growth of suburbanization
and mass consumption since World War 1) is the maintenance of
everyday life. Like the new moral economy, he argues, the implicit
“*cultural charter™ holds that the state must cbordinalc and/or supple-
ment market mechanisms such that the greal mass of individuals
retain the capacity for making a private, cveryday life. One conse-
quence of the growth of this charter has been what O’Connor calls the
development of a “‘Keynesian proletariat,” ie .» a4 working class that
expects to be able to live the American Dream, 10 have continuous
and significant purchasing power. That is, livelihoods or subsistence
rights guaranteed directly or indirectly by state coordination or supple-
mentation of the marketl have become cxpccled rights.*

Survey and opinion poll evidence suggests that the right to
work, to have a job, has become part of the new moral economy or
America's cultural charter. Even in rcw.cnl'yurs when complaints
about interference in the markel have multiplied and the number of
people identifying themselves as conservative has increased, majorities
of national samples have supported the |ded that the government
should see to it that all who want jobs have them.S The public makes
a sharp distinction between welfare, which they have long stigmatized
as “‘the dole,” and government employment programs which guaran-
tee work opportunities.

:
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Yet, at the midpoint of the Reagan administration’s first term.
rates of unemployment have reached their highest levels since the end
of the 1930’s. While there certainly have been protests, they have
been neither massive nor frequent enough 1o be called & movement
Moreover, Congressional proposals for jobs and lraining programs
have been decidedly meek relative to the size of the unemployment
problem, and in any event have not drawn upon the principles ol full
employment or guaranteed jobs. Given the trajectory towurd greater
economic rights and the broadening of the cultural charter to incor-
porate the expectation of employment, the absence of cither o
national policy of full employment or a concerted social movement {or
one is puzziing. The following section provides a brief, critical sketch
of the major employment and training programs since the New Deal
in an effort 1o describe the features of public policy making which
have inhibited full employment in the U.S.

Policy Failure as an Ongoing Social Accomplishment

_Throughout the 19th and into the early 20th century while the
laissez-faire moral economy was dominant, the struggles of working
people. for livelihoods und economic security took pluce primurily in
the market sphere at the level of the workplace,® However, at the turn
of the. cenlury. the nascent labor movement led a drive for a cubinet-
level agency to represent the intercsts of workers. This cfTort was
resolutely resisted by business and conservative interests. When the
growth of the industrial working class and recurrent economic prob-
lems made it clear that labor would somehow have to be accommo-
dated, business opposition shifted toward altempts to control the
definition and means of administration of such an agency.” They suc-
cecded in climinating labor advocacy from the new agency’s proposed
charter and replacing it with the tasks of promoling class hurmony and
finding markets for surplus production. Thus, in 1903 a compromise
resulted in the creation of the Department of Commerce and Labor
which gave labor its first token voice in national government, albeit
one defined as non-political and given meager fiscal resources. | notc
this development here simply to show how recently the interests of
workers were given formal public expression, and to suggest that the
process whereby their demands were circumscribed and their policy
influcnce shaped by business has been the feinnorif of federal employ-
ment policy.

Of course this pattern of. policy conflict varied according to
economic and political circumstances. Two years after the 1929 stock
market - crash, unemployment reached 25 percent, and millions more
were marginally employed in low-wage, part-lime jobs. Yect the
Hoover administration continued to deny that a crisis existed and to -
insist that traditional, local relief practices were adequate without
federal programs. In 1932 the National Association of Manutacturers
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and the Chamber of Commerce continued to lobby against unemploy-
ment compensation and lederal reliel programs on the grounds that
such programs would erode the work ethic and make low-wage work-
crs oo choosy *

Federal rcliel programs were enacted after the 1932 electoral
realignment put Roosevelt and the Democratls in power. Under the
auspices of the National Industrial Recovery Act, Roosevell and
Congress responded to the pleas of local officials facing mass disorder,
and cnacted the Federal Emergency Rehief Program in carly 193]
Later that year under the Public Works Administration a more mas-
sive Civil Works Program was enacted which quickly spent a billion
dollars on community projects. [t eventually employed four million
workers on a short-term basis at prevailing wage rates. The stipulation
ol prevailing wages. however, aroused the opposition of business
groups and congressional conservatives who argued that it would
make work reliel more expensive than direct relief, and that
dangerous precedents would be set if workers were ullowed to hold
out for higher wages than the private sector was offering. Business
had an important, although temporary, ally in the American Federa-
tion of Labor who also opposed prevailing wage provisions on the
grounds that the skilled trades it represented would be hurt.
Roosevelt bowed 1o this pressure in 1934 and aliowed the Public
Works Administration o die.?

The persistence of extraordinary levels of unemployment and
poverly, along with the mass prolests this engendered in many major
cities, led to a greater Democratic victory in the 1934 congressional
elections. With this enhanced majority Roosevelt set up the Works
Progress Administration in 1935 which paid workers directly for public
construction projects. Over the next five years the WPA spent $10
billion for over three million jobs, the largest public employment pro-
gram before or since.'” Even with the unusual gains of the Democrats
in 1934 and the persistence of economic crisis and massive unemploy-
ment, pressure from business interests kept WPA wages and/or hours
below those prevailing in the private sector in each region. And,
Roosevelt reduced the size of the WPA soon after it began. By 1939
Congress had limited WPA jobs to 18 months so as to ensure that
they remained temporary options, despite the fact that only one in
eight WPA workers were able to find private sector jobs after their
WPA jobs ended.!

Even though the WPA was successful_in providing millions of
jobs 1o those unable to find work in the market, it must be remem-
bered thal at its peak, the WPA employed only 31 percent of the total
officially jobless, and never established the legitimacy of public sector
job creation despite its legacy of hundreds of socially valuable public
buildings and infrastructural improvements.'2 The dominant business
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ideology which held public employment as a temporary emergency
measure at best, and an illegitimate boondoggle which should not be
allowed to offer prevailing wages at worst, continued to constrain
cmployment policies and programs throughout the New Deal 't Nor
should it be inferred that Roosevelt ever strayed from the capitalist
camp far enough to seriously embrace the ideal of [ull employment
His policies were most often designed and administered by industry
lcaders, and their express purpose was the restoration of capnalism
As President Roosevelt himself said to the 1936 Democratic state con-
vention in New York: »

The true conservative sceks Lo protect this system of private pro-

perty and [ree cnterprise by correcting such injustices and inequi-

tics as arise from it. The most scrious threal (o our institutions

comes [rom those who refuse to face the need for chunge

Liberalism becomes the protection for the far-sighied conservi-

tive 14

Contrary to liberal folklore, the New Deal, for all its unpre-
cedented employment policies, failed to reduce unemployment to even
pre-Depression levels. The mobilization for World War 11 produced
the only period of full employment in U.S. history. However, the
New Deal did establish for the first time state intervention in the labor
market 1o lower unemploymentl as an incipient part of the culiural
charter. This was important in popular experience because the con-
trast between the devastation of the Depression and the full employ-
ment during the war set precedents that were difficult to remove in
the post-war period. FDR’s National Resources Planning Board
issued a report on post-war economic conversion in 1944 which urged
that a new bill of rights be established, especially the right 1o a job at
good wages.

While business opposition managed to convince Congress to
disband the NRPB, the Murray-Wagner Full Employment Bill was
proposed in 1945 to set up the policy framework and budget to
guarantee full-time jobs at good wages to all Americans. There was
strong popular support for post-war -full employment, and even
Republican Presidential candidate Dewey supported the idea. How-
ever, some fractions of capital from competitive sector industrics
worked ‘quietly with Republicans and Southern Democrats to kil the
bill on the grounds that it entailed government planning and would
drain profits in favor of wages. (This is perhaps ironic, given business
prosperity -under wartime planning.) As President Truman's Secrctary
of Labor remarked about the defeat of the bill, **There are those who
believe.that it is economically desirable to have a large pool of the
unemployed upon which to draw.”?

The next attempt came in the form of the Employment Act o’
1946. As passed in the Senate, this bill made employment a state-
guaranteed right. But, in the final version of the bill, the word “full™
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was deliberately omitted from the title in favor of the word **max-
imum” which was never defined. More important, after conservatives
finished revising the measure it pledged the government only to ‘‘use
all practicable means consistent with other essential considerations of
national policy...in a manner calculated to promote free compelitive
enterprise.’''® The bill had been reduced so far toward a purely sym-
bolic measure that Republican Senator Taft could assure his conserva-
tive colleagucs thal they could safely support it because *‘there is no
full employment bill anymore.”"'’ Such conservalive pressure is espe-
cially noteworthy in that, as many business leaders had long recog-
nized, full employment would be a boon to consumer demand. How-
ever, other business interests continued to!maintain that full employ-
ment would give workers too much power in wage negotiations and
therefore result in inflation.

Inflation did eclipse unemployment as a problem in the post-war
era, As political power shifted to the Right, the federal commitment
to even ‘‘maximum employment’” was eroded. After attempts to
avoid any mention of a specific figure in economic policy statements,
the estimate of what constituted ‘‘normal” levels of unemployment
was raised to four percent. In a remarkably frank admission, the edi-
tors of Business Week spelled out the trade-off they felt business pre-
ferred in 1952: “*There's no assurance against inflation like a pool of
genuine unemployment.”” Similarly, the Commitiee for Economic
Development, a private policy group dominated by liberal business
leaders, urged the same kind of trade off in 1958, arguing that
“‘extremely low unemployment,” such as two percent of the labor
force, would lead to the *‘breakdown of price stability.”*'® While their
assumption that inflation was caused by rising wage demands was
simplistic, given the growing capital-intensiveness of post-war indus-
try, it was in keeping with the economic thinking of the Eisenhower
administration. Thus the target levels of ‘‘acceptable’ or ‘‘normal”
unemployment grew higher and less specific, while federal commil-
ment to full employment waned.

The relatively clear lines of class conflict that had marked policy
debates during the Depression gradually gave way to what Wolfe calls
“growth politics.”"® Given the unprecedented economic power the
U.S. gained after the war, a Keynesian consensus developed in which
growth became the centerpiece of economic policy.? As a conse-
quence, such ends of policy as full employment were lost in the
debate over the best technical means to achieve an end that would
usher in a permanent (it was widely and naively believed) American
prosperity.
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From Kennedy’s Camelot to the Reagan Reformation

Between 1962 and 1979 Department of Labor programs for
employment and training mushroomed. Annual appropriations in this
area grew from roughly $80 million in 1963 to roughly $11 biilion in
1979—an increase of 130 fold totaling $64 billion for the 17 yew
period.?! From a distance, these figures alone might imply an admis-
sion on the part of the state: that the market, ieft to its own devices.
could not provide sufficient job opportunities. Such an admission,
however, has yet to come from the mouth of a U.S. president.

The Manpower Development and - Training Act of 1962
(MDTA) was the first major employment program of the Kennedy
administration. With unemployment at 7 percent in 1961 (then con-
sidered very high), the President who had promised to ‘‘get America
moving again’’ designed MDTA for workers displaced by automation
and business relocation or capital flight. However, when the upturn in
the business cycle came, most dislocated skilled workers were back at
their old jobs, while a segment of low-education, low-gkilled, **hard (n
employ’ workers had been discovered.? Under pressure from a
growing and increasingly militant Civil Rights Movement, the liberal
administration and majority in Congress also passed two programs.
based on New Deal concepts and aimed at poor, inner-city youth, the
Job Corps and the Neighborhood Youth Corps.

One feature of MDTA with particular ideological as well as pol-
icy significance was its embracing of what came to be known as
“human capital theory.”” The implicit assumption in MDTA and most,
of its successors was that the disadvantaged worker required training.
While this was certainly true, and I do not wish to suggest that train-
ing is unimportant, it is critical to recognize the correlative assump-
tion, smuggled into policy, that the market itself could provide ade-
quate job opportunities if there were workers sufficiently trained for
them. Thus, the program was predicated upon a subtle form of victim
blaming which takes attention off the structure of opportunities,
Under this assumption, MDTA paid to make workers more produc-
tive, thereby reducing the costs to business of a trained labor force.?
Moreover, since the program’s impact on the labor market and .wage
rates was slight, business opposition was also slight.

By 1964 the persistence of mass protests for civil rights had
helped drive home the point that MDTA and other programs were not
reaching large segments of the poor, particularly blacks. The
Economic Opportunities Act of 1964 targeted more of its training slots
to these groups, but despite some improvements in this regard, most
of the workers receiving On-The-Job Training under MDTA were
white, male, high school graduates, while only 3 percent were welfare
recipients.? Since business retained control over the creation of OJT
slots while being subsidized by the state, they tended to choose -
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workers they wanted. According to 3 General Accounting Office
report, the resuit was that:

On the Job Training contracts had served primarily to reimburse
employers for OJT which they would have conducted even
without the government’s financial assistance. These contracts
were awarded even though the intent of the program was to
induce new or additional training efforts beyond those usually
carried out.®

After three summers of ghello revolts and persistent unemploy-
ment, President Johnson announced with some fanfare in 1968 the
Job Opportunities in the Business Sector (JOBS) program. It was to be
run by the National Alliance of Businessmen and designed to spur the
creation of jobs for the hard-core unemployed by again subsidizing
business training costs. Beyond the advantages of control and wage
and training subsidies, JOBS avoided the specter of public sector job
creation, required no quota of privale sector job creation, avoided
questions about the structural sources of unemployment, and offered
favorable publicity in an era increasingly critical of business. Thus,
JOBS passed Congressional muster while a varlely of public sector job
creation bills died on the vine.?

After providing some 165,000 jobs ;n its first few months,
future job pledges by the private sector did not materialize. The
government was able to spend only a fraction of the funds allocated
for JOBS—a fact which confronted Congress with further evidence
that even with $3000 wage and training subsidies per worker the
market could not be spurred o create enough opportunities. In addi-
lion, evaluation studies demonstrated the existence of questionable
contracts with runaway shops, inadequate training, and the use of
JOBS slots for workers who would have been hired without subsi-
dies.® .

By the early 1970°s it was clear thal whatever benefits had been
received by the workers in OJT, JOBS, and similar programs, they
were inadequate in obtaining their professed goal of reducing overall
unemployment. In fairness, | must note that as post-war growth
tapered 1o a trickle and inflation stimulated by military spending for
Vietnam increased, overall macroeconomic policy was probably harder
on uncmployment that any specific program failures. However, in the
wake of such evidence of failure and with a growing demand on public
services, support for public sector employment programs grew.

Whereas in 1970 President Nixon could veto a Democralic-
labor-backed public sector job creation program, saying in the process
that he would not bring back the leaf-raking jobs of the New Deal,
less than a year later he faced an override unless he signed a bili con-
taining direct job creation. The Emergency. Employment Act of 1971
was signed, authorizing over $2 billion for direct public job creation.
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However, Nixon’s anti-inflation strategy soon targeted the act for cul-
backs, on the grounds (ironically enough) that the record of mun-
power programs showed that they had minimal impact on the unem-
ployment rate. e was joined by business groups in this attack, bul
they faced resistance from labor and community groups as well as o
Democratic Congress. As general economic conditions gradually wor-
sened and the Watergate scandal devoured more and more of Nixon's
political capital, a compromise was reached on a bill that offercd somc-
thing for everyone.??

The Comprehensive Employment and Training Act of 1973
(CETA), unlike most of its predecessors, contained twe (of its six!
titles for public service employment (PSE). These PSE titles took un
increasing share of the total CETA appropriation: from 25 percent to
50 percent belween 1974 and 1976, and up to 60 percent belween
1977 and 1978. Title VI, for example, provided 300,000 PSE jobs for
those unemployed due to recession. However, by the time CETA was
to be reauthorized in the summer of 1979, business and conservative
power had grown in the wake of the failures of Carter’s economic pol-
icies. Using criticisms of CETA for misappropriation of funds at the
local level, substitution of PSE workers for regular civil service work-
ers, and failure to fully target the hard-core unemployed. business
lobbyists and Congressional conservatives succeeded in re-shaping
CETA into a program more in harmony with the growing fiscal crises
and the birth of tax revolts.’® But it is noteworthy that the point ot
opposition was not to scrap CETA, but 10 increase the share of CETA
funds allocated to private sector wage and training subsidies relative to
the share allocated for PSE programs. (For example, during the
Congressional debates on CETA’s reauthorization, the National Asso-
ciation of Manufacturers sent a letter to all members of Congress
which argued that ‘‘The private sector supporl represents the best
hope for addressing the structural problem that CETA wus originallv
set up to solve.””)’' Given the history of privale secltor approachcs
throughout the 1960’s, this recurring argument depends upon u sclec-
tive amnesia with regard to employment policy.

After lengthy, often heated, debates about CETA wagces being
*‘too high'' and public sector jobs being ‘‘dead end.,”” CETA was
reconstituted and reauthorized in the fall of 1979. PSE utles were
reduced and a Private Sector . Initiatives Program added which
increased the administrative control of local business groups at the
local prime sponsor level and substantially increased the proportion of
funds allocated lor private seclor wage and training subsidies. By late
1980, CETA was dominated by Private Industry Councils which had. -
according to a Nalional Alliance of Businessmen Newsletter, “‘given
us really complete control. This is the ultimate in privale sectos
involvement.” The new CETA did more rigidly target the long-icim
unemployed. but this was accomplished by reducing PSE programs in
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favor of private sector subsidies, and by lowering the maximum wage
ranges so CETA jobs would not be more attractive than those in low-
wage industries. The changes failed to address what many local CETA
stafl considered the central problem with the old CETA, the low rates
of retention of CETA workers in their private sector jobs after the
subsidies expired (i.e., there had been meager nel job creation as
specificd in the manifest goals of CETA).Y

In ita fient two yewurs, the Reagun sdministration hay climinated
most ol CETA’s funding, particularly the PSE titles, and incorporated
much of what remained into block grants. It has recently added a tax
incentlives program to spur privalc sector hiring of hard-to-cmploy
groups. At this writing, with official unemployment estimated at 10.1
percent (March, 1983), there is a growing gap: the number of unem-
ployed is at a post-war high, whilc the federal funds for employment
and training are at their lowest levels in a decade. I will return to the
most recent jobs legislation after completing this historical review.

As introduced in 1976, the Humphrey-Hawkins Full Employ-
ment bill would have implemented the (Full) Employment Act of
1946 by a state guarantee of jobs to all willing and able. But business
and conservalive opposition was constant and intense. Despite impas-
sioned testimony from urban mayors who were under direct pressure
from rising joblessness, and from civil rights groups and labor leaders
who have traditionally led the coalition for full employment, not cven
the Democratic administration supported the measure as wrilten
(although candidate Carter did endorse it). As Alan Wolfe notes:

Carter was unable to resist the political appeal of the Humphrey-
Hawkins bill among his constitucats, and he reluctantly cndorsed
it. But he then devoted the full powers of his office to cnsure
that the bili would not contain any language that would result in @
single new worker being guaranteced 4 job... The result was an
escalation of impotence. In 1946, business opposcd u genune
commitment to full employment on the grounds that it would
exacerbate inflation; in [1978], conservalives argued thal even i
symbolic commitment to {ull employment would be inflationary.
With even ils rhetoric considercd dangerous, Humphrey-Hawkins
was gutied beyond recognition and then passed, one of the great
non-cvents of the Carter administration.>?

The Full Employment and Balanced Growth Act of 1978 gave greater
attention to inflation than its predecessor :thirty years earlier. The
operative word was ‘‘balanced,” i.c., lower unemployment if you can,
but don't fuel inflation in the process. The act set up a policy frame-
work which, while at least making the redugtion of unemployment a
national goal, had no new programs by which this might be done. The
fact that even staunch conservatives could vote for the revised bill
suggests that little has changed since 1946 with respect to the struc-
tural political constraints which have historically inhibited concerted
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state efforts to reduce unemployment.”

The inadequacies of human capitai-based wage and training sub-
sidy programs in the privale sector did for a time lead 1o an cxpansion
of direct job creation through PSE programs. But despite huge outlays
for employment and training in both sectors, the ratio of CETA slots
al their peak to potential clicnts was usually one 1o twenty. 't Thus,
having made only a small dent in the overall level of unemployment
the cumulative impact of the end of post-war growth {and the collapse
of the growth coalition), the OPEC-induced recession, worsening fiscal
crises at all levels of government, and the emergence of tax revalts,
was ta render even a Democratic president and a Democratic
Congress impotent before a post-Watergate, renascent Right. The
growth of direct job creation between 1973 and 1978 now appears 10
be @ minor aberration in the broader pattern of employment pulicy
history. As the fates of the new CETA and the Humphrey-Hawkins
bill suggest, the political-economic boundaries within which employ-
ment policy-making takes place tend to subsume solutions to \he
unemployment problem under the overall logic of capital accumuly-
tion.’¢

Although Reagan came Lo power in a legislative climate increas-
ingly suited (o a conservative agenda, his macroeconomic sirategy has
rather unabashedly raised unemployment to its highest levels in three
decades. In the first ten months of his administration, the pereentage
of national opinion poll samples naming unemployment as the
country’s number one problem doubled, and less than a year later
more than doubled again. Unemployment is now named as the top
problem over all others by more than two to one.’ In August of 1952
Reagan ‘‘strongly opposed’ the extension of unemployment benelits
on the grounds that it was too costly and “not the proper vehicle for
dealing with poverty.” But the growing pressure even from Republi-
cans forced him to relent a week later.® In late September 1982 the
administration dismissed a Democratic public works bill as providing
only ‘‘make work,” proposing instead a training bill which House
Speaker O’Neill claimed would *‘not create a single job.”" " Reagan’s
Job Training Partnership Act easily passed in Congress, ironically with
the National Alliance of Businessmen helping to twist the President’s
arm toward some action on unemployment. Reagan apparently came
to see several advantages in this lesser-of-evils program: It would give
a sorely needed sign that he was not deaf to the suffering of the job-
less; it would retain the human capital logic and local private sector
control of a now skeletal CETA; and no public jobs would bhe
created.*

In November 1982 Reagan said to a Chamber of
Commerce/National Alliance of Businessmen conference, “Our
administration’s most urgent priority is to see that we have enough
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jobs for all the people who want to work....This time you, the private
sector employers of America, will lead, not the federal govern-
ment.”"*! In keeping with such remarks, a week later the administra-
lion proposed greater use of Carter's Targeted Jobs Tax Credit Pro-
gram which indirectly subsidizes businesses for $3.000 worth of first
year, and $1,500 of second year wage costs for jobless young people.
But despite the administration’s exhortations to his business consti-
tuency, this program has been o disappoiniment, yielding only 400,000
job slots in liscal year 1980-K1 und less thun half that in the first nine
months of 'Y 1981-82. There is no guarantce that these jobs will last
beyond the tax credit period.*?

In mid-December the Democrats put forward a $5.4 billion pub-
lic works bill to create 300,000 jobs. This was soon attached to the
Continuing Budget Resolution nceded to keep the government func-
tioning in the hopes that the President could ill afford, just before
Christmas with unemployment still climbing to post-war highs, to
oppose it. House Majority Leader Jim Wright (D-Tex.) said, ' can’t
believe that the President, who just got $231 billion for defense, will
strain at a3 gnat while swallowing that camel.”” But strain he did.
Reagan said, *‘I don't give a damn if it’s Friday night and it shuts the
whole government down, I will not sign a conlinuing resolution with a
jobs bilt in it.”** The bill died, but in the process it became clear that
Republican backing for the administration position was weakening.
They wanted an alternative bill from Reagan so as not to cede the
issue of unemployment to the Democrats who were gaining much pol-
itical capital with the President’s repeated scoffs at “*make work’’ pub-
lic jobs and periodic advice to the jobless about the *‘want ads’ and
*‘voting with their feet.”’*

Two months later the administration proposed a compromise
bill of $4.3 billion which relied heavily upon budget transfers in lieu of
new spending, thus leaving the labor markel sacrosanct, putling pres-
sure on House Democrals o pass it or look bad, and relieving the
pressure for & more substantial jobs bill. This low-cost option suc-
ceeded insofar as passing the House with only $600 million added to
it. In short, the Reagan administration had to yield to pressure for job
creation, but managed to do so in a way that involved minimal fscal
costs and maximum political advantage.** At this writing such pres-
sure appears to be building. On April 8, 1983, six former Labor
Secretaries, three Republican and three Democratic, sent a joint letter
to Reagan urging him to reverse his position and initiate a “‘large
expenditure of public funds™ for public service jobs, training, and
extended unemployment benefits. The former Secretaries cited 11
million unemployed, 6 million underemployed, and at least two mil-
lion who had given up looking for work as evidence of the potential
for social and economic unrest, 4

REINARMAN: UNEMPLOYMENT & ECONOMIC CRISIS 81

The general contours of this policy history are clear. There has
been relatively unified business and conservative opposilion to all
forms of public, non-market employment programs. When economic
crisis or mass protest has rendered this opposition timid, it has taken
the form of attempls to keep public employment temporary and it
wage rates low and non-compelitive so as to preserve the work ethic.
profit rates, and the discipline of the labor market in gencral. In con-
trast, there has becn only selective opposition and important partial
support for employment programs predicated upon dircct or indireci
subsidies 1o business for wage and training costs which do not inter-
fere with labor markets. Business interests have becn substantially
successful at insisting upon the subordination ol employment policies
to those regarding inflation and investment, and on the principle of
non-interference by the state in the market’s structure of opportuni-
tics. It has never been so much a question of how to provide work
for all who want it as a question of the impact of employment policics
on other, more sacred aspects of the market system. None ol the pol-
icy blends we have reviewed above substantially reduced overall rates
of joblessness because economically and ideologically such reductions
exceed the boundaries of capital-iogic.

Thus, despite the centrality of work in American cullure, und
despite the fact that full employment has been an explicit, albeit rhe-
torical objective of macroeconomic policy for half a century, it his
never been achieved in peacetime. Although the growth of a variety
of income maintenance programs, markel regulations, and the wellure
state generally has established & new moral economy some distance
from laissez-faire principles, full employment or the right to work
remains an ideal. In fact, | would argue that it is because guaranteed
jobs would establish a precedent in the cultural charter offensive to
capital-logic, that is, one contravening the necessity of reliance on the
market, that policies capable of moving toward jobs for all who want
them are resisted.

Contradictory Features of the Current Crisls

As the work of Piven and Cloward has demonstrated, some pol-
icies provide more concrete relief and more substantial reforms than
others. When mass protests and civil disorder have been strong, elites
have been forced to articulate and thus legitimate public demands.
and to enact policies in response. But as protests subside or the busi-
ness cycle enters an upturn or regimes change, reform policies are
eroded or abandoned.*’ For our present purposes, the question is -
whether there are new or unique features of the current crisis which
indicate the emergence of potential for a popular movement for full
employment, that is, a constellation of political forces with the capa-
city for overcoming or altering the obstacles to establishing the right
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to work as an operative principle in the American cultural charter.
What follows is a beginning sketch of the major elements of our
present political-economic predicament drawn in the hopes of identify-
ing the presence or absence of this potential.

Beyond the Business Cycle: From Unemployment to Stratification

Professor Martin Feldstein of Harvard, now the head of
Reagan’s Council of Economic Advisors, has argued that overall rates
of unemployment cxaggerale actual unecmployment because the pres-
ence of unemployment insurance alTords workers the chance o search
for better jobs, i.e., lowers the costs to the worker of unemployment,
and because most unemployed workers can find work in their fields
easily.*® Suppose he has a point. How bad is unemployment?

We now have an unemployment rate at a post-war high, but
spending fur unemployment compensation increased more than 300
percent between 1973 and 1975 alonc.¥ However, this proves the
opposile point. In the 1975 recession, 67 percent of the jobless col-
lected some form of unemployment benefits, but now the figure is 44
percent, and those benefitls averaged $89 per week—well under the
official poverty line.®® Moreover, the duration of unemployment has
also grown, as workers laid ofT .in high-wage, unionized, smokestack
industries remain out of work and do not expect to get their former
jobs back even if economic conditions improve. As the Wall Sireet
Journal notes, this recession began only one year after a 1980 slump,
and fewer of the jobless are able to recover comparable jobs. In
Michigan, for example, one of the hardest hit states, the state employ-
ment service now finds 56 percent of its placements in minimum-wage
jobs compared to 22 percent in 1981.5! This means, for example, that
the administration®s argument that a lower minimum wage would
creatle jobs for leenagers and not replace older workers seems spe-
cious.

Nor can the “‘look at the want ads’ theory beur the slightest
scrutiny. While there ure indeed openings advertised in virtually all
urban newspapers, there arc between [ifty to seventy-five times us
many officially unemployed people in the areas served by those news-
papers than Lhere are openings listed.*? And this says nothing of the
quality or pay in such openings. A Fortune magazine study of want
ads in a small Ncw York city newspaper found 70 applicants for every
job paying $3 per hour. Other journalistic accounts from a varicty of
cities over the last four years have shown a growing competition over
the most menial jobs.5? It is not uncommon to find one hundred times
as many applicants as there are jobs: in September 1980, 24,000 lined
up to apply for 75 jobs paying less than $8,000 in Baltimore; in March
1981, 3,000 waited to apply for 100 openings at an Ohio battery plant;
in February 1982, 150,000 applicants in Miami rushed to try for 700
jobs with the Postal Service: in Milwaukee, 20,000 braved the cold to
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apply for 200 factory jobs in November of 1982; another 20,000 tried
for 3,800 temporary openings in Chicago in January 1983, the follow-
ing month 3,000 jobless “‘stampeded’™ a state employment office for
250 openings at a hotel in Kansas City; in March 1983, 5.000 sought
170 temporary jobs in Pittsburgh, and 10,000 applied for 1,000 tem-
porary jobs in Cleveland.%

Such anecdotal evidence suggests that people want to work, that
there is not nearly enough work, and that the situation is wOrsening
However, | wish to suggest that by focusing on the depth of the
unemployment problem there is a risk of missing other importani
features of the work crisis. First, along with rising levels of official
unemployment, there has been a concomitant rise in unofficial unem-
ployment, e.g., the growing number of ‘‘discouraged workers'' who
have exhausted their benefits or have given up looking lor work, und
so are not part of the Labor Depsriment’s ¢slculus. Their numbets
are estimated in various ways, bul are generally thought to constitute
an additional two or three percentage points on the unemploymen!
rate. This does not count those who have found other options in the
underground economy.

Second, and more widespread, is the growth of underemploy-
ment. Of the employed in 1980, before the current recession hit, only
55.7 percent had full-time jobs for the full year, and half of thesc paid
less than $15,000 per year.5 Between 1973 and 1979 the private scctos
generated 11 million new jobs, but more than two-thirds of them were
in services and retail industries, and are characterized by sharply lower
wage rates, shorter hours, and low productivity.’® The new opportuni-
ties being generated in the American marketplace are not predom-
inantly in the *‘high-tech industries of Silicon Valley, California, but
in McDonald’s and Burger King. Accompanying the trend toward
underemployment, of course, is a rapid inflation of qualifications for
jobs. While actual skill requirements have dropped for most new jobs,
companies are increasing the number of years of schooling requircd as
a screening device. Thus, the capacities of the labor force as a whole
are increasingly underutilized.s?

Third, it is critical to remember that recovery from the Great
Depression was not accomplished by the market alone, but by state
intervention with social programs and then militarization which also
helped sustain recovery thereafter. One consequence of this interven:
tion has been the removal of millions from the labor force through
Social Security and education, for example. Thus, the relatively low
rates of unemployment since the 1930’s have been in part the product
of the growth of the nonemployed who now may outnumber the-
official jobless by four or five to one.® Social policy initiates of the
current administration which cut funding and restrict eligibility for
such groups will add pressure to the labor market by reducing the
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number of nonemployed. E

There are two inferences which may be drawn from this evi-
dence. The first is simply that the unemployment problem is consider-
ably underestimated. The second is that ynemployment must be
understood as part of a continuum or gradiept which stretches from
uncounted long-term unemployed and ‘‘discquraged workers,”’ to the
officially unemployed, to those involuntarily working part-time or
working in jobs demanding far less skill and productivity than they are
capable of, 10 the nonemployed. Moreover, this same gradient can be
extended 1o include other forms of segregation within the employed
calegory, €.g., the dual labor market, race- and gender-based pay
differentials, etc. To grasp the full extent of the unemployment prob-
lem, then, the entire gradient must be considered. When it is, it
becomes apparent that the issue is not so much the interests of capital
in maintaining labor force disciplinc and wage levels with unemploy-
ment, or even in constraining full employment policies or public jobs
programs which would militate against such maintenance. The
interests of capital, broadly considered, are in the maintenance of 4
general system of social straiification consonanl with profitability and
accumulation.

In this light the unemployment problem appears increasingly
serious. With respect to the question of whether the current crisis can
engender a movement for full employment, this suggests that the
potential is clearly present in as much as the problem threatens mil-
lions of families beyond those officially jobless.

The Diffusion of Market Trauma i

Unemployment is now considerably hggher than ever before in
the experience of most living Americans. Yet the ‘‘long hot sum-
mers” predicted by economists have not yet materialized as they did
in the 1960's when unemployment was nearly hail what it is in 1983,
There are at least three accounts of this non-event. The first is that
the socisl programs of the wellare stute haye cushioned the jobless,
raised the “‘threshold of pain® with uncmpléyment insurance and the
like.®® Second, il is often argued that the extraordinary depth of the
recession itself, particularly in the absence of a credible Democralic or
Left alternative to current policies, has ledito a mass dcspair rather
than indifference. Thus, it is the perception of intractability that has
lowered popular expectations according to this argument.

There is undoubtedly some truth o ‘both these points. but I
would add a third which is also critical for imderslanding the relative
paucity of public outcry: the probiem has been spread out by virtue of
the piecemeal character of state responses to past outcry. For exam-
ple, workers in unionized, high-wage, monopoly sector industries have
historically struggled for protections and benefits not afforded workers
in other sectors.® Employment and lraining programs at leasl since

1
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the War on Poverty have cycled a segment of the unemployed out of
the jobless lines for six to eighteen months. CETA was often called o
“revolving door’’ precisely because, even if it did not gencrate that
many new jobs, it did take a million or so unempioycd out ol the
uncmployment figures every year. Moreover, the surplus population
in general is heterogeneous: ethnic groups. teenagers. women, Stu-
dents and varying regions subject to uneven development. Such
cleavages among the unemployed population are important reminders
of the notion that just as class struggle affects the stale, so docs the
state then affect class struggle. That is, by its differential responsive-
ness the state heightens whatever natural differences may cxist in the
polity.®

In his research on class struggles in 19th century France, Murx
argued that despite their common problems, peasants could not form
an effective class with the capacity of pursuing their interests because
they *‘do not enter into manifold relationships with each other,” Thus
their ‘‘identity of interests [ails to produce a feeling of community.
national links, or a political organization, they do not form a class.”™
A similar point has been made by Gintis:

The power of a class and the content of its demands—und hence

the changes il can bring about—depend on the forms of bonding

it manages to achieve. Bonding, in turn, depends on the farm of

organization and copununicalion a class creates in the course of its

struggles.®?

Following this reasoning, I would argue that despite the increasing
trauma dispensed by the market along the entire gradient of the labor
force, the effects of that trauma are diffused in ways which inhibit the
formation. of a movement or coalition for full employment.

The Collapse of the Liberal-Labor Growth Coalition

In the past, an unemployment rate even approaching that of the
present would have led liberals and conservatives alike toward &
Keynesian response even without overt unrest. Why has this not hap-
pened? That historic stralegy was forged in the 1930°s when Keyne-
sian policies were used to simultaneously quiet unrest with social wel-
fare programs and put a floor under consumer demand. America’s
post-war dominance in the world market led to unparalleled growth
which, however unevenly at limes, financed continued state spendiny
Such growth and spending provided a legitimacy by meeling popular
expectations for a certain standard of living without having to rob
Peter to pay Paul.® But the cultural charter which developed around
such Keynesian growth policies soon became a fetter on domestic
accumulation of capital.

By the mid-70’s, according to O’Connor, the signs of an
“investmenl strike’> became visible. Rather than invest in research
and development or new plant and equipment, U.S. corporations
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invested in mergers or expanded in the low wage arcas of the Third
World. This, in turn, further lowered productivity and raiscd unem-
ployment.** The historic living standards that Americans had become
accustomed to—including high wages, a certain set of working condi-
tions, and a level of state spending for services—came Lo conslitule
barriers (o successful domestic capital accumulation. Thus, in addition
to the lag in investment. a remarkable ideological offensive was
launched against all those aspects of state spending and regulation
which had provided the foundanon tor the cultural charter

In the Carter years it became clear that America was no longer
the uncontesied leader in the world cconomy, and growth slowed 1o a
trickle. Despite his Democratic-populist identity, Carter the President
had to govern, and the patiern of his choices (e.g., o fight inflation
with recession regardless of unemployment) made it apparent that the
layer of economic fat which had underwritten domestic peace for his
predecessors was gone. He frankly admitted that the restoration of a
healthy economy would require a reduction in mass living standards.
To resort to traditional measures fike increased stale spending would
be inflationary and harmful 1o the “investment climate.” The slate, in
short, was being transformed from solution to problem. In the clec-
tion of 1980 Reagan mobilized a cornucopia of popular disconients by

scapegoating government, thus making a Republican virtue of what
had become a Democratic vice.

What ali this means for the potential for a full employment
coalition at the level of political leadership is that the combination of
accumulation crisis and fiscal crisis moved the political center Right-
ward. Therefore, I would argue, even with a mass movement around
the right to a job, neither the economic nor the ideological resources
exist around which to form a coalition. The traditional liberal-labor
coalition is engaged in major defensive struggles to preserve past
gains, and the political ethos of 1983 shows little sign of movement
loward 4 strengthening of growth-based alliances. On the other hand,
where there has been a will among the grass roots, political leaders
have tended to find 4 way.

Political Economy and the Culture of Democratic Ambivalence

1 have suggested that the potential for popular demands for full
employment is growing, thal the obstacles to effective organization
and articulation of such demands are formidable in new and important
ways. In this final section | will explore the possibility that the impact
of the economic crisis itself will lcad to an increasingly clear popular
understanding of America’s impasse and, therefore, to its resolution.

Piven and Cloward argue that democratic political rights have
been used throughout the 20th century to secure a varicty of reforms

which have reduced mass economic dependency upon the market,
The accumulated impact of this has been the development of 4 new
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moral economy within which people have come to hold democratic
cconomic rights through the state. They are convinced that people
know their livelihoods are directly or indirectly dependent upon the
state, and that the corporate mobilization which culminated m
Reagan’s ascent will ultimately fail to convince them that the state s
not the forum through which they can achieve enhanced rights and
economic security. That is, the democratic trajectory since at least the
New Deal has engendered a profound ‘‘ideological transtormation™
away from the laissez-faire world view and toward the idea that atizens
have a political right to economic subsistence, The resulting matrix of
agencies which comprise the modern state may be confusingly lurgc,-
but such agencies have constituencies who are entrenched even if
their support is not as visible or articulate as that of interests group
politics. Thus, because economic issues have been so pnlilicimq_ the
Right's assault on the state and democratic economic rights will he
turned back.%

There is considerable support for this view. Just as Carter
enacted an extension of unemployment benefits in 1980 without Tun
fare, so Reagan had to reverse himself on another such extension
which he adamantly and publicly opposed, and sign at lcast &
compromise job creation bill with public works jobs in 1t Despite
Reagan’s attacks on environmental regulations as costly to Amcrica 1n
terms of inflation, productivity and unemployment, a recent Harris
Poll reported in Business Week found 89 percent of a nationual sample
believed it was possible to lower pollution and unemployment simul-
taneously. Business Week's analysis is telling:

1983 is the year the Reagan Administration has [planncd] less

stringent regulation of polluting industries. Unfortunately (or the

deregulators...the American public is dramatically renewing its

commitment to keeping anti-pollution laws intact—and even 1o

strengthening them. %

This point is supported in behavior as well as attitudes. For cxarpplm
in the two years since Reagan took office, membership in the Sicra
Club has grown 81 percent from 188,000 to 341,000.¢°

Y

One year after proclaiming he had a ‘‘mandate’™ to remove the
state from the market, Reagan’s popularity had plummeted. A
Yankelovich/ Time magazine poll, for example, found a majority ol
Americans doubted his trustworthiness, hoped he would not scek a
second term and disagreed with his plans for more military spending
Similarly, after 18 months in office, a national survey by the /o
Angeles Times found that ‘“‘more than a third of the Americans who
voted for Ronald Reagan...would not support him again.”” And at the
mid-point of his term, a Gallup Poll showed a marked decline in per »
formance approval rating—a lower rating at this point than Carter,
Nixon, Kennedy and Eisenhower. It also showed nearly six in twn
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respondents favored cuts in military spending as the best means of

reducing budget deficits, whereas only one in ten would choose cuts in
entitlement programs.’?

However, | do not want to paint too sanguine a picture. The
economic crisis has made the cultural charter and the new moral econ-
omy vulnerable. Reagan and the Right have successlully drawn upon
a long-standing ambivalence in American culture toward the stale.
The democratic advances embaodied in the stale have accumulated
over a broad historical expansce of years, while popular frustrations
with taxes and bureaucracy have an immediacy in lived experience.
Another ingredient in the electoral recipe which resulted in a Republi-
can victory is the fragmentation of political alignments. The very
attempts by Carter and the Democrals 1o cope with the crisis by mov-
ing toward the center have c¢xacerbated the erosion of party tlies and
**dealignment.””’ Thus, the organizational vehicle which brought the
new moral economy into being and which has traditionally defended it
is troubled. More important, the state has intervened in the cconomy
on behalf of capital, 100, and is not perceived as an unmixed blessing
even among those segments of the working class aided the most by it.

Moreover, even while the state has increasingly ensured basic
economic security for American workers, those workers, as individu-
als, have also struggled in the market for their livelihoods. To the
extent that such struggles have resulled in gratifying everyday lives,
grounds exist for the resonance of laissez-faire ideals. The state may
be the institutional repository of reforms which make this possible,
but the status, dignity and identities of individuals are drawn in large
part from their own successful struggle, against and within the
markel, for economic security. And | submit that the new moral
economy offers scant dignily compared 10 a laissez-faire view which
holds that individuals are masters of their own fates. In fuct, given
the necessity lor private strategics for survival and mobility, the very
success of the new moral economy in ensuring livelihoods lor the
many who suffer in the market provides raw material for reaction. In
short, while support for Reagan and his ‘‘mandate’ was never what it
seemed and is now eroding, his viclory was not manufactured out of
thin air. Contradictory ideological strains have always been a feature
of American culture—generosity and charity have long coexisted with
a fierce individualism. This is one important reason why the welfare
stale is treated with such ambivalence. When those who have had to
struggle to survive sense that less is being asked of others who depend
on the slate, then the stale’s practices can come o be an affront to
the struggles and sacrifices of those who rely less on i.”? And il was
Just this kind.of sentiment, latcnt during the period of reforms in the
1960°s and early 1970's, that the Right successlully framed and mobil-
ized in 1980.
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However, to the extent that Reagan and the Right pretend such
latent laissez-faire sentiments are the predominant theme. 1o, that
they are not just one of the sides of an ambivalent whaole, and 11 the
extent that they believe there is bul a single mandate, then to that
extent their strategy for overcoming economic crisis entails grasv
risks. First, it is not just the unemployed and others in need of state
assistance who are threatened by the accumulation crisis. Part of the
recession is said by capital to derive from a productivity crnisis . Waork-
ers now see wage gains eroding as the power of business grows
There have been speed-ups and contract concessions which ussault
shop floor traditions.” Millions of their co-workers have I(N(‘lhuﬂ
jobs. Reagan's macroeconomic policies are unashamcdl:,"prcduc;m:d
upon upward redistribution of wealth on the theory that investment
would be spurred. Yelt, the result has more often been mergers than
new factories and new jobs. And even when investment does tuke
place, the tendency has been toward either capital flight to low-wape
areas or more automaled production.”™ The livelihoods of Amersan
workers are lost in either case, and the effects of the behavior of cor-
porate capital are not lost on those workers or others. Thus, when the
Right's solutions to the accumulation crisis explicitly call for redut-
tions in mass living standards in order to better serve the nceds ol
capital, they risk the ironic consequence of building bonds all along
the gradient of stratification among working classes.

When the unemployed are perceived as a “‘them.” separated
from the employed, suspicions can arise about how hard “‘they” ;n‘g
really trying to find work, and about the state which sustains “them
But the depth of the crisis coupled with the strategies of capital -.m_d
the Right toward it have rendered ‘‘them’ much more like ““us."" It is
ulso essential to understand that the very lived experience of strugple
in the market which allows laissez-faire ideology to resonate is alsa and
al the same time radicalizing, In the measure that employed people
live with economic insecurity, they will retain an affinity for o sphere
of life in which their subsistence is assured. As the policies of Reagan
and the Right continue to impinge upon traditional expeclali(ms tor
the maintenance of everyday life, they court the rise of a solidarity
between the employed and the unemployed. It is entirely possible
that the attempt to reassert the primacy of the laissez-faire moral ccon-
omy will engender a broader and, for perhaps the first .!imc, mare
explicit defense of the new moral economy, in which the right to a job
ceases 10 be a tacit wish and becomes another part of the cultural
charter. The obslacles to effective articulation of a defense of demo
cracy are formidable. But then so are the stakes involved and the
capacities of a polity aroused by crisis.
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