Chapter V.

Ethelbert Stewart:
Holding the Fort

th.elbert Stewart, appointed in June 1920, was the first Com-
mls-sioner of Labor Statistics to come from the ranks. Carroll

Wright had hired him as a special agent 33 vears earlier, and

. he had served the Bureau in increasingly responsible ’posi—
tions for most of the period. Although he was 63 when he became

‘Coml—rlmssior}et‘*, he devoted 12 more yeats to the Bureau, serving dut-
ing t'e administrations of Woodrow Wilson, Warren Harding, Calvin
Coolidge, and Herbert Hoover.

During these years, the political climate was not a favorable one
: }.1e Department of Labor or the Bureau. Congressional and admin-
istration policies encouraged business interests, and the Department
of Commerce, for 8 years headed by Herbert Hoover, grew in influ-

ence, i
nece Congress also gave some attention to the needs of farmers, who
were suffering from de :

pressed prices, by granti
Agriculture additional y s e Department of

funds, mainly f i isti

\ y tor agricultural statistics. Other

agencies, however, were subject to economy drives.
Following the brief recession of 1921,

ity during much of Stewart’s tenu
[ s
sick” industries as coal and tex

fort

there was relative prosper-
€, except in agriculture and in such
tiles. The growth of the consumer
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durable goods industries—automobiles, radios, refrigerators, and elec:
tric and gas stoves—contributed substantially as mass production, low
prices, and installment credit brought these products increasingly into
American households. Even with prosperity, however, there was con-
stant unemployment, attributed largely to technological change.

For the first time in a period of prosperity, organized labor was
unable to increase its membership or influence. A combination of
factors contributed, including antiunion policies in the growing mass
production industries, the continuing craft orientation of the Amer:-
can Federation of Labor, conservative Federal labor policies, and cou
decisions unfavorable to labor.

While Stewart fought for funds to modernize the Bureau’s statis-
tical and analytical work, he was usually rebuffed. Only when contern
over unemployment mounted in the late 1920's did Congress pronide
additional funds. Under difficult circumstances, Stewart maintained
the Bureau’s independence and objectivity, standing firm against mus-
use of its reports for political purposes. He broke new ground n the
field of productivity measurement and, with the encouragement and
advice of the professional organizations, achieved some gains in the
coverage and reliability of the Bureau's traditional emplovment, wage.
and occupational safety programs.

The fourth Commissioner

Born in Cook County, lilinois, in 1857, Stewart spent his earlv vears
on the family farm. Because of a stammer, he was “practically barred

from any formal schooling, but he read voraciously apd reaewed sorne
private tutoring. At 20, he moved to Lincoln, Illinois, to publish *he
Lincoln County Republican, but later sold his i.nte.rcfst. P‘tftery‘t;}wmfg
several jobs, he went to work at the Decatur (Illmo'ls,t Co?n Fagf«,}n~
While at the factory, Stewart joined a “workingmen’s clqb in [}fxfataxf
and became involved in politics. In 1885, he ran for cutv clerk sn a
workingmen’s ticket and served as an officer at the Iﬂtn;;l;s ..,mmt
Trades and Labor Convention; he was blacklisted by the cothn com

is activities.! ) i

Panyli)r1l;311855e,l Governor Richard J. OglesL'w appointed ?few;a:rr ‘vm:
tary to the Illinois Bureau of Labor Statistlf:s, ap[?arenﬁl; a;h t e( %;ig,.js; !,”
tion of Henry Demarest Lloyd, financial editor .0  t} ck Wm: t%w
Tribune. Stewart had visited Lioyd, impressed by his attacks on the
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rflonopolistic power exercised by the giant oil and railroad corpora-

tions, and they had formed what was to be a lifelong friendship.

. Also in 1885, Stewart became editor of the Decatur Labor Bulle-
tin, having joined the Knights of Labor a few months earlier, For
several years to follow, he held positions with various labor papers..

Stewart was reappointed as Secretary of the Illinois Bureau of
{..ab;s: Statist'%cs in 1887 and for successive 2-year terms through 1893.
Cr(; rfd 11:1 gi;:a;:ttsl; El:es t;;:;tmpated in a number of investigations of labor

In 1887, he obtained a position as a special agent for the new

Federal Bureau of Labor. In 1889, he wrote Wright about the possibil-

ity of securing a permanent position, but the Commissioner appar-
ently{ demurred then because of Stewart’s speech problem. He
continued to do fieldwork for the Bureau in the Midwest until i910
Among other major studies, he worked on Regulation and Rest'rictior;
of Output with John R. Commons. Under Neill he planned and
fzonducted the fieldwork for studies of the telephc’)ne and telegraph
industries and the Bethlehem Steel Corporation.

In 1910, Stewart transferred to the Tariff Board and in 1912 to
the Children's Bureau, serving as statistician of each agency.

- He returned to the Bureau of Labor Statistics in 1913 to function
su.nu.ltaneously as Chief Clerk, Chief Statistician, and Deputy Com-
missioner, Meeker’s second in command. In addition to his extended
Burea}u responsibilities, he served the Department in a variety of
capflqties. Between 1913 and 1916, Secretary Wilson called upon him
to investigate and mediate strikes in coal mining, the garment indus-
tty, and street railways. In 1917, the Secretary appointed him to a
b};)ard of arbitration for wage adjustment in New York Harbor. During
; e war he ser'ved as chief of the Department’s Investigation and
nspection Service, part of the War Labor Administration. conducting
a number of brief surveys. In 1919, he went to London ’to help plan
the League of Nations Labor Conference that met in Washington later
that.: year. On returning from London, Stewart served as a technical

adviser to t.he Bituminous Coal Commission. In 1920, as the special
representative of the Secretary, he investigated deportation cases and
in that connection, advised on bail policy.2 ,

‘ In June 1920, the Secretary recommended Stewart to President
Wilson for the position of Commissioner of Labor Statistics to suc-
ceed Royal Meeker. Stewart had not been Meeker's first choice, but
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the Secretary thought him better qualified, and the President accepted
his judgment, issuing a recess appointment. With the change in
administrations imminent, the Republican Senate refused to confirm
any of the Democratic President’s appointees, including Stewart. The
new Secretary, James J. Davis, renominated Stewart, writing to the
incoming President, Warren G. Harding, “The position. . . is a techni-
cal and scientific one, and I have become entirely satisfied, from con-
ferences I have held with men qualified to advise in such matters, that
Mr. Stewart measures up fully to the standard.”® The Senate con-
firmed Stewart in April 1921.

Stewart served under Secretary Davis for 10 years and more than
fulfilled his expectations. On Stewart’s 70th birthday in 1927, Davis
wrote him, “You were represented to me as a fearless fighter for right
and justice, and you have proved to be all of that and more. . . .” In
1930, Davis noted that he had watched the development of the Bureau
with great interest and commented, “I am becoming more and more
impressed, not only with the breadth and scope of the work of that
Bureau, but by the industry, energy, and enthusiasm with which its
work is conducted.”*

Stewart’s views

Stewart emphasized the practical over the academic or theoretical.
Something of a muckraking newspaperman early in life, he retained
that sense of the human, of the person behind the number. As he
himself said, “For 30 years, I have been struggling to put some flesh
upon the bony skeleton of mere tabulation.” He cautioned against
“this mania for statistics,” warning that “the only things that make
human life human do not lend themselves readily to the statistical
method.”>

In discussing the Bureau’s cost-of-living surveys, Stewart once
said, “It is accurate by any test to which you can put figures. But, like
all similar attempts, it is of little value because it is impossible to put
the necessities and aspirations of any family into figures. We can easily
determine what they spend, but what they should have is a matter of
widely varying opinion.” Similarly, the use of such surveys for setting
wages only “perpetuates that standard, ossifies conditions, and para-
lyzes progress.” As he expressed it, “there is one standard of the cost
of living—that is the cost, whatever it may be, of living the maximum
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span of life and living it fully. This cannot be figured from the day’
the year's grocery bill.”? e
. But statistics could shed light on the human condition, contribut-
ing to the understanding and remedying of economic ’and social
problems. Indeed, progress had already been made. Textbooks carried
faclzsl. a‘nd ﬁvgures compiled by the bureaus, and such education and
gL; ° lilrtsy stimulated passage of legislation to improve the condition of
Statistics could also help in other ways. Stewart explained, “In
the mad effort to produce and sell without any accurate informati(;n as
to the amount of each commodity required by the people of this
co.untry or of the world, we run factories long hours and on night
shifts, and the result is to produce unemployment and panics.” Unegm‘
‘ploymer}t could be reduced by use of consumption statistics to guide
lenrtoitll'cgon “operatio’ns. The use of wage and cost-of-living data to
. ) ;
i rsldauséiialarelef;;;ncl;gr s work” and a “fair day’s wage” could smooth
Stewart expressed his view of the Bureau’s independent role in
replying to the Secretary regarding an editorial which had objected to
the Bureau’s reporting on old-age pensions. Stewart declared. “So
long_as the subject matter is of sufficient general interest to justif’y the
p1:1b11cation of the facts, and so long as the Bureau of Labor Statistics
sticks strictly to the question of facts, then all I have to say to this i
that anybody [who] dislikes the facts is in hard luck.”® )
. In reviewing the decade of the 1920’s, Stewart pointed out the
importance of the Bureau’s studies of the impact of technology on
elrinploymen't, observing, “Never before did mechanical and industrial
ca:nzntgliz sst;rl:ee ilo mar';}lhindustri‘es, processes, and occupations at one
e e s me. The workmg pe‘:ople of the United States are
ed to know what the changing industrial conditions are, where
z‘}:ﬁy }?r(?’ and the nature and extent of the occupational readjl;stment
indllcl:strilzl rsmfacte\zls:)a’xig to meet them without loss of earning power or
_ Earlier, in 1924, Stewart had analyzed some of the causes of
discontent and dissatisfaction among workers—low wages, extensive
:‘Jtrﬁemg)h;yment and 195t time, and plant inefficiency, or, as he put it,
e feeling that their power and energies are being frittered awa
that their life and energy are being exhausted in inconsequential anz
unnecessarily laborious toil.” Capitalism, he concluded, had brought
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increased physical comforts but had also “rendered life more hectic,
more nerve-wracking, brain and soul wrecking, than any of the sys-
terns which preceded it.”1!

He stressed the importance of the broader social context when
considering a particular social reform. In discussing the limitations of
workmen’s compensation laws, he wrote, “If we prize individualism so
highly as an ism, let us think of the individual once in a while. . . . If
from conditions inherent in an industry, a man loses wages because of
an illness contracted by reason of and in the course of his employ-
ment, he is just as much entitled to compensation as if a flywheel split
in two and injured his arm.”12

Stewart favored proposed legislation to set wage standards on
Federal construction projects. “Is the government willing, for the sake
of the lowest bidder, to break down all labor standards and have its
work done by the cheapest labor that can be secured and shipped
from State to State?” And, when the Bureau developed wage data on
municipal street laborers, he found these to reflect “sweatshop condi-
tions,” even though, as he said, “It is pretty generally agreed that the
public, when it acts as an employer, should be a good employer.”*3

In regard to the effect of the minimum wage on the employment
of women, he stated, “Anybody who handles the minimum wage law
ought to realize that what we should consider is not industry, not
administration, not legislation, but the social question, society; it is the
question of whether our men are going to decrease 3 inches in height
in 25 years as the men in France did. No industry has a right to mold
women who are to be the mothers of our men in such a way as to
deteriorate the race.”

In the same vein, he opposed the “family wage rate,” an experi-
ment popular in some European circles, in which the worker’s earn-
ings reflected the size of the family, arguing that this was too narrowly
focused. Society as a whole should pay its share for replacing what he
called “the raw material of which civilization is composed,” so he
supported a “social allowance” from the “political and social institu-
tions.” Given such relief from the costs of child rearing, more people
would marry, and fewer mothers would work outside the home,
thereby improving homelife.}?

Commenting on the effects of automatic machine production,
Stewart argued, “Let us change our point of view as to the object of
existence. At present, it is work, work, work; produce, produce, pro-
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duce; and sell, sell, sell. We have no education along other lines. We
do not know what to do with our leisure.” He warned, in recognition
of the likely effects of technological developments, “The whole
machinery of education should be turned at once toward a study of
leisure, and toward teaching the coming generation the use and pur-
pose of leisure, for, take it from me, they will have plenty of it.”16

On the subject of leisure, Stewart received considerable news-
paper coverage for his comments to the Second National Qutdoor
Recreation Conference in 1926. In discussing the need for public
parks and the difficulties of conducting social life in boarding houses,
Stewart observed, “I believe that a girl who works 9 hours in the
spindle room of a cotton factory, or 8 hours a day in a boot and shoe
factory at the speed rates which now prevail, can stand a little petting,”
This prompted headlines such as “Petting in City Parks Advocated by
Labor Department Attache,” “Let 'Em Pet in the Parks,” and “Wants
More ‘Petting' and Fewer Policemen, 17

Stew.art was equally forthright in evaluating the problems con-
;rec)dr:?;ltgio;rilsciui;tr{.gz'\;cfrﬁing on t(l;e textile industg in the American
eign markets, the deciin: iiovlvr;tz . (ci)vfxrpr'()dgcao'n, o,
oo inabilit;: o adian readﬂg s, and the rise in night work, coupled
\ i ‘ y to style changes and the hoary and
}(nefﬁment commission or agent system of selling. His conclusion was,
In short, the situation in the textile industry is just as bad or worse

;han it is in the bituminous coal industry, and the problem is in the
ands of men no more competent to solve it.”18

The Bureau’s work

/fdthough the Bureau was recognized as a valuable and capable institu-
tion by technical experts and professional societies, it found few
gpplortt}l]nities tc‘m modernize and improve its work dur’ing the 1920’s.
¢ ;; Zj ta:::fi mcreaszd cooperative arrangements with the profes-
— 1fo.ns and State agencies did the Bureau manage to

ome of its programs. Stewart maintained close relations with

the International Association of Industrial Accident Boards and Com-

missions, the International Association of Public Employment Serv-

g::,r and thed{Association of Governmental Labor Officials, publishing
the grocse ings as‘Bureau bulletins. The Bureau also worked with
merican Engineering Standards Committee, publishing an
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extensive series of its safety codes, and with the Personnel Research
Federation and the National Conference on Qutdoor Recreation.

The professional societies often came to the defense of the
Bureau when its activities were threatened, as in 1922, when the
Bureau of Efficiency recommended centralizing government statistical
work in an enlarged Bureau of the Census. To be retitled the Bureau
of Federal Statistics, it would take over the BLS programs of wages
and hours, accident statistics, and prices. BLS, much reduced in func-
tion, would become the Bureau of Labor Economics.!?

The American Economic Association and the American Statisti-
cal Association opposed the change. They pointed out that such an
increase in responsibilities might swamp the Census staff, that there
was in fact less duplication of statistical work than a “superficial sur-
vey” might indicate, and that friends of the Census Bureau should
concern themselves more with securing larger appropriations to
attract the best professional staff than with expanding its authority.20
Talk of reorganization of statistical work subsided during the rest of
the decade, and the Bureau's functions remained intact, although
jurisdictional disputes flared from time to time.

Stewart and the Bureau also put considerable emphasis on devel-
oping cooperative relations with the State bureaus and establishing a
nationwide network of reporting agencies. In this way, the Bureau was
able to expand some of its programs despite congressional refusal to

increase appropriations. Late in the decade, Stewart outlined several of
the cooperative programs, specifically in employment, union wage,
building permit, and accident statistics. Joining in one or more of the
programs were New York, Illinois, Wisconsin, Massachusetts, Mary-
land, California, New Jersey, Michigan, and Pennsylvania.

In the business-oriented 1920’s, the Bureau'’s relations with the
business community were limited, but Stewart was fairly successful in
obtaining cooperation in expanding regular, routine series on wages
and employment. His contacts were mostly with research directors,
safety experts, and personnel managers.

Cost-of-living and price indexes

Not long after he became Commissioner, Stewart was faced with a
possible transfer of the cost-of-living work to another agency. In 1921,
Secretary of Commerce Hoover, with President Harding's support,
pressed to have the Census Bureau issue the cost-of-living reports.
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Hoover claimed that the shift would result in greater accuracy, econ-
omy, and efficiency and complained that BLS was not cooperating
with the Census Bureau. When The New York Times reported the
proposed transfer, Secretary of Labor Davis indicated that no decision
had been reached. Hoover, however, replied, “So far as I am aware,
there is no dispute over this matter unless it arises from minor
employees of the government who fear that, through any reorganiza-
tion of method, their positions and authority might be curtailed.”21
Stewart assured Secretary Davis that BLS was cooperating with
the Census Bureau and would continue to do so in every way possible.
No action was taken on Hoover’s proposal.2
In appropriations hearings, Stewart regularly cited uses of the
Bureau's cost-of-living index in wage adjustments. In 1923, he
reported that more than half the settlements in wage controversies
were based on the index. However, he was unable to obtain funds to
maintain quarterly collection and publication. In his 1923 annual
report, Stewart wrote, “It is very plain that the Bureau must continue
to mal‘w these surveys every 3 months no matter at what cost, and the
only immediate problem is how to answer the demand %or such
s&tx‘r_veys fr?m smaller cities and from a wider geographical distribution
:es;it:js::jxa:lhcen}:ers.” B'ut the director of the Bureau of the Budget
respon: ! at the President wanted BLS to live within its appropria-
even if the surveys had to be curtailed. In May 1925, the work
was put on a semiannual basis. 23 )
o “-I}?i;}?iz‘ S;:wart set forth the need for a new family budget study
changes 1 purc(]: :5 Tevision of the cost-of-living index to reflect the
establishmenns Sincelriiepflttems, population distribution, and retail
question 25 10 s b ora:lz, tm:;:;e}y; He stated, “TIt is a very serious
up-to-date. prices (0. e ey ureau should continue to collect
farily porchases o il l:}l:islean tz 101318 quantity .d.istribution of
posed a new survey to p-to-date cost of living.” He pro-
larger number cover a better variety of industrial center
arger of smaller cities, a larger number of famili > 2
lies with 2 higher income leve], A g umber o families, and fami-
which such a study would reﬂe.ct monlg the mﬂ}lences o comumers
automobiles and radios, the rise cvjfo"‘1 : 56 fhe increased purchase of
types and locations of reta] stores, a éﬁs}tl ment payment plans, new
Support for a new study came frrl the growth of advertising 2¢
tions, but Congress would om outside professional organiza-
not provide funds during Stewart’s term.
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However, a limited study was conducted in 1928, when Congress
directed the Personnel Classification Board to formulate a wage scale
for the government field service. The Board asked for BLS assistance,
and the Bureau responded with a survey of the incomes and expendi-
tures of the families of 506 Federal employees in Baltimore, Boston,
New York, Chicago, and New Orleans. 2

The Bureau also participated in an innovative cost-of-living
inquiry conducted by the International Labor Office in 1930-31. The
study originated with a request by the Ford Motor Company for
information to help in setting wage rates of its employees in certain
European cities to ensure the same general living standard as that of its
employees in Detroit. The Bureau conducted the work in Detroit,
covering a sample of 100 families. The Detroit budget was then used
by the various European statistical agencies, with adjustment for differ-
ences in national consumption habits, government social insurance
payments, and other factors, to determine the cost of living in those
cities relative to Detroit. 26

The Bureau did expand its collection of retail prices, a less costly
and complex process than a consumer expenditure survey, so that by
1932, it included 42 articles of food in 51 continental cities of the
United States and in Honolulu. The Bureau added electricity to the
list of items priced—gas and coal for household use were already
covered—but dropped dry goods. :

The wholesale price index was revised and expanded several
times during the period. In 1921, BLS completed a two-pronged
improvement, regrouping the commodities and adding new articles
and also shifting to the 1919 Census of Manufactures for weighting
purposes. With data for August 1927, the Bureau issued a revised
index in which the weighting base was changed from 1919 to 1923-25
and the price base was shifted from 1913 to 1926. At the same time,
some new articles were added, such as automobiles, tires, rayon, and
prepared fertilizer, and some old ones dropped, such as New York
State hops and Bessemer steel billets and rails. With data for january
1932, BLS completed the third revision of Stewart’s term, increasing
the number of price series from 550 to 784, with adjustments back to
1926. At the same time, the Bureau began publication of a weekly
index along with the regular monthly figures.

The wholesale price work was very popular. In 1922, the Bureau
was providing data in advance of publication to such agencies as the
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Federal Reserve Board, the Bureau of Standards, the Census Bureau,
the Bureau of Markets, and the Federal Trade Commission. In the
private sector, the Review of Economic Statistics based part of its Index
of Business Conditions on BLS commodity prices.2?

The wholesale price index became the focus of legislative propos-
als for stabilizing commodity price levels. A 1922 bill inspired by
Irving Fisher would have pegged the quantity of gold weight in the
dollar to a BLS index of wholesale prices to maintain constant
purchasing power. In 1926, Stewart testified on a bill to amend the
Federal Reserve Act to provide for the stabilization of the price level
for commodities in general. The “price level” was defined as the price
at wholesale as reflected in the BLS wholesale price index. Stewart
gave considerable evidence on the index and supported the proposal,
declaring that the responsibilities “are not burdensome and are
entirely acceptable to the Department of Labor and to the Commis-
sioner of Labor Statistics.” In 1932, Stewart again testified on a propo-
sal “for increasing and stabilizing the price level of commodities” by
using data from the wholesale price index.28

With the onset of the depression, private research groups pointed
out the need for better statistics on prices and living costs. In Septem-
ber 1931, the Social Science Research Council and the American
Statistical Association sponsored a conference on improving the state
of knowledge of price movements in the United States. The limits of
the Bureau’s cost-of-living index were noted, since pricing was based
on 1918-19 family expenditures, as was the need for more comprehen-
sive coverage for the retail and wholesale price indexes. The confer-

ence recommended construction of the official wholesale and retail
price indexes by a single agency, with plans to be developed for a
comprehensive family budget study when normal economic condi-
tions were restored. Stewart agreed with many of the recommenda-
tions but noted the time and expense involved in carrying them out.??

Wages and industrial relations

Stewart expanded the collection of wage data, launching studies of the
automobile, airplane, metal mining, cigarette, rayon, and Portland
cement industries, among others. In the course of expanding coverage,
the Bureau also focused on some new areas such as bonus systems and
pay for overtime, Sundays, and holidays.
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Stewart pointed out, however, that the limited funds permitted
surveys of only about a dozen of the larger industries every 2 years at
best, and that the importance of information on wages required at
least annual reports, particularly for the newer industries. He cited the
Bureau’s embarrassment in meeting requests for data needed in tariff
discussions with old information or with none at all.3® The Bureau did
continue annual publication of union scales of wages and hours, now
grouped into about 12 trades and occupations in 67 cities.

A few new series were begun during Stewart’s tenure. In the late
1920’s, the Bureau started a monthly series on current general wage
changes based on questionnaires sent to establishments and unions.
Especially valuable were the series begun in 1932 on man-hours
worked per week and average hourly earnings, obtained from reports
of the establishments furnishing monthly employment data: Previ-
ously, only payroll totals had been available. The new information was
an important addition to the Bureau’s series, particularly for month-
to-month changes.

Statistics on strikes and lockouts continued to be published quar-
terly until 1926, when they were issued monthly and supplemented by
an annual report.

The Bureau also published much information on developments
in collective bargaining. Bulletins on bargaining agreements were
issued annually from 1925 through 1928. The Monthly Labor Reweq.u
regularly carried information on labor agreements, awards., ‘an.d deci-
sions, and reports by Hugh L. Kerwin, Director of Conc111at}ont on
the conciliation work of the Department of Labor. Other publications
on industrial relations included studies of meatpacking, thff We'st

Coast lumber industry, bituminous coal mining, and apprenticeship
systems in building construction. Studies relating tc? .SI:ICh aspect; of
welfare capitalism as the provision of recreation.al facilities by emp oyé
ers also presented information on vacations, sick leave, medical an

ital services, and group insurance, '
hosplIt"wo editior)ls of %:he 1}D{andbook of American Trade Uf}zons. were
published. These listed union organizations a.nd gave their h1sfory,
jurisdiction, apprenticeship systems, benefits paid, and membership.

Employment and unemployment
Thep Bureau had published a monthly series on e.mployment ancz
payrolls since 1916. During the recession of 1920-21, in the absence o
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measures of unemployment, the figures gained increased attention, In
August 1921, the Senate directed the Secretary of Labor to report the
number of unemployed, and Stewart prepared a response for Secre-
tary Davis, reporting that “the best estimate that can be made from
available sources of information is that there are at present 5,735,000
persons unemployed in the United States.” He explained, “These
figures relate to the differences in the numbers of employees carried
on payrolls July 1921, as compared with the peak of employment in
1920,” thus calling attention to the fact that the series was not a direct
measure of unemployment, reflecting only “employment shrinkage.”31
In transmitting Stewart’s figures to the Senate, Davis alleged that
the prewar unemployment situation had been worse, that more men
and more breadwinners had been out of work in 1914. The New York
Times supported the Secretary’s position, pointing to farmhands
drawn into the cities by the lure of silk-shirt pay but now returned to
the farms, and to women factory workers who had returned to “the
more normal life of the home.” The New Republic however, vehe-
mently disagreed, saying that Commissioners Wright and Neill and
Secretary William B. Wilson had established a “tradition of accuracy
and impartiality.” It continued, “It remained for the present incum-
bent, in spite of the high standing of many of his bureau chiefs, to
shatter this tradition. Manifestoes by the Secretary of Labor are no
longer taken seriously in this country.” 32
In October 1921, at the urging of Secretary of Commerce Hoo-
ver, President Harding called a conference on unemployment, with
Hoover as chairman. Varying estimates of the extent of unemploy-
ment were offered at the conference. The Bureau estimated the
“shrinkage of employment” at 5.5 million. The U.S. Employment
Service, which had been conducting its own surveys and issuing
reports, estimated the number unemployed at 2.3 million. With such a
range of estimates, the conference, as reported later, “merely voted to
announce to the country that the number unemployed was between
3.5 million and 5.5 million, numbers startling enough to challenge
attention.”33
In 1922, after the conference adjourned, Assistant Secretary E. ]
Henning directed the Employment Service to discontinue the publica-
tion of employment statistics in view of the function being performed
by the Bureau. But despite agreements and directives, the Employ-
ment Service continued to collect such statistics. Stewart noted that
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both New Jersey and Pennsylvania refused to cooperate with the
Bureau because of the duplication of requests from the two agencies.
“I¢ seemns imperative,” he said, “that unless the Employment Service
gets out of the field, the Bureau of Labor Statistics must drop this
feature of its work.” In 1924, the Secretary again had to chastise the
Employment Service, however, saying that its role was to match men
with jobs, not to function as a statistical bureau. “Our DeparFment
already has one Bureau which devotes its energies to the gathering of
statistics which affect labor.”34
The matter did not end there. The Employment Service contin-
ued to issue reports on the general industrial situation, although .ft 1:1ad
stopped collecting payroll data from firms. The American Statistical
Association warned in 1924 that these reports “tend to confuse the
public mind, particularly when they are not in agreement with the
more accurate statements based on payroll data put out by the State
and Federal Bureaus of Labor Statistics.”3® Later, in the charged
atmosphere of the Great Depression, such differences in une@ploy-
ment estimates were to become politically explosive and were, in fact,
to hasten Stewart’s retirement.
An important outgrowth of the President’s Conference on
Unemployment was a committee appointed by Hoover to study the
factors underlying employment and the practical measures 'that could
be taken to prevent or mitigate unemployment. The committee c?llled
on the National Bureau of Economic Research for a study of business
cycles and on the Russell Sage Foundation for a study of the ad.equacily
of employment statistics. Under the direction of Wesley C. Mltche‘ ,
the National Bureau published Business Cycles and Unemployment in
1923, a comprehensive set of essays by noted economists. The Ameri-
can Statistical Association assumed the sponsorship of the study og
employment statistics and appointed a committee on measurem?nt o
employment with Mary Van Kleeck of the Russell Sage' Founc.iatxon as
chairman. The full results of that study were published in 1926,
representing the joint efforts and recommendations of the three orga-
izations.
mzatl"lc")he report, Employment Statistics for the Um‘ted. States, was 2
landmark in the development of the role of professional advisory
committees on government statistics. It recommended that“BLS fun?-
tion as the coordinating agency for the publicati?n of “a per1oc_2c
report on employment throughout the nation,” to include data made
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establishments in agriculture, mining, building construction, and
wholesale and retail trade. Data collection for some of these industries
began in 1928.

In 1928 and 1929, the Senate held landmark hearings, chaired by
Senator James Couzens of Michigan, on Wagner’s comprehensive pro-
posals on unemployment. Stewart testified on the “shrinkage of
employment” and, as he had over the years, stressed that the Bureau's
employment index was not an unemployment measure. He stated that
a census of unemployment was necessary, from which the employ-
ment data could be adjusted to reflect current unemployment. To
questions as to whether unemployment matters, including a count of
the unemployed, were a State rather than a Federal Government
function, Stewart responded that, while he did not intend the latter to
assume all of the responsibility, it was the Federal Government'’s
responsibility to undertake a complete survey. He pointed out that

in affecting purchasing power, affected commerce,

unemployment, 1
which he saw as a Federal, nota State, concern. Furthermore, techno-

logical displacement of labor was a world problem. %
The Senate Committee had the benefit of advice from many

technical advisers, including representatives of the American Statisti-
cal Association. Isador Lubin, later to become Commissioner of Labor
Statistics, was €CONOMIC adviser to the committee, ont assignment from
The Brookings Institution. Lubin and other technical witnesses sup-
ported Stewart’s view of the need for a census of unemployment as a
benchmark for the employment series, approved of the BLS effort
underway to expand the reporting sample, and agreed that coverage of
part-time employment should be added. 3°
Congress authorized the census of unemployment, and Secretary
of Commerce Robert P. Lamont created an advisory committee to plan
it. ]. Chester Bowen, BLS Chief Statistician, served on the panel, as
did William A. Berridge, of the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company
and Aryness Joy, of the staff of the Federal Reserve Board. %0
As public concern with unemployment intensified following the

stock market crash of October 1929, the differing reports of the
Bureau of Labor Statistics and the U.S. Employment Service again
became a subject of debate. The Employment Service emphasized
hiring prospects, and its figures showed a more optimistic forecast.
The BLS data on employment and labor turnovet provided a more
accurate picture, but the figures appeared after the Employment Serv-
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ice releases. The administration highlighted the Employment Service
figures, despite criticisms from New York State Industrial Commjs.
sioner Frances Perkins and others, and downplayed the more objec-
tive BLS data.*!

Another incident grew out of President Hoover's request to
Stewart for an experimental weekly employment index. In January
1930, basing his statement on the first weekly returns, President Hoo.
ver announced, “The tide of employment has changed in the right
direction.”#

A number of public figures attacked Hoover’s statement. Frances
Perkins said the numbers were based on too short a time period and
did not correspond to data collected by her office. She further noted
that the President had not quoted Stewart. Secretary Davis responded,
“Unfortunately there is developing an inclination in some quarters to
make politics out of our employment situation even to the extent of
questioning the accuracy of the statement that the latest figures show
an upward trend in employment.” Senator La Follette, however, said
of the administration that all it had done amounted to publishing
“optimistic ballyhoo statements.” In a February editorial, The New
York Times noted that the Bureau’s regular monthly numbers for
January confirmed Perkins rather than Davis.®3

Further incidents followed. In June, Secretary of Commerce
Lamont released some very preliminary returns from the Census of
Unemployment conducted in April. In a protest against what he
viewed as attempts to reduce the unemployment count by separating
those laid off from those with no jobs at all, Charles E. Persons, the
man in charge of the Census tabulations, resigned. Perkins again
complained of misleading interpretations given to the public. In July,
following release of preliminary data on Greater New York City, Per-
kins declared that “a more accurate count” would have revealed more
unemployment.

These events, and the growing crisis, spurred action on improv-
ing employment statistics. In July, Congress enacted a bill sponsored
by Senator Wagner directing the Bureau to “collect, collate, report,
and publish at least once each month full and complete statistics of the
volume of and changes in employment.” Additional appropriations
were provided.

At the same time, President Hoover announced the appointment
of a committee on employment statistics to advise him “on methods by
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which we should set up statistics ‘?f employr'nent and unemployl)"r;gnt,”
jater adding the consideration of “technological unerf.1ployment.

Joseph H. Willits of the Wharton School of Flr.1ance and Com-
merce served as chairman of the committee, which mcl.uded, among
others, the Secretaries of Labor and Commerce, the Dlrec.tor of the
Census, the Commissioner of Labor Statistics, representatives of t}}e
AFL and the National Association of Manufacturers,. and acaden'uc
experts. Among the technical advisers were W.A. Berridge, Meredith
Givens, Ralph Hurlin, Bryce Stewart, and Ewan Clague. Thus, thf:
committee constituted a “blue ribbon” panel of government and pri-
vate cornpilers and users of such statistics.

After conducting several studies, the committee issued its report
in February 1931. While noting the Bureau’s efforts to expand the
scope and samples of the series, the commi‘ttee called for further
improvements. In the manufacturing sector, it urged the Bureau to
adjust its series to the Census of Manufactures to cor’re'ct. the down-
ward bias reported by the Federal Reserve Board statisticians. It also
called for data by city and State, especially where State agencies were
not collecting such information. Sampling coverage should 'be
improved to take account of the rise of new firms and new indtfstrw:s.
The committee commended BLS for launching data collection in
nonmanufacturing industries but called for further effort to include
building construction and the growing “white collar” fields. On the
measurement of hours worked and part-time employment, BLS
should concentrate initially on manufacturing and railroads to gain
experience for covering other industry sectors. 40

The committee stressed the importance of accurate employment
data for the measurement of unemployment. In the absence of some
system of universal registration of the unemployed, nationwide unem-
ployment censuses would provide the best measure, but these were
costly and had other shortcomings. Therefore, the committee recom-
mended the continuation of a decennial census of unemployme.nt,
possibly a quinquennial census, to which the employment series, with
the recommended improvements, could be benchmarked.#?

The committee gave considerable attention to the subject of tech-
nological unemployment, noting the difficulty of relating labor dis-
placement to specific causes. Ewan Clague, who earlier had directed
the development of industry productivity measures by the Bureau, was
asked to prepare a preliminary survey. The committee stressed the
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importance of technological advance in any discussion of employment
and unemployment, and recommended that fundamental data collec-
tion and case studies “should be a continuing part of the responsibility
of the Federal Government and specifically of the Bureau of Labor
Statistics,”*8

BLS had already begun many of the proposed programs. But the
committee gave sanction and direction to a specific, comprehensive
plan of action, and the Bureau’s activities intensified rapidly. By 1932
summary reports covered 64,000 establishments in manufacturing ané
nonmanufacturing industries. With the assistance of several cities and
States, the Bureau developed a series on construction industry
employment, covering some 10,000 firms. Also, the Bureau developed
a series showing the trend of employment in States, using data from
State agencies to supplement BLS figures, as well as a series on
employment in cities with a population of more than 500,000, cover-
ing 13 such cities by supplementing the monthly survey. However, an
experimental survey of State, county, and city government empioy—
ment and earnings proved unsatisfactory when reports declined sub-
stantially due to economy measures taken by those jurisdictions
during the depression years. Federal civil service employment was
reported beginning in 1932. The Bureau did not begin to benchmark
its employment series to the Census of Manufactures until 1934.4

Industrial safety and health
The Bureau continued its campaign for improvement of industrial
accident statistics. Its objective was to “do for the entire field what has
been done for the iron and steel industry”, referring to the Bureau's
regular reports on accident rates in that industry begun in 1910. As
Meeker had said earlier, Secretary Davis declared in 1923, “It is not
greatly to the credit of our people that nobody knows with any
substantial degree of accuracy how many industrial accidents occur
annually in the United States. No one knows even the annual number
of industrial fat?lities. The difficulty in obtaining reliable data is due
largely to th? incomparability and incompleteness of the accident
statistics published by the various States.”50

‘ Thus, the Bureau encouraged States and industries to adopt a
uniform method of recording and reporting accidents. Stewart urged a

strong statistical pro i ify o I
busy 751 program to identify “where it will pay you to get
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In the late 1920’s, Stewart pushed for congressional authorization
for a Division of Safety within the Bureau to act as a “clearinghouse
for the information the States are gathering.”3? Although the authori-
sation was never received, in 1926 the Bureau began an annual survey
of industrial injuries in a group of manufacturing industries, based on
State records and reports from establishments. With data for 1930
covering about 25 percent of the workers in some 30 manufacturing
industries, it reported average frequency and severity rates.

Articles and bulletins covered a variety of related studies,
including a survey of health in the printing trades and the mortality
experience of union typographers, as well as several studies of indus-
trial hygiene and industrial poisoning.

In addition, the Bureau cooperated with the American Engineer-
ing Standards Committee to write and publish safety codes. It also
sponsored meetings such as the Industrial Accident Prevention Con-
ference that convened in Washington in July 1926 with 33 States
represented, a major step forward in cooperation. In 1926, the Bureau
published a bulletin on phosphorus necrosis in the fireworks industry,
the result of one of its investigations. Following this, through agree-
ments with manufacturers, BLS was successful in eliminating the pro-
duction and sale of small articles of fireworks containing white or

yellow phosphorus.>3

Social insurance
Social insurance and various forms of protective legislation continued

to be an active interest of the Bureau. In the early 1920's, reports were
published on workmen’s compensation, family allowances, legal aid,
cooperatives, a minimum wage, wormen workers, and child labor. Later
in the decade, the Bureau concentrated on a relatively new field,
pension and retirement systems. Following passage of amendments to
the Federal retirement system in 1926, the Bureau launched a survey
of 46 State and municipal plans, publishing the tesults in 1929 along
with information on public service retitement systems in Canada and
Europe. It followed with many other studies of domestic and foreign
experiments.

The Bureau also published material in a related field, care for the
elderly under private auspices. The Review presented articles on
homes for the elderly operated by fraternal, religious, and nationality
organizations, including one on homes for “aged colored persons.”
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The Bureau also cooperated with fraternal organizations in a survey of
conditions in almshouses and “poor farms” around the country, devel-
oping the results in cooperation with the National Fraternal Congress.

Productivity and technological change

The study of productivity and the effects of technological change
made important strides under Stewart. The Bureau had published
studies on productivity in the lumber and shoe industries during
Meeker's years, but, in general, as Stewart observed in 1922, “Few
statistical subjects are more discussed, there is none upon which we
know less.”*

Productivity was an issue in labor-management relations in the
1920's. Wage adjustments recognizing the increased productivity of
American industry became a goal of labor, formally stated by the AFL
in 1925: “Social inequality, industrial instability, and injustice must
increase unless the workers’ real wages, the purchasing power of their
wages, coupled with a continuing reduction in the number of hours
making up the working day, are progressed in proportion to man’s
increasing power of production.” 3

Among spokesmen for management, there were divergent views
on the role of productivity. Some contended that there were restric-
tions and inefficiencies in the work rules sought by labor; others
reluctantly accepted the “economy of high wages” which would make
for increased purchasing power to improve both standards of living
and the demand for the increasing output of American industry.3¢

Stewart explained that the Bureau’s work would not involve
“what a man can do or what he ought to do. It is proposed simply to
record what he does, as a matter of statistics.” He had no sympathy
with the use of such information “to drive men” in an “unreasonable
speed-up,” but believed that it was as important for industry to know
“the time cost of production” as it was to know the labor cost or the
material cost.5?

In 1922, Stewart signed an agreement with the Babson Statistical
Organization for a joint project on productivity, with the construction
industry as the first subject. The study could not be carried out
successfully, however, because of the great variation in materials
among contractors and the lack of adequate records. Several other
studies were completed and published—for longshoring and the shoe,
brick, and paper boxboard industries—but the project was abandoned
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in 1924 because of a lack of funds and a shortage of staff equipped to
handle the complex technical work.%®

The groundwork for a more sophisticated program of industry
productivity measures was laid in 1926, when Stewart brought Ewan
Clague from the University of Wisconsin to direct a special project.
For data on output, the work drew on the biennial Census of Manu-
factures supplemented by more current figures available from the
Department of Commerce. Employment data came from the Bureau’s
monthly series. In 1926, the Bureau published output per man-hour
measures for the steel, automobile, shoe, and paper industries. In
1927, measures were published for 11 additional industries. More
extensive case studies of particular industries, such as the glass indus-
try, also included output per man-hour measures.

Stewart cautioned that, while labor time was used as the unit for
measurement, this did not mean that the increased output was due to
the efforts of labor alone, or at all. “The increased output per man-
hour in a given industry may have been due to more skillful and
efficient labor, to new inventions, improved machinery, superior man-
agement, or any one of a number of factors; but the Bureau in these
general summaries makes no attempt to determine the relative impor-
tance of these factors.”>?

Later, as concern grew over the effects on employment of
increased productivity and technological change, the Bureau devel-
oped information on the displacement of workers. In the early 1930’s,
Bureau studies covered the effects of new technology in the telephone
and telegraph industry; the amusement industry, in particular the
effect of sound motion pictures; street and road building; agriculture;
cargo handling; iron and steel sheet production; cigar making; and the
automobile and tire industries.50

Administration

During Stewart’s 12 years, the leadership of the Bureau changed little.
Charles E. Baldwin was Stewart’s second in command throughout,
first as Chief Statistician and Chief Clerk, then as Assistant Commis-
sioner. When Baldwin became Assistant Commissioner, ].C. Bowen
succeeded him as Chief Statistician. Only two men served as Chief
Editor under Stewart, Herman L. Amiss and Hugh S. Hanna. All four
had been in the Bureau since at least 1909.
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Stewart complained of underclassification of positions. As Com-
missioners had before him, he testified to Congress, “Clerks compe-
tent to do the work of the Bureau of Labor Statistics cannot be had at
these rates.” This was one reason for the relatively poor attraction of
the Bureau for young professionals in these years 51

Perversely, even congressional attempts to improve pay for gov-
ernment employees affected the Bureau negatively. In 1927, Stewart
informed the House Committee on Appropriations that, although
Congress had increased the per diem paid to field agents, the Budget
Bureau had granted less than half the amount needed to cover the
increase. The liberalization resulted, he said, “in still further reducing
our possible field work.”62

On one occasion, however, Stewart and Secretary Davis were
able to gain some ground in improving the status of Bureau personnel.
In September 1923, Stewart wrote Davis to complain that the Person-
nel Classification Board had rated BLS as a “minor bureau.” In turn,
Davis wrote the Board, “There are four separate counts under each of
which it would appear a distinct injustice has been done in that the
real status of the Bureau has not been adequately considered. . . . [
cannot consent to the relegation of the personnel and work of the
Bureau of Labor Statistics to a Departmental clerical status.” Con-
cerned for the general treatment of economists, sociologists, and tech-
nical statisticians, the American Statistical Association, the American
Economic Association, the American Sociological Association, and
the American Association for Labor Legislation joined in protest.
Reversing itself, the Classification Board established the “Economic
Analyst Group” in the professional and scientific service.63

Congress routinely refused funds for expansion of the Bureau's
programs. In Stewart’s first 4 years, the budget was at about its level in
1919 (table 4). In fact, Congress often reacted to Stewart’s requests for
increased appropriations with suggestions for reductions instead. He
was pressed, for example, to justify the cost of field visits for data
collection in the wage and price programs when collection by mail
would be cheaper.
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Table 4. Appropriations for Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1921-33

(in thousands)

Fiscal year ended Totall Salaries

June 30 —
1921 $248 $173
1922 242 173
1923 242 173
1924 242 173
1925 288 215
1926 285 215
1927 294 220
1928 300 220
1929 2419 220
1930 396 273
1931 399 273
1932 3580 4
1933 450 4

lIncludes salaries, miscellaneous, library, and deficiency and supplemental appro-
priations,

Zncludes deficiency appropriations of $119,000.
3Includes supplemental appropriation of $140,000.
4Not available separately; total given as “salaries and expenses.”

SOURCES: Legislative, Executive, and Judicial Appropriations. The Budget of the
United States Government.

And the Monthly Labor Review was in jeopardy in 1921, when
Congress, seeking to rein in government publications, put a require-
ment in an appropriations bill for specific congressional authorization
for such journals. Approval for the Review was held up, and the need
for economy was not the only reason given. Representative Stevenson
of South Carolina, from the Joint Committee on Printing, declared
that a Department of Labor pursuing its “legitimate functions” and
publishing materials “legitimately to be used by the institutions of this
country” would have no difficulties. However, “a magazine that
reviews books and prints commendations of soviet literature and all
that sort of thing . . . we do not propose that it shall be further
published at the expense of the voters of the United States.” Never-
theless, Congress passed the necessary authorization in May 1922.64

137




The First Hundred Years

The disposition of Congress changed somewhat later in the dec-
ade. The Bureau's appropriation was increased by about 20 percent in
1925, with slight additional increases until 1929, when, with a weaken-
ing economy and growing unemployment, Congress granted a sub-
stantial deficiency appropriation for work on employment and
unemployment statistics. Deficiency and supplemental appropriations
were given for this work during the next years, but they often came
too late in the fiscal year to be allocated, so that the Bureau of the
Budget would delete the amount from new requests.5>

International activities

The reporting of economic conditions abroad never flagged under
Stewart. Bureau publications frequently presented statistics and
reports on legislation and industrial developments in foreign coun-
tries. However, U.S. rejection of membership in the League of
Nations in 1920 greatly limited BLS participation in international
agencies. The Bureau moved to drop the annual allocation of $1,000
from its budget for the International Association for Labor Legisla-
tion, Stewart noted that the association had merged with the Interna-
tional Labor Organization, one of the constituent agencies of the
League of Nations, to which the United States did not belong. Even
s0, the Bureau maintained “a friendly cooperation” with the ILO,
especially while former Commissioner Meeker was there,5

Stewart did attend the meetings of the International Institute of
Statistics in Rome in 1925 as a member of the U.S. delegation. He
attended only one other international meeting, a session of the ILO
Conference of Labor Statisticians in 1931. Stewart was there primarily
because of the Bureau’s work on the international study of wages and
the cost of living for the Ford Motor Company. Stewart explained his
reluctance to join in such functions: “If we send delegations to one of
their conferences or conventions, I do not believe that we can escape
the implication that we are as a country refusing to enter the League

of Nations by the front door but are in fact crawling in through the
back door.”67
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Retirement

On July 1, 1932, Commissioner Stewart, then 74 years old, was retired
involuntarily under the Economy Act of 1932, which required auto-
matic separation of retirement-age Federal employees after July 1932
unless specifically exempted by the President. Stewart’s term ran until
December 1933, but Secretary Doak’s refusal to recommend an
exemption resulted in his termination.

Observers generally attributed his retirement to factors other
than age. The following incident, reported in Time, was also cited in
other newspapers as the main reason: “Last spring, Secretary of Labor
Dozk told newsmen that he had been supplied departmental data
which showed that employment was increasing throughout the land.
Fooled before by such cheery statements from politically minded Sec-
retaries, the reporters went to Commissioner Stewart to check up.
The white crowned, white whiskered old man telephoned Secretary
Doak that the statistics given him warranted no such declaration.
Thereupon Secretary Doak recalled the newsmen, told them to disre-
gard his earlier statement, and then, in front of them gave Statistician
Stewart a tongue-lashing for daring to contradict his chief. It was
Secretary Doak who refused to certify Mr. Stewart’s indispensability
to the President, thereby depriving him of his job.”68

Stewart himself wrote that he had been considering retirement
but “it was the cheap, boorish method employed that hurt me.” The
San Francisco News was more caustic: “In the city named for George
Washington, it seems they fire people for telling the truth. Stewart has
been in continuous government service for 45 years. He is recognized
as one of the ablest men in his line in America, and his honest work
on employment is particularly needed now. But, unfortunately for
him and the country, he is too candid.”®®

For a year, from July 1, 1932 until July 6, 1933, Charles E.
Baldwin served as the Acting Commissioner, and he tried to follow
Stewart’s policies.

Ethelbert Stewart died in 1936.
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