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Program for Plenty

The paradox of a global war—and its significance, as interpreted by

by EDWARD B. BENJAMIN

.‘J" .\"i_!

ranking southern industrialist. How ‘“the most destructive disaster of all
time short-circuited us into an all-out productivity at whose approaches we
had been stumbling for a dozen years.”—And gave clues to a “permanent
self-regenerative prosperity.” :

DoEs THE OVERNIGHT “MIRACLE’ OF WAR PRODUCTION, WITH
full employment and fantastic output, spell anything for
our country after the war?

Just this: that it may be possible ta organize our nation
for permanent peacetime prosperity and plenty.

For the moment let us overlook the handicap of a huge
national debt at war’s end—what this debt is going to be,
we shall consider later—and come to grips with more
crucial questions:

Can our nation consume what it would produce in an
all-out production program for peacetime plenty?

Can our people afford to pay for the superabundance
of commodities redulting from full time employment on
civilian needs? :

A few figures will throw surprising light on this. In
1929, with our national income at $85,000,000,000 we had
3,000,000 unemployed, about 6 percent of our workers. In
1943, with our people almost fully employed, the national
income is estimated at $135,000,000,000—an increase of
about 62 percent. Although it seems strange, the average
of commodity prices is supposed to have advanced only
S percent between 1929 and 1942. Thus the producing
and consuming power of the American people increased
enormously in little more than a decade.

Specific figures show that the real income of our wage
earners—what pay envelopes will buy—had gradually ad-
vanced about 50 percent in the same period. The real in-
come of the farmer was up even more. Wage-hour and
farm-aid Tegislation, trade union gains, Social and tech-
nological progress had all contributed to these benefits
for the mass of our people. Ought we, then, to worry too
much about our ability to consume? Do we not have a
green light to go ahead, not only to produce for our needs
when the time comes, but to produce ourselves into a
state of full employment and lasting plenty, with some
comforts for all in addition to the simple necessities? The
answer looks obvious. Certainly we ought to try.*

Bear in mind that our war production program has been
carried out by industry and agriculture in private hands,
with some governmental financial aid and planning.
Couldn't the same arrangements hold for the peacetime
production program-for-plenty? Bear in mind, moreover,
that whereas our war production program has called for
limitation of civilian consumer demands in many direc-
tions, the program for plenty would work exactly the
other way—a comforting thought.

My proposal is simply one for continued evolution in a
direction in which we were already headed before Pearl
Harbor. War production has taught us what an enormous
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economic potential resides in the US.A,, if we but harness
it in full for the satisfaction of our peacetime needs.

The Sights of Our Postwar Aiming

THERE ARE SIGNS THAT CONSIDERABLE PLANNING IS ALREADY
under way toward this end. TKe President and other gov-
ernment officials have more than hinted. at it. Industrial
leaders are sensing the idea as exemplified by the Commit-
tee for Economic Development which, on the initiative of
Secretary of Commerce Jesse H. Jones, has set out to
stimulate advance “planning of programs for the swift
conversion of war industry to civilian production in order
to maintain maximum employment. But what seems stil} .
to be needed above all, has been a comprehénsive survey
of our nation’s economic requirements for proper, peace-
time living. Consider the problem om this basis: Our
War Production Board has estimated our waftime needs.
In the years following the war, why not do the same for =
proper peacetime requirements? How many shoes, shirts | .
and topcoats, how many prefabricated cottage-with-garage
units, bathtubs, refrigerators, and other “hard goods”
should be produced—and consumed—to assure everyone
in all the land possession of the basic essentials of health
and comfort?- ' e
A step in this direction is the study “Markets After the
War” by S. Morris Livingston, brought out by the Depart-
ment of Commerce. This summarizes the annual con-
sumer demands for the years 1929 through 1941. How-
ever, the 1941 national income (the largest of the years
covered by the report) ran only a little over $90,000,000,-
000, as against the expectation that the national income
will reach over 50 percent-more than that this present year,
It appears that a detailed comprehensive postwar con-
sumer demand survey should be undertgken, by income
groups and covering both abnormal and normal demands,
based upon our anticipated national income of $135,000,-
000,000 in 1943. If we could ascertain the requirements of
our population for commodities and services in normal
times based on such an alltime high, conceivably we
might employ our population in the satisfaction of these
wants. '
Obviously an increase in national income level from
$90,000,000,000 to $135,000,000,000 does not mean a proporsé
tionate increase in demand for some commodities and
services. The point is to find out in advance the dire &
that demand would take and to prepare ahead of time,
properly and systematically, to meet it, thus setting..
both the goals of production and of employment. .
In recent years, the polling technique has proved, ¢
cellent in gauging opinions and preferences. This method,
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-g:us assistance to consumers in developing budgets, could
brought to bear in working up our picture of postwar
consurnption based upon sustained high national income.
Implementing These Aims

SUCH THEN ARE THE SIGHTS FOR OUR POSTWAR AIMING, THE

; q%m being presented in terms of shelter and sanitation,

and clothing, personal hygiene and education, and all

* the other manifold commodities and services entering into
' reasonably secure daily living that embodies freedom from

want and freedom from fear. Assuredly, if we can survey
our needs for war production plus wartime living, we
should be capable of estimating our requirements for
pmpexcﬁmc living standards.
*~ Once we ascertain our essential production goals in our
program for postwar plenty, we can begin to figure on
-augmenting the framework for their attainment. War-
time ecopomic supervision on the part of the federal
vumm:a: has built up an oczlormous mass of statistical
ata on earning power of our people, on their eco-
nomic skills and aptitudes. We should be able to estimate

~ How much of our program for plenty is attainable at the
. start, and the directions in which to extend plant invest-

~ment. Over a finite period of time, with government aid
in financing and in planning, and with economic activity
in private, competitive hands as today, should we not con-
tinue to accomplish wonders?

It would probably matk a forward step, therefore, in our
economic development to maintain in peacetime a produc-
tion board somewhat analagous in its scope and function
to the present War Production Board. Even if the normal
work of this suggested agency were confined merely to the
collection and rapid dissemination of figures on the pro-
duction and purveying of commodities and services, this
would be extremely helpful. At present similar statistical
data are a year or two old as they emanate from the
Burcau of Census, the Bureau of Mines, and other
agencies. They represent ancient history as far as pro-
ducers are concerned.

From “Expendables” to Permanent Investment

_ THIS BRINGS US SQUARELY TO OUR FINANCIAL SITUATION—
_ to the present and prospective national debt, and our abil-

ity to finance any postwar economic program.

Happily, unlike that for the war Eﬁon, the financing
involved in this peacetime program should prove self-
liquidating. Most war production plants are built for
temporary operation; their product is “expendable.” It is
shot away, or destroyed, or relegated to the warchouse or
the junk heap on war’s termination. But any expansion
of agriculture and industry to satisfy peacetime needs
creates facilities which are—or can and should be—per-
manently required. Their products can be and ordinarily
are marketed at prices covering all costs of production,
including that of financing. Instead of flinging our
money into the maw of destruction, we would get it back
with interest to be used in new directions later.

Moreover, the amount of financing required for a pro-
gram of peacetime plenty in this country should not be
anything like the financial outlay fer war production. To
begin with, prior to the war our production facilities for
the satisfaction of our normal civilian needs were already
very considerable. As previously stated, we were headed
in the right direction. In a program for plenty, we do not
need to pioneer new fields of production. We need only
to expand and amplify. Let it be noted that while our

new plant investment for war runs into nearly $20,000,- ’,%}%
000,000 it is a drop in the bucket of our total war budget. =~

As a matter of sober fact, even under the grave stresses
of war production our nation’s financial outlook is mot:
too discouraging. Our debt may run to $180,000,000,000
by the end of 1943—with our national income already
estimated at $135,000,000,000. Many a successful corpora-
tion has outstanding funded debt amounting to several
times its annual income. The federal government’s situa~
tion in this respect is neither unusual nor alarming

Taxes nett
000,000 for 1942—sufficient, after allowing $5,000,000,000
to $6,000,000,000 for ordinary governmental ditures,
to have retired considerably more than $200,000,000,000 of
debt on a safe and sane amortization basis. And tax rates
enacted in 1943, although high, are after all not crushing.

Far from being broke, our nation under all-out wartime
production has built up an enormous earning power.
The amount of government debt outstanding, huge as it
is, is owed not to some vaguely sinister centralized agency
in Washingtoft; but to you and me and others like us, or
to our banks, our insurance companies, and other financial
institutions in which we all have an interest. It is almost
wholly a domestic debt, which represents the savings of
our people. These savings can continue to be siphoned
off through our government to finance our economi¢ pro-
ductivity, either for war or peacctin®® needs. ‘Such

financing is safest for the lenders and cheapest of all for

the debtors.

Nothing to Intimidate Us

IN SHORT, THERE Is NOTHING IN OUR FINANCIAL OUTLOOK TO °

intimidate us in going ahead with our legitimaté dational
aims. We have every right and every reason to begin
now to define our economic goals for proper, comfortable,
peacetime living and to plan now for peacetime plenty
after victory is won. .

There are those, of course, who will regard any attempt
at postwar economic planning as a handicap to our system
of free private enterprise. But such planning need neither
be restrictive nor obstructive. In spite of occasional fric-
tions, various signs indicate that American government,
business, industry, and agriculture, are all progressing in
economic understanding, and progressing rapidly.

A paradox that will furnish texts for untold future
generations of economists and historians is the fact that
the most destructive disaster of all time—a global war—
short-circuited us into an all-out productivity at whose ap-
proaches we had been stumbling for a dozen years.

Organization overnight for all-out war effort necessarily
resulted in a certain amount of bungling which, in the,
accomplishment of remarkable objectives, may be forgiven.
Organization and planning begun now for postwar pro-
duction can avoid the mistakes of haste and amateurism.

Summarizing, two essentials are required:

1. An immediate comprehensive survey (by income
groups) to defing postwar consumer demands, abnormal end
normal, based on present high national income levels,

2. Continuation in peacetime of a production planning
board to collate performance and assist in any necessary gov-
ernment aid to producers.

Unless the lessons furnished by our nation’s history are
in error, we will succeed in whatever we set out to ac-
complish. It is for us to awaken to our opportusity and
to attain permanent self-regenerative prosperity in-& prop-

erly planned and organized postwar production for plenty. |

the federal government around ﬁb,m
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