Chapter 4

TOWARD THE GERMAN SKILLS MACHINE

Establishing Vocational Counseling and Training
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I December 1921, at just the second meeting of representatives from all of the
state and provincial vocational offices, Paul Knoff, the influential head of the
Brandenburg office, spared no words in his critique of the state of vocational
counseling: “The numbers of extant vocational counseling and apprenticeship
placement centers leave the impression that vocational counseling has already ac-
complished much. If one looks more closely, however, one notices that in many
cases one can hardly speak of real vocational counseling.”! Observers of vocational
training saw things almost as dimly: disagreements between labor and industry
were blocking progress on a national law on training; DATSCH, the manufac-
turers’ organization that before the war had pioneered coordination of training,
was moribund; and only isolated companies showed much interest in training.?
In the early postwar years, as we saw in the previous chapter, much energy had
gone into the legal, institutional, and financial establishment of the Labor Admin-
istration. As the officials of the Prussian Trade Ministry had learned in the bitter
struggles over the Labor Exchange Law, these efforts did not lead necessarily even
to the merely formal creation of vocational counseling offices on a national scale.
Furthermore, if the movement to steer young people into skilled work was to
succeed, the Labor Administration’s local offices had to create the personnel and
infrastructure of a whole new bureaucracy practically de novo. They additionally
had to establish themselves vis-a-vis the various constituencies shaping the work-
ing world. In the absence of a legal mandate, they needed to win the trust of the
public, the schools, current and future workers, and, most importantly, the local
employers. Once the general legal framework had been established in the early
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1920s, much of the work of establishing a national system of vocational counsel-
ing would involve gaining ground vis-a-vis these local interests. But interests were
not all that was required to gain ground. Industrialists’ zhinking about production
and the role of their workers in it remained, in the early 1920s, the major impedi-
ment to creating a high skills workforce. Once their ideas changed in the middle
of the decade, the German skills machine began to take off.

A New Bureaucracy and Its Constituencies

Particularly between 1919 and 1921, and again after 1924, vocational coun-
seling briskly expanded. The Reichsarbeitsblatt reported with satisfaction that in
1924/25, the number of vocational counseling offices and of advice-seekers had
“increased considerably.” While in the first two years after implementation of the
Labor Exchange Law, 1922/23 and 1923/24, the number of offices had remained
constant at roughly 380, in the third year it jumped more than 30 percent to a
total of 518, though the Agency acknowledged that some of the increase could be
due simply to more complete reporting. The number of school-leavers who came
to vocational counseling rose from 140,000 in 1923/24 to 194,000 a year later, a
jump of nearly 40 percent.’ Yet the quantitative growth fell far short of the “total
inclusion” for which the national authorities aimed. Despite the absolute rise in
cases, because the number of school graduates rose even faster, the percentage of
school graduates “covered” by the offices actually fell slightly, from 33.3 to 32.2
percent.*

From their inception, the vocational counseling offices suffered from the de-
valuation of money. By 1922, when inflation accelerated dramatically, provincial
offices in Prussia warned the central authorities that they faced “collapse.” The
“continually increasing internal frictions” in the labor offices arose principally
from the “unresolved financial questions.” In its appeal to the Reich Labor Min-
ister, the Prussian Ministry of Trade explained that the financial “means of the
cost-bearers, that is the provinces and the municipalities, are exhausted; and the
legal situation is so dubious that real pressure cannot be exerted on the provinces
and municipalities.”® The end of the inflation in late 1923 finally created a clear
and stable monetary environment, but, in the eyes of the central Labor Admin-
istration, provincial governments continued to practice “excessive cut-backs” of
vocational counseling personnel even a year after the end of the inflation.”

Nor had the 1922 Labor Exchange Law, which many had hoped would create
a clear and binding “legal situation,” satisfactorily resolved the financial question.
The fact that local authorities bore one-third of the costs of the local labor of-
fices and sat on the local administrative boards meant that local priorities—and
often these favored saving money over funding a new, and as yet unproven, ser-
vice—gave little support to vocational counseling.® Provincial authorities granted
numerous requests from local authorities, particularly those in more rural areas,
to exempt them from Prussia’s requirement that vocational counseling be estab-
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lished universally.” Given the organizational and financial structures of the Labor
Administration and its offices, even after the 1922 Labor Exchange Law, interest
in vocational counseling still depended to a great degree on the particularities of
the local and regional offices, political forces, and economies.

The directors of the local offices, who were usually at the same time in charge
of job placement, often devoted the most attention to the immediately obvious
tasks of administering unemployment aid'® and job placement for older workers
who had lost their jobs. As the Ministry of Trade had feared, when vocational
counseling was paired with job placement, the former got short shrift. Maintain-
ing public order had priority. Even in Prussia, in which vocational counseling
had preserved greater autonomy within the labor offices, such complaints were
common. At a meeting of the state vocational offices in March 1924, the first of its
kind in three years and hence also since the implementation of the Labor Exchange
Law, all representatives emphasized “with great force” that vocational counseling
could only flourish if it were placed on an equal footing with job placement.!!

By the end of 1924, vocational counseling presented a mixed countenance.
On the one hand, in the last year other states had followed Prussia in making
vocational counseling offices mandatory, or were about to do so: Wurttemberg
(January 1924), Thuringia (June 1924), Bavaria (in preparation).'> The number
of vocational counseling offices and the proportion of school graduates visiting
them had grown considerably over the previous years; the system of public voca-
tional counseling had assumed, in the words of its most important bureaucratic
proponent, the Prussian Trade Ministry’s Schindler, “very considerable propor-
tions.”'> On the other hand, the Labor Administration’s first national survey of
the vocational counseling system painted a generally gloomier picture. “The de-
velopment of the local vocational counseling offices varies greatly from state office
to state office. It depends in part on the total structure of the district (population
density, size of the city, degree of industrialization) and in part on the energy with
which the state office ... takes on the matter.”!* This vigor, the report continued,
was sorely lacking:

The activity of the state offices in the area of vocational counseling has suffered quite con-
siderably due to the loss of personnel ... Open positions were often not filled again. Even
where the vocational counselors themselves remained, they were so occupied by other work
for the state office that their actual responsibilities had to take a back seat. This applies espe-
cially in the Rhine Province, Westphalia-Lippe, Lower Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt. Especially
the reduction in number of female vocational counselors or their being heavily burdened
with other tasks makes itself felt (Saxony, Brandenburg, Lower Saxony, Miinster, the Rhine
Province, Schleswig-Holstein). No vocational counselors whatsoever exist in: the Free State
Saxony, Hessen, Hessen-Nassau and Waldeck, Baden, Mecklenburg-Liibeck, Oldenburg,
the Border Region.!®

If vocational counseling’s financing and organizational security remained pre-
carious and varied from district to district in the first years of the Labor Admin-
istration, its relations to key actors in the labor world were at least as important
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for its success—and at least as fragile. Vocational counseling’s most important
relationships were with the parents of school graduates and the general public,
with the schools, and with employers.

Even if the abstract idea of vocational counseling for the sake of optimizing
the workforce, of Menschenskonomie, enjoyed support from nearly all political
parties and much of the population, the vocational counseling offices that sprang
up in the years 1918 to 1924 were themselves, in the eyes of many, unfamiliar
and unproven institutions. Without a legal means to compel all graduating stu-
dents and job seckers to use the offices, vocational counselors had to earn the
public’s and, especially, parents’ confidence.

It was not accidental that, in the early years, a considerable portion of the
vocational offices” efforts went into “propaganda.”® In a situation in which the
vocational offices were still coming into being and defining their roles, the par-
ticularly active counselor in Offenbach recommended, “it is first necessary to
propose to the public, and in particular the interested circles, as clear a picture as
possible of our tasks.”'” Even when the public knew what vocational counseling
offices did, parents were often indifferent or skeptical. In the Rhine district, for
example, school authorities reported on the slow progress in convincing parents
and students of the importance of vocational counseling: along with a certain ret-
icence about secking advice and the parents’ knowledge of good apprenticeship
positions, the need to earn money quickly (and hence to enter unskilled work)
militated against getting advice.'® Such short-term calculations were, of course,
precisely what the advocates of vocational counseling were trying to forestall.

A persistent, and for the Labor Administration particularly serious, source of
the public’s caution vis-a-vis the vocational counseling offices was their reputa-
tion for “bureaucratism.” This was the criticism most frequently leveled against
their offices in the press. Occasionally, the charge could implicate the ostensible
(and indeed quite real) attempt of the Labor Administration to gain a monopoly
on job placements.!” Far more frequently, however, the ultimate goa/ of “com-
plete inclusion” of the labor market met with widespread, and often impassioned,
support.?’ A far more prevalent complaint objected to the “bureaucratic” methods
of the vocational counseling offices. As the Prussian Trade Ministry had feared,
vocational counseling suffered from its close association with the labor offices,
whose “bureaucratic schematism” one paper characterized as “to some extent the
unavoidable fate of a public entity committed to mass operations.”*! A vocational
counselor visiting a school, another paper lamented in an article entitled “False
and correct vocational counseling,” lectured to the school children for an hour
and a half and left almost no time for questions at the end.?> What these parents
and the critics of the bureaucratic aspects of vocational counseling explicitly or
implicitly demanded was that the vocational counseling offices become able to
judge “the individual distinctiveness of the young people.”*?

Both the central ministries concerned with vocational counseling as well as
the local offices responded to these criticisms in a number of ways. Each time
a critique of vocational counseling appeared in the press, the central authorities
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were quick to offer a rebuttal in kind. From 1925, favorable “propaganda for the
ideas of vocational counseling” was also made by the new medium of radio.? At
least the most engaged vocational offices—and here, as in many other areas, local
variety was the norm—utilized regular “parent evenings” to gain the support of
this important group.” In addition to these forms of “advertisement,” vocational
counselors, initially at the local and state levels, and later nationally, sought to
address the most serious critiques of the current practices. In particular, in order
to gain the support of the public and especially of parents, they wanted to combat
the impression that vocational counseling offices were bureaucratic institutions
that treated school graduates as faceless numbers and were incapable of recogniz-
ing their “individual distinctiveness.”

At least as significant as the support of the general public and of parents was
the cooperation of the schools. Thus, the vocational counselor in Offenbach be-
gan his review of the office’s highest priority, “propaganda,” by noting: “First,
we had to win the teachers for active participation.”® The school’s importance
to vocational counseling derived from three factors: the former’s proclivity to do
counseling itself had to be eliminated; in the absence of a legal requirement that
students visit vocational counseling, the schools would play a key role in “deliv-
ering” graduates to the labor offices; finally, the teachers’ observations of their
students—which, as was often emphasized, were based on a much longer ac-
quaintance than the vocational counseling offices ever could achieve—ought to
be an important element in the vocational office’s matching of “the right man
and the right job.”

Even when the central ministries made promises to the contrary, the schools
remained real, or at least potential, rivals to the vocational counseling offices. The
existence of a comprehensive network of schools, teachers’ often intimate un-
derstanding of their students’ personalities, and parents’ generally high regard for
teachers—all of which had made the schools the basis for vocational counseling
in most other western countries—meant that schools enjoyed significant advan-
tages over the nascent Labor Administration. While the Labor Administration
could boast that even before the Labor Exchange Law (1922) gave the labor offices
(primary) responsibility for vocational counseling, only 2.4 percent of vocational
offices had been affiliated with schools (and, by contrast, 67 percent with labor
offices),”” numerous school teachers practiced an “unofficial” counseling of their
pupils. As the provincial office of the Prussian Education Ministry in the Rhine-
land reported in 1921, “[s]ince the vocational offices for the most part are still
failing or because the parents and students stay away from them and prefer to
turn to the teachers, the schools undertake, in fairly large number, the vocational
instruction of their charges.”?® For their part, many teachers objected to what they
perceived as the labor office’s attempt “to deprive them of the right and the duty
to concern themselves with the future of their departing students.”” Even after
passage of the Labor Exchange Law, and despite considerable efforts on the part of
the labor offices to gain the unstinting support of the schools, teachers and school
directors continued to counsel students and to place them with employers.>
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Beyond tamping down the brushfires of teacher counseling, the labor offices
also sought more positive contributions from the schools, especially pivotal as-
sistance in achieving “complete inclusion.” An early dispute in Kassel between
the school authorities and vocational counseling office raised the issue of how
the schools should report on their children to the latter office. When the Kassel
schools decided not to automatically send evaluations for all children, but only
when their parents requested it, only eight children came to vocational counsel-
ing “of their own accord.”" In response, the Trade Ministry insisted that provid-
ing school reports “for, if possible, all graduating students” remained necessary,
for experience had shown that “if one made the filling-out of the questionnaires
purely voluntary, vocational counseling would remain ineffective.”** By February
1920, the Trade Ministry’s insistence on this point had resulted in the Educa-
tion Ministry instructing school authorities, “[g]raduating students should be
urged at every suitable occasion to visit these vocational counseling offices. If the
school is sent questionnaires from the vocational office, the school director is to
supervise the thorough response and to provide, for example, in accordance with
his best knowledge and conscience, requested information on the probable voca-
tional suitability of students.”*® Of course, a directive from the central authorities
often was insufficient to guarantee compliance by the local authorities. In the ab-
sence of a legal mandate for Zotalerfassung, the schools role in “delivering” their
students to the labor offices would become the labor offices’ prime instrument for
achieving “total inclusion” for much of the next four decades.

A third sphere of interaction between vocational office and school, in addi-
tion to efforts to end teacher counseling and to enlist schools in the “delivery” of
students to vocational offices, was the design of the aforementioned vocational
questionnaires. I will restrict myself here to noting a significant constraint on the
school form. The cooperation from teachers and school directors in answering
the vocational office’s questions remained often halfhearted and (to the latter)
unsatisfactory. Teachers—often nonplussed since they were now expected to aid
the very institution that had usurped their role—complained repeatedly about
the time- and energy-consuming “burden” of filling out the forms®* and about
being “flooded” with demands for “bureaucratic writing and listing tasks.”* Their
refractoriness moved the Labor Administration to warn that the questionnaires
“should not be too long or go beyond the most necessary aspects.”*® While the
cooperation with schools would become smoother over time, the tensions over
the school questionnaire contributed to new attitudes within vocational counsel-
ing about the school’s role and its own in evaluating job seekers.

More vital still to the practical success of vocational counseling than its rela-
tions with parents or schools was its standing with employers, who crucially re-
tained ultimate control over the hiring of workers and were not obliged to use
the labor office’s services. As the office in Offenbach succinctly explained the
necessity of good relations with the employers, “If we control the apprenticeship
positions, the youths and their parents will follow.”” While the responses of
employers to the current state of vocational counseling, like so many aspects of
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the Labor Administration, varied according to local circumstances, the general
tenor in the years 1918 to 1924 was one of mistrust. Most employers did not
condemn vocational counseling per se, but rather condemned its close link to
the bureaucratic, SPD-tinged labor offices. In December 1922, the employers’
organization, by now feeling less and less bound by its prior pact with the unions,
had condemned the ANG’s subordination of vocational counseling to the labor
offices in the harshest of terms: a “suitable vocational policy,” which required
among other things “precise knowledge of the individual vocational qualities and
necessities,” never could be achieved by the labor offices with their “extreme mass
operations.”® At the local level, many employers’ mistrust of the “bureaucratic”
labor offices persisted. The vocational counselor in Offenbach reported:

The dislike of public job placement has been transferred in many places from the labor
exchanges to the vocational offices as well, particularly where the vocational counseling is
handled in a section of the labor office [precisely the prescription of the 1922 ANG]. One
can say—without wanting to diminish the valuable work of the labor offices—that many
employers only turn to the labor office if contracts with unions compel them to or if they
can find workers nowhere else.... As we know from experience, the vocational office is
often regarded and treated like a “labor office for youths.”?

While the vocational office in Liibeck expressed a certain self-satisfaction a
year later over the proportion of apprenticeships it helped bring about, it indi-
rectly admitted to frustrations similar to those in Offenbach: its “task” would be
“more and more to gain the trust of the employers.”** Handicrafts, in particu-
lar, which during the war was the inspiration for Prussia’s pioneering vocational
counseling edict, but now had a surfeit of applicants and felt antipathy toward
what it perceived to be Weimar’s socialist ethos, regarded public vocational coun-
seling and apprenticeship placement with “great mistrust” and expanded its own
placement systems “by all available means.”#!

As with the parents and public, the work of gaining the employers’ trust con-
sisted, in part, of active “propaganda’: letters to companies and visits to owners
and even shop foremen, who often made the ultimate decision on engaging ap-
prentices. “We consider especially the personal contact with the companies,” the
office in Offenbach emphasized, “to be very important.”#? These appeals, how-
ever, would have been ineffective, had the vocational offices not simultaneously
addressed the criticisms made by its most important constituencies. Parents and,
even more importantly, employers regarded the vocational offices with indiffer-
ence or even suspicion and hostility for similar reasons: both criticized the offices
for being “bureaucratic,” that is, for caring more about the number of visitors
they advised than about the quality of the counsel, in particular in matching the
individual qualities of each job seeker to the requirements of particular vocations.
The program to promote skilled work was still caught between two goals that were
difficult to reconcile: being comprehensive and being effective.

A further serious impediment to the program arose from the still unsettled
legal status of vocational training. After the war, the Central Working Associa-
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tion (ZAG) and then later the Reich Economics Ministry had drafted a bill that
would have established uniform regulations on training for all branches of the
economy, thus eliminating Handwerks special status and possibly mandating
some form of universal training. However, political struggles between employers
and unions over the control of training delayed passage of the law, especially as
socialist power waned in the early 1920s.%> For the time being, at least, the de-
mand for training depended solely on the needs of Handwerk and industry.

Building the Personnel and Substance of Vocational Counseling

In his sobering assessment of the state of vocational counseling in December
1921, Counselor Knoff had emphasized problems with the quality and training
of personnel, knowledge of the different vocations, and the school questionnaire,
which was the most important source of information on the youth. We now look
at vocational counseling’s efforts to improve in these areas, as well as another sub-
ject that Knoff might have mentioned but did not: applied psychology.

Well before KnofPs critiques, local authorities in fact had begun to train their
vocational counselors. The latter, whose very position was, of course, a new cre-
ation, had until recently been teachers, trade instructors, and civil servants. Of
the roughly 600 vocational counselors in 1925,% a survey revealed, 5 percent had
had a profession requiring university training; nearly a quarter had been teachers
of one sort or another; 55 percent had worked previously in other welfare offices;
and 7 and 8 percent, respectively, had been civil servants and business- or trades-
men.*> Their knowledge of particular vocations was thus often circumstantial,
unsystematic, and limited in scope.

The earliest local and state-level courses for vocational counselors were of quite
modest scale. In December 1919, the state labor office in Westphalia-Lippe of-
fered one of the first.“ Over four days, labor exchange officials and vocational
counselors from the north-Rhine area, as well as interested others, heard lectures
about a variety of topics, including “the development and tasks of vocational
counseling, with special regard to the conditions created by the war” (by the Trade
Ministry’s Schindler), “vocational counseling for women,” and “the collection of
vocational information.” In the next years, numerous towns and state offices put
on conferences of similar length and subject matter.?’

On a more permanent basis, the Prussian Trade and the Reich Labor Minis-
tries contributed funds to the Seminar for Job Placement and Vocational Coun-
seling at the University of Miinster, which began instruction in May 1920, but
remained too theoretical to be of practical use.*® At the Reich Labor Office’s first
major meeting on vocational counseling, held in November 1920, participants
emphasized the importance of the training of the counselors and the “decisive
significance” of attracting “suitable personages to this office of high responsibil-
ity.” Currently, it was generally agreed, their training was “deficient.”’ By late
1921, concerns about the state of vocational counseling® had mounted to such
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an extent that “numerous and various sides” urged the Brandenburg office, which
had taken a lead in reform efforts, to call a meeting of Land labor and vocational
offices,’! at which Knoff would make the pessimistic assessment cited earlier. In
his “theses” for the meeting, Knoff was even more damning: “Dilettantish occupa-
tion with vocational counseling, interest in the relevant questions, and good will
alone cannot be regarded as sufficient prerequisites for vocational counseling.”
In their place, he proposed the creation of a “well-ordered course of instruction”
that would last—“for the time-being”—a year-and-a-half and conclude with a
final exam. But the proposal failed to gain broader backing as current circum-
stances made it financially untenable. The municipal jurisdiction over vocational
counseling meant that the Reich could not even promulgate unified standards
for counselor training. It was precisely such circumstances that would make the
advocates of a comprehensive system of vocational counseling anticipate the salu-
tary effects of the Labor Exchange Law—and experience disappointment over
its equivocations in this regard. In the end, the Trade Ministry’s Schindler only
could promise to publish an essay on the matter in the journal Work and Voca-
tion, and “hope that through the public discussion the matter would be further
clarified.”>? The Trade Ministry had founded Work and Vocation in 1921, and the
journal immediately became the flagship of the vocational counseling movement,
providing a forum for discussion, disseminating ideas and best practices, and
boosting the esprit de corps of the tyro counselors.

By the late summer of 1923, a survey revealed that “despite the best of inten-
tions, which many vocational counselors demonstrate, success remains elusive due
to insufficient training.” Numerous state and municipal offices offered some form
of training, but “the cost-issue” had so far prevented extensive courses, and qual-
ity varied greatly, from Wurttemberg, where the part-time counselors received
books to read and later discussed them in Stuttgart, to the four-week course in
Dusseldorf.

The complement to the training of vocational counselors and the second, of-
ten closely linked, area of reform was the systematic development of knowledge
about the vocations. Efforts to improve vocational knowledge followed a path
somewhat similar to that of training reform, though in the former case the im-
pediments lay less in the pragmatic realm of financing and jurisdiction, and more
in the task itself. What was most important to know about a line of work? How
should one find it out? Even among backers of vocational counseling, there was
disagreement about how precisely one could and should try to match a young
person and a vocation.

As with the counselors’ training, the initiative to gain a better understanding
of the various vocations came not from Berlin, but from those closer to the actual
practice, from the provincial and state offices. Two approaches vied for support.
Brandenburg’s plan would encompass gathering information widely: on voca-
tional training, and its regulation by public offices, organizations, etc.; on the
development of the vocations; on wages and contracts; on vocational statistics;
on the practice of vocational counseling; and on the relevant literature.>® Saxony-
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Anhalt’s model, which would become the standard for the Labor Administra-
tion’s “vocational profiles” for the next four decades, focused more narrowly on
personal characteristics relevant for each vocation: those “necessary,” “excluding,”
“particularly useful,” and “not excluding.”

When a compromise between the two was reached, the central authorities,
increasingly anxious not only about the financial straits, but also about the poor
quality and reputation of the vocational offices, sought to develop national stan-
dards. At a meeting attended not only by representatives of the central and state
offices, but also by labor and business leaders, the Prussian Trade Ministry’s
Schindler underlined the urgency of the matter:

[Along with the lack of suitable personnel for vocational counseling] there is a lack of
content to be poured into a definite form. To that end, what is above all necessary is the
creation of vocation-informational material and the completion of vocational research.

The work, launched in late 1922, stalled for reasons both practical and theo-
retical. Hyperinflation of printing costs had just begun to soar. The desire to pro-
duce “scientific” vocational profiles conflicted with practical considerations of
timeliness and general accessibility. The question of how specific vocational pro-
files—and recommendations—should be also reflected the underlying debate
over visions for optimizing the German workforce: what role would centralized
distribution play? Since the war, the Trade Ministry had certainly incorporated
this style of thought more fully into its own proposals. Yet compared to the most
eager advocates of comprehensive knowledge and control, the Prussian ministry
remained skeptical. Schindler, in commenting on demands to apply psychotech-
nics to vocational choice, dampened hopes for a precise distribution of workers:

The significance of “vocational suitability” is exaggerated to a considerable degree among
... psychotechnicians; one often overlooks the fact that most people are suited to several
vocations and that the “suitability” will never allow itself to be measured as one measures
height. I believe that the focus of vocational counseling lies largely in the areas of knowl-
edgeable information on the vocations, their prospects, essence, and demands; such infor-
mation is for the most part lacking. That at the same time a serious test of the vocational
aspirant himself must occur—this seems to me self-evident; but the test will never have the
result that with mathematical certainty “the” vocation can be determined.”

A third area of reform in the early years of vocational counseling—the school
questionnaire—remained, despite its widely acknowledged importance, less trac-
table. More than in the other two realms, in matters of the school questionnaire,
local and state level initiatives set the agenda; the central authorities remained
exceptionally cautious.

Undoubtedly, the main reasons for the central authorities’ reserve were the
simultaneous dependence of vocational counseling on the schools and the rivalry
between schools and vocational counseling: unlike in the cases of counselors’
training and vocational profiles, if authorities wanted to improve the vocational
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questionnaires, they would need the cooperation of another, at times ill-willed,
institution. And yet, at least in this first period, the Labor Administration per-
ceived the teacher’s evaluation as potentially the most valuable source of insight
into the applicant. In a memo to the Labor Ministry, the Labor Office justified
the school questionnaires:

If vocational counseling is to take not only the economic aspect into account, then the
counselor must try to gain insight into the personality of the advice-seeker. Opportunity
for thorough personal observation will only present itself to the counselor in the rarest of
cases; he therefore needs to rely on the observations of a third party [i.e., the school].>®

If the central authorities’ concern to foster good relations with the schools
made them wary of precipitous reforms, local and state vocational offices were less
cautious. In the first years of the vocational offices, neatly all of the state offices
had developed questionnaires that they expected the teachers to fill out,”” as had
the larger cities such a Berlin, Breslau, Hamburg, Leipzig, and Munich.’® Though
some offices reported a fruitful cooperation between the schools and counseling
offices in this regard,” in most the results were inconclusive or disappointing.®°

The most determined and ambitious effort to implement a uniform question-
naire, that of Saxony-Anhalt, and the Labor Office’s ambivalent reaction illustrate
the thorny substantive and tactical questions involved. The early experience in
Saxony-Anhalt pointed to two fundamental constraints on the school question-
naire: on the one hand, the first questionnaire that had been introduced, which
required the teacher to make a single evaluation at the end of the students’ school
career, soon had proven to be inadequate and to require replacement by an evalu-
ation of the pupils “through time.” On the other hand, all previous attempts at
such “continual questionnaires” seemed to be “too extensive.” A year later, after
further consideration, Saxony-Anhalt proposed to implement its revised school
questionnaire throughout the entire state. In addition to asking about the stu-
dent’s grades and physical health, the questionnaire solicited reports on the child’s
“character and work habits” for each of his years in school. It provided a frame-
work for the teachers’ comments, but encouraged them to expatiate: the first sub-
section, entitled “general abilities,” asked about the student’s “general behavior,”
“interests,” “particular achievements,” and “other.” The second subsection, “work
abilities,” required the teacher’s comments on the pupil’s “intellectual vigor,”
“memory,” “independence,” “resilience,” “attentiveness,” “speediness,” “steadiness,”
“adaprability,” “resistance to fatigue,” and “other.” By the end of his schooling, each

student’s teachers—assuming they had dutifully fulfilled their obligations—would
61

» « » «

have amassed comments on these qualities for each of eight or ten years.

In its commentary to the Labor Ministry, the Reich Labor Office, while ex-
pressing gratitude for the general interest of the state offices in school question-
naires, emphasized caution and criticized Saxony-Anhalt’s proposal, about which
it “must raise objections.” The first attempt to introduce a questionnaire on a
large scale “ought not to involve such an extensive form.” If the public vocational
counseling offices did not proceed “quite gradually” on these matters, the teach-
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ers would not cooperate; before one could proceed with a wide-scale introduc-
tion, one would have to ascertain in smaller trials that the procedure was feasible
and worthwhile, and also that the vocational counseling offices could make use
of them.

While Saxony-Anhalt’s effort was perhaps the most ambitious, it was not the
only one. In the same period, other states attempted, or at least considered, the in-
troduction of similar uniform questionnaires.®* The central authorities continued
to be cautious: in light of the resistance of many teachers, evaluations of students
should be kept “as brief as possible and only retain that which is absolutely neces-
sary for the purpose of vocational counseling.” Specifically, experience had shown
that such questionnaires had been introduced most successfully, “the more they
restricted themselves to the capture of externally clearly identifiable things and,
in addition, the more they encouraged the teacher to express himself freely.”®?
Each of these two qualifications, however, might conflict with important goals
of vocational counseling: the first, because vocational counseling was particularly
interested, not in external, but in inner qualities such as motivation and consci-
entiousness; the second, because “free expression” made systematization all but
impossible. Thus, in the first years of vocational counseling, the incorporation of
the schools remained a particularly vexing and largely unresolved problem.

The advocates of universal vocational counseling had for some time expressed
interest, however cautiously, in another way to improve their service: by turning
to the emerging field of applied psychology. The wartime successes of applied
psychology, especially in selecting people who needed special, usually sensory
motor, skills (airplane pilots, truck drivers, battlefield spotters, etc.), had helped
to fuel a postwar wave of enthusiasm for “psychotechnics.”®® Universities devoted
chairs and institutes to applied psychology; numerous new journals covered the
field; along with public authorities such as the railroad and armed forces, indus-
trial giants like AEG, MAN, Vereinigte Stahlwerke, and Zeiss all had their own
testing stations to select workers.®

Soon, however, controversy and conflict began to cast shadows on psychotech-
nics’ rapid growth. In both theoretical and applied psychology, methodological
and substantive debates—among other things, about the role of quantitative test-
ing, the relationship between “elementary” attributes and human “wholes,” and
the relative importance of abilities on the one hand and motivation or personal-
ity on the other—pitted schools against each other. In the rapid proliferation of
psychotechnics stations, the influx of non-psychologists threatened more serious
damage. The overwhelming enthusiasm for psychological testing, the Labor Ad-
ministration and government ministries noted with alarm, had inspired “dilet-
tantes and quacks” to try their hand at testing, whose extravagant claims and
meager results would greatly harm legitimate psychotechnics.®

The Prussian Trade Ministry and the Reich Labor Administration, in particu-
lar, remained torn over applied vocational psychology. Especially for the Prussian
Trade Ministry, applied psychology appeared to be a double-edged sword as a
practical-political instrument of vocational counseling: useful in providing in-
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dividualized services and combating the offices’ reputation for “bureaucratism,”
but potentially harmful if the unproven techniques and practitioners tainted vo-
cational counseling itself. Such concerns framed the central authorities’ cautious
policies toward applied psychology.

Reports from state and local labor offices revealed an array of attitudes toward
applied psychology, depending on personal conviction, but even more so on the
local economic conditions. In the early 1920s, the great majority of labor offices
abstained from using psychological tests or evaluations, whether because they
were still engaged in establishing more basic services, because austerity did not
permit, or because they viewed psychotechnics with skepticism. Of those that did,
many seem to have been motivated by genuine enthusiasm for the possibilities.
In January 1923, the labor and vocation office of the Rhine Province informed
the central authorities that, despite the fact that “in many places the endeavors
of psychotechnics encounter resistance and that doubt is cast on its successes,” it
would proceed to establish psychotechnical facilities. They could draw on “good
preparations and rich experiences,” and their program would be limited to narrow
bounds.®” At nearly the same time, the Silesian vocational office expressed even
more forcefully its determination. Since organizational matters could be regarded
as nearly completed, the office wrote, it believed it was now “urgently necessary”
to devote “special attention” to psychotechnical vocational counseling.®®

Further reports, in particular from local labor offices, shed light on the rea-
sons for vocational counseling’s interest in applied psychology, in particular the
close correlation between industry and psychological testing. In August 1923,
the Offenbach office explained that it “performed the great majority of examina-
tions spontaneously, but in part also in commission of companies or wavering
parents.” It highlighted the role of psychological testing in the office’s relations
with local firms:

The preceding remarks have already revealed the importance we accord psychology, but
also especially which successes the vocational office has achieved with industry thanks to
psychology. Without exaggerating, it can be said that we have won large industry primarily
through our institute.®

After describing companies’ initial mistrust of the new bureaucracy, the Of-
fenbach report explained their change of heart:

Some skeptical employers were only won over, when we explained our methods—through
personal exchanges, numerous slide shows, and tours of our institute. From this moment
on, we are more capable than he, we are acknowledged experts. As “a man of practice” he
can choose apprentices on the basis of school reports and external appearances better “than
any bureaucrat”—now, however, he recognizes that the scientific method is better than his
own, which is based on feelings, and he acknowledges the scientific method all the more
when he, despite everything, retains freedom of choice in the final selection.”

The Breslau vocational office reported a similar process of appeal to the lo-
cal business community and an even more positive response. In the summer of
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1922, the director of the office had given a lecture “with slides” at a conference of
Silesian employers, whereupon “funds were given to the vocational office for the
purchase of a simple apparatus.” In the year since then, “personal appeals” by the
director had moved numerous employers to donate further sums and equipment;
with the help of the Silesian Central Employers Association, the Breslau office
had set up a psychotechnical institute for testing.”!

In these and other cases, the role of the vocational office’s psychological testing
had evolved in a similar direction: in the absence of a legal mandate, psycho-
logical testing proved to be a useful tool for binding the local employers to the
labor offices. A meeting of vocational counseling leaders in 1924 confirmed the
strategic utility of testing: “Almost without exception [the directors of vocational
counseling] expressed the conviction that vocational counseling must support
vocational psychology in a determined way, if only for the reason that industry
and crafts are placing more and more weight on it.”’?

Even as the legal and institutional framework for a national labor administra-
tion and for statewide systems of vocational counseling was being set up, then,
advocates of a comprehensive vocational counseling were at work on the sub-
stance of vocational counseling. In addition to their no doubt sincere desire to
make vocational counseling a more effective tool for matching youths and jobs,
the vocational counselors were responding to two challenges. While the 1922
Labor Exchange Law gave a de facto monopoly on public vocational counseling
to the network of labor offices, other institutional rivals remained—in particular,
the schools, but also other offices of Weimar’s burgeoning welfare state. The ef-
forts to improve vocational counseling’s procedures were, in part, efforts to out-
perform such rivals. At the same time, the Labor Exchange Law failed to make
mandatory the use of the vocational offices either for job seckers or for employers
(as many had demanded). Thus, the vocational offices had not only to overcome
institutional rivals, but also, crucially, to convince their potential constituents of
their worth. These considerable pressures to improve vocational counseling en-
countered limits due to the strapped financial situation of Germany at the time
and to the challenges inherent to the tasks. In each area of reform—counselor
training, vocational knowledge, the school questionnaire, and psychological eval-
uations—a common theme was also the tension between the desire, on the one
hand, to apply scientific and exhaustive knowledge and, on the other, to achieve
immediate, practical success.

Reframing the Skilled Worker: the Institutional and
Psychological Origins of the German Vocational Training System

As these efforts to improve vocational counseling made clear, employers’ atti-
tudes toward the Labor Administration and, even more crucially, their policies
toward their workforces remained decisively important in the attempt to steer
young people into skilled work. Employers did not view just the labor offices’
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“bureaucratism” in selecting workers with skepticism. In the early 1920s, many
doubted that selecting workers, or at least skilled workers, was of importance at
all. To understand why this was the case—and why in the middle of the decade
it suddenly changed—we first must assess the state of German industry and the
kind of “rationalization” it pursued in the years after the war.

Despite the extensive literature on Weimar Germany and its economy, only
fairly recently has a convincing picture of German firms’ production strategies
in the 1920s begun to emerge. When previous works addressed German indus-
try’s “rationalization” movement, they started from the universally held premise
that rationalization was a homogeneous process resting on mechanization and
deskilling.”

In the harsh economic environment of post—World War I Germany, interest
in rationalization, a rubric potentially including attempts to make virtually all
aspects of life more productive, was exceptionally strong. The topic of rational-
ization was the subject of a broad public discussion throughout the 1920s,74 and
various organizations, both public and private, promoted it in its various mani-
festations. In part with the support of such national organizations, and in part
on their own, German companies were the primary movers of rationalization.
Approaches to improving productivity varied from industry to industry and even
from firm to firm. In the heavy industries such as coal, iron, and steel, many of
the productivity gains came about through so-called “negative rationalization”—
shutting down unproductive operations and merging others. Mechanization also
played an important role, for example, in the introduction of the pneumatic
jackhammer in coal mining.”> Improvements in transportation within the fac-
tory, whether by adding motorized vehicles or reorganizing workflows, became a
major focus in nearly all branches.”® In manufacturing, the most dynamic sector
of the German economy since the late nineteenth century, considerable attention
focused on developing new materials, such as high-speed steel for machine tools
that were more productive’” and better motors and control systems.”® Undoubt-
edly, a major aspiration of many in the rationalization movement,” inspired by
the ideas of Frederick Winslow Taylor and Henry Ford and the breathtaking pro-
duction results of the latter’s automobile works,* was to maximize the division of
labor and to move to mechanized assembly line, or at least “flow,” production.

Yet despite the widespread enthusiasm in Weimar for “Fordism,”®! the actual
pace of mechanization and introduction of assembly line work was, in fact, far
slower than the contentious public debates at the time about “Rationalisierung”
or the later de-skilling literature suggested.®* Particularly in the manufacturing
sector, a number of factors set limits to the introduction of Fordist methods.
In some of the most important production spheres, the nature of the product
itself—whether machine tool or electrical motor—precluded substantial division
of labor or mechanization. Due to trade restrictions imposed after World War I,
in effect until 1925, and to the US success in increasing its share of world exports
in manufactured goods, German companies, at least initially, had to focus on
their own, much smaller, domestic market. This meant, compared to the US
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competitors, much less opportunity to secure the stable consumption pattern
necessary for economies of scale.®’ In other ways, as well, German economic and
social conditions did not make mechanized assembly line production seem suit-
able. As one commentator at the time expressed the difference between the US
industrial pacesetter and Germany: “there, plentiful and cheap capital, scarcity
of human labor and high wages, here, scarce and expensive capital, excess of la-
bor and wages that are only about 1/4 the American level.”®* Indeed, one of the
conclusions that many of the numerous industry and union leaders who made
pilgrimages to the US reached was that Germany, while it should adopt some of
the New World’s innovations, must develop its own forms of rationalization.®

In almost all cases, companies chose, or learned from experience, to adopt
mixed strategies that integrated improvements to physical 2zd human capital. Even
as more machinery was introduced, the skilled worker generally became more, not
less, important. This was the case even in the so-called heavy industries.%

The trend was especially pronounced in manufacturing. Electro-technical
products and non-electrical machines had been Germany’s leading exports dur-
ing its rapid industrial expansion in the three decades prior to World War I, and
afterwards as well these industries were the most dynamic parts of the German
economy. As the leading role of such men as Carl Friedrich von Siemens and Carl
Kétrgen in the National Productivity Board suggested, these industries were at
the forefront of efforts to rationalize German industry. In both industries, ratio-
nalization entailed substantial “learning processes.”® In the early postwar years at
Siemens, as at many other firms, the guiding principle of rationalization was the
central collection of information, development of best procedures, and imple-
mentation. The “work bureaus,” established in the company’s major factories be-
tween 1919 and 1921 to coordinate production,®® and the “production-technical
conferences” held since early 1921 to coordinate across the factories exemplified
the drive for centralized control.

The impediments to rationalization in Germany along US lines, however,
were significant. In Siemens’ production of electric motors they included:

[TThe particular nature of the motor construction, which resulted from the production of a
multitude of types of motors in changing series; the technical-constructive evolution of the
motors which in the 1920s and 1930s was “completely fluid” due to the switch in machine-
making to the electric single- or multiple engine drive; the highly differentiated demand for
electrical motors, which hindered a reduction in the variety of types and in special models;
the strong competition for market advantages among the various motor-producers, which
prevented quick progress in the norming and standardizing work; the significant propor-
tion of work-by-hand requiring the highest precision; the technical-constructive backward-
ness in machinery and ancillary equipment, when compared to the achievements of the
new hard-metal machine tool blades; and finally the shifting sales situation and the health
of the economy.®’

German machine-building companies often opted for a middle strategy of flex-
ible rationalization, which aimed to take advantage of mechanization and reorga-
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nization to the extent that these did not reduce the firms’ abilities to respond to
frequently changing market conditions.”

Contrary to contemporary fears about (and some later assessments of ) the im-
pact of Fordism, German manufacturing’s strategy of flexible rationalization did
not lead to a net replacement of skilled workers by unskilled ones. Purely quanti-
tatively, the proportion of skilled workers remained the same or, if anything, rose
during the 1920s. The second and third national surveys of workforce composi-
tion, conducted in 1907 and 1925, described an increasingly skilled workforce.
While the prewar census showed unskilled workers to be 41 percent of the total,
by 1925 this figure had fallen to 34 percent.”! Of the young men born in 1901,
who thus entered the workforce in the final, wartime, years of the Empire, nearly
equal proportions had only an elementary school education (37.6 percent) and
a supplemental crafts or industrial apprenticeship (38.4 percent). By compari-
son, in the mid 1920s, the percentage of those joining the workforce who had
completed an apprenticeship had risen to 52 percent.”” The 1920s witnessed an
unprecedented wave of foundings of company training centers for apprentices.”?
The more detailed studies of particular firms and industries confirm these im-
pressions of an increasingly well-trained, or at least not deskilled, workforce. At
Siemens in the late 1920s, slightly more than two-thirds of all workers had com-
pleted a three or four year apprenticeship or its equivalent in on-the-job training,
and in total, 40 percent were “highly qualified.”** In the following decade, when
the electro-technical industry more generally began to survey its member firms,
the latter reported that more than 70 percent of their workers were skilled or
semi-skilled.”> At Bosch, too, in the 1920s, the proportion of unskilled workers
declined generally. As one index of this development, the number of unskilled
male workers as a percentage of the entire workforce at Bosch declined steeply
in the years after 1925: from 17.5 percent in 1926, to 12.5 percent a year later,
and 11.4 percent in 1928.7° The composition of the workforce at the machine-
producer MAN’s Augsburg factory followed a similar pattern. The percentage
of skilled workers climbed slightly between 1920 and 1930, rising from 47.5
percent in 1920 to as much as 55 percent in 1927 and falling back to 50 percent
in 1930, during the Depression. That of unskilled workers dropped steeply, from
34 percent of the workforce in the first year to 15 percent in 1927 and 14 percent
in the final year. These untrained workers were replaced by the fast-rising propor-
tion of semi-skilled workers, whose share of the workforce rose from 18.5 percent
to 30 percent to 36 percent.”’

The importance of skilled and semi-skilled workers to the German firm and
economy is not captured adequately in the figures alone. Of great importance were
the employers’ subjective evaluations of the gelernt or angelernt worker’s role in the
production process and their assessment of the trained worker’s potential contri-
bution to the firm. The way industrialists conceived of their workers mattered.

The case studies of rationalization cited above suggest that employers’ thinking
on this subject evolved over the course of the 1920s. A debate took place within
German machine-manufacturing about whether its future lay with “special” or
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“universal” machines, that is, with machines that could perform only single, uni-
form tasks and hence required only unskilled or, at most, semi-skilled labor-
ers or conversely with machines that could be reconfigured to perform multiple
tasks, thus requiring skilled workers.”® In fact, the debate was not new. As we
saw, around 1900, German industry was ambivalent about its future production
strategies.” The emphasis on mass production during the war and progress in
norming had appeared to boost one side. As German industry by the mid 1920s
increasingly realized that it must opt for a “flexible rationalization,” its machine-
tool sector obliged by producing machines in the middle range between special
and universal. Initially, German machine-manufacturers “regretfully identified”
this inability to move fully to mechanized “flow” production as “a further nega-
tive consequence” of Germany’s particular market conditions. Then, however,
manufacturers began to recognize the “innovative potential of human labor ...
the specifically elastic potential of human labor, the productive ability to adapt to
changing demands, its multifaceted applications and uses.” It was only because
the German machine-tool industry (and by extension, other manufacturers as
well) proved unable to implement full-scale flow production that it had the op-
portunity to identify the potentialities of human labor.!®’ Likewise, Bosch, when
confronted with the US automobile industry’s mass production methods, “turned
a liability into an advantage” by consciously specializing in individual and special
fabrications,'! which required skilled workers. At Siemens, company manage-
ment had not always recognized the skilled worker’s importance, but there oc-
curred in the firm “a central insight of the managers, dawning at the end of the
1920s, into the unchangingly high significance of the male skilled worker.”!??

The rationalization of German firms in the 1920s did not produce, then, a net
“deskilling” of the German workforce, but to the contrary made the Facharbeiter
appear all the more vital to the German variety of capitalist production. Ger-
man employers did not immediately recognize the potential value of the skilled
worker, but rather did so only after their thinking had evolved, though on this
matter the scholars provide few concrete details and differ as to the timing of the
transition.

As welcome as these recent revisions of our picture of German industry in
the Weimar period have been, they fail to adequately convey the abruptness
with which German industry’s thinking about the “human factor” of production
changed in the mid 1920s, which did not reflect simply a gradual reassessment
on the basis of accumulating evidence, but in many cases occurred as a “Gestalt-
switch” in employers’ perceptions.

In the years after 1924, German employers increasingly began to see their
workers differently. The change in perception of the worker, especially the skilled
worker, the abruptness of the switch, and the continuing resistance to it were
all subjects of frequent comment by industrialists and others. In June 1924, the
National Productivity Board (RKW) devoted a session to the “training of young
workers in the broadest sense,” one of the earliest (semi) public discussions of
the issue. The first speaker, the head of the Association of German Engineers,
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Conrad Matschoss, distinguished between the new US “Fordist” style of produc-
tion and the German. The former trained its workers as quickly as possible for
a particular, constantly repeated activity; the latter aimed to develop “quality
workers.”1% Another participant, Dr. E. Toussaint, a professor of engineering at
the Berlin Technical University and industrial consultant, assailed the view that
the development in the mechanical industry would eventually make the trained
wortker “superfluous.” Anybody familiar with the issue, he insisted, would “long
since” have recognized that the opposite would more likely be the case and that it
would be only a matter of shifting trained and capable workers to new positions.
“In many cases,” Toussaint concluded, “the most thorough exploitation of the
machine could only be guaranteed if a thinking Facharbeiter used it.”1%4

The following year, the head of the Berlin vocational counseling office deemed
it “an encouraging sign that so soon after the [military] collapse [the economy]
has heeded the call to awake: ‘Above all, highest achievements in work and in the
products of work must help to free us from the pressure of conditions brought
about by the outcome of the war.”” As a result, “in all vocational branches to-
day the call for ‘quality young-workers’ goes out.”'?> Somewhat later, one of the
leaders of the psychotechnical movement, Hans Rupp, concurred: “The convic-
tion that the greatest care must be devoted to the training of the workers has
gained broad ground since the war. One recognizes more and more that for us
in Germany strength and growth lies in superior work and therefore in the most
careful training of the workers.”!% In an article entitled “Man and Technology,”
Matschoss burdened his own profession with some responsibility for the previ-
ous disregard for the worker: “We engineers, in particular, in the indefatigable
work for economic-technical progress, for too long failed to make the fact clear
to ourselves that we in our industry, which is based on this technology, can never
dispense with man. Man and technology, man and machine belong insolubly
together.”!?

As these comments have suggested, many perceived the interest in the Fachar-
beiter to be a new, or at least newly urgent, phenomenon. The director of the Work-
ing Committee for Vocational Training put the matter in historical perspective:

The fact that the vocational training of the workers is closely related to the productivity of
the economy has been recognized for decades, if only at first by small circles, and practically
useful work has been derived from this knowledge. New is the sudden dissemination of
these insights and the systematic way and energy with which these tasks are tackled, which
have appeared so forcefully on the level of economic and social-political issues.!%®

The new view of the value of the skilled worker spread rapidly after the mid
1920s, but it did so only by overcoming persistent contrary beliefs. In describing
the “young industrial worker in the modern factory,” an official of the Prussian
Trade Ministry still felt obliged to brand as “false” the thesis “that in the future
we can make do almost exclusively with untrained workers.”!?”” Schiirholz be-
lieved it necessary to “oppose the opinion that the skilled vocation in industry
has largely become extinct due to increasing mass production and the influx of
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perfected machines.”!'® By 1930, the conviction that Germany’s economic fu-
ture, though it undoubtedly would include more and better machines, lay in
the hands of its skilled workers had displaced such doubts. A reviewer of the
National Productivity Board’s volume on “Suitability and Quality Work” could
confidently assert: “Value-work of the greatest perfection is the goal of German
industry. A detailed justification of this position is today no longer necessary.”!!!
Likewise, a leading functionary of the Association of German Employers’ Orga-
nizations referred assuredly to the “growing attention and estimation paid to the
‘human factor’ in the economy.”!12

Why, though, did the turn to the Facharbeiter take place when it did, in the
mid 1920s, and why did it take the form it did, that is, as a relatively sudden
paradigm shift and conversion? The scholarly inattention to these issues means
that our answers can be only fairly speculative.

By the mid 1920s, the unskilled worker had come to seem increasingly bur-
densome to German employers in several ways. Throughout the postwar period,
but especially after the end of inflation, he had exhibited turnover rates higher
even than before 1914, in some regions and industries reaching annually well over
100 percent.!!? Thanks to the massive influx of unskilled workers into unions
and to the greater bargaining power of the latter, significant wage compression
occurred between unskilled and skilled workers after the war. The relative rise in
unskilled workers’ wages made investment in worker training all the more attrac-
tive.!'¥ Based on their experiences in the war, employers had concluded that the
unskilled worker was also far more likely than the skilled one to be politically
radical and hence a potential source of disruption to the factory’s smooth opera-
tion. Finally—and this concerned employers less directly and only in so far as
they had to bear collective financial burdens—the unskilled worker constituted
a disproportionate share of Weimar’s pool of unemployed people, which grew
steadily after 1924 with only brief respites. The alternative to a high-skilled work-
force, then, seemed increasingly unattractive.

For the first few years after the armistice, however, a variety of alternatives still
seemed possible. The extension of wartime policies, the postwar inflation, and,
from late 1922, hyperinflation temporarily permitted a remarkably smooth tran-
sition to peacetime production, but only by cloaking German industry’s true
conditions in the haze of a depreciating currency, which gave their exporters a
(constantly growing) advantage.'”® In addition, the German demobilization pol-
icy, which prevented companies from releasing workers and perpetuated binding
wage-mediation procedures, had significant effects on wage development, produc-
tivity, technical innovation, and investment strategies, further clouding employers’
perceptions about future conditions.''® As we saw above, German employers of-
ten seemed rather uncertain about what qualities made a good worker. The nec-
essarily painful adjustment, which in the other belligerent nations had occurred
soon after the end of the war, took place in Germany only from 1924 on, after
a new currency and agreement on reparations restored monetary stability to the
country and after the demobilization restrictions were removed. With German
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companies having to sell their goods in a hard currency for the first time in years,
competition in export markets stiffened considerably.'”” German employers had
to take stock of their position in new domestic and international environments.

Almost certainly, the most salient feature of the new international economic
situation, the one to which both the German educated public and its employers
paid the most attention in the middle years of the 1920s, was the spectacular
growth of the US economy and its new forms of mass production.!’® As has
been mentioned in connection with Carl Kottgen’s influential book on Economic
America, the stream of German industrialists who visited the stations of US suc-
cess after 1924 returned to their own country with two basic lessons. German
industry would have to adopt some important innovations from the US; how-
ever, for a number of reasons, Germany also would have to pursue its own kind
of rationalization. Numerous references in the burgeoning discussion at this time
about German “quality work” suggest that the US system of production served
as spur for the German industrialists to reconsider where their relative advantage
lay.'"” German industry would prosper or at least survive, not by competing with
the US in the mass production of cheap goods, but in the more skilled manufac-
turing of higher-quality products.

German industry’s turn to the skilled worker, as sudden and fraught with
urgency as it was, bears the marks, not of a gradual accumulation of evidence and
shifting of views, but rather of a reframing of thinking.!** Certainly, as we have
seen in earlier chapters as well as in this one, even before the mid 1920s Ger-
man industry, or at least parts of it, had already begun to devote more thought
and resources to worker training. Important stages in this development were the
discussions of the 1870s about apprenticeships in handicrafts and industry and
DATSCH’s work after 1908. Yet as numerous commentators suggested after the
mid 1920s, until then “the vision in economic and firm life focused on the whole
too much on drawing the material (physical goods and machine power) into the
circle of business considerations,” while the “element that shapes the material,
namely the working human, ... has been excessively overlooked.”'?!

The focus on the “material” was, given developments since the turn of the
century, in many respects understandable. Tremendously impressive or at least
promising improvements, nearly all of them emanating from the US, had oc-
curred in technology and organization. Frederick Winslow Taylor’s development
of fast steel in the 1890s had begun a cascading revolution of improvements in
machine-tool design and use. Perspicacious German engineers not only adopted
the new materials and methods for their own companies, but also, after 1907,
promoted them more broadly through the trendsetting journal Workshop Tech-
nology. In chapters 2 and 3, we described the great enthusiasm among German
engineers and industrialists for the new technologies, methods of organizing pro-
duction, and, especially from 1917 on, for agreeing on industry wide norms.

The dominant themes of the early rationalization movement—machine-
productivity, calculation, and control—could not but influence German indus-
trialists’ views of the worker.!”? Of course, it is true that concurrent with these
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efforts, some German employers (even the same ones, such as Ludwig Lowe)
were engaged in improving the training of skilled workers: DATSCH (1908)
was founded only a year after Workshop Technology. Yet as the managing direc-
tor of the Working Committee for Vocational Training noted in 1926, until the
recent wave of attention, the importance of the skilled worker’s training only had
been recognized by “small circles.”!?* If the early rationalizers thought of the “hu-
man factor” in production at all, they quite naturally transferred the patterns of
thought from materials, technology, and organization to this other sphere. That
is, they thought in terms of calculation, control, and standardization. The human
worker could be seen at best simply as an accessory to the machine, at worst as a
potential source of disruption, as “sand in the gears.”!?4 Even when an advocate
of rationalization became more interested in the worker, the conception of the
worker remained mechanical. Thus, in 1913, the leading engineer of the German
rationalization movement, Schlesinger, suggested that German industrialists,
having spent sufficient time addressing technological and organizational matters,
should concentrate now more on the human side of production.'®> As late as
1920, however, Schlesinger—Ilike many other psychotechnicians—still saw the
human factor largely as a potential disturbance, as something to be diminished
as much as possible:

The most favorable separation of fundamentally different jobs means that the workshop of
mass production makes do in far and away the majority of cases with semi-skilled workers,
whose work-abilities depend little on experience and specialized knowledge and even less
from high intellectual abilities. Rather, the sensory abilities of eye, ear and joints combined
with a certain degree of attentiveness will suffice. The influence of attentiveness and of
tiredness declines the more it becomes possible to remove the strain on humans in these
regards by making the machines self-operating.!2

The (re)discovery of the potential contribution of the skilled worker in the
mid 1920s did not occur, then, only as the result of gradual shifts in thinking.
The “sudden spread”?’ of these ideas depended at least in part on a reframing
of industrialists’ views of the skilled worker, whose character qualities they now
saw as potentially making a positive contribution to the company’s success, who
became, indeed, the source and guarantor of German “quality work.”

The new view of the skilled worker not only stirred discussion of Germany’s
comparative advantage in the world economy;, it also spurred German industry to
cooperate to put training on a firmer, standardized basis. Its initiatives took place
against the backdrop of first delays in, and then ultimately the postponement of,
national legislation on vocational training. By the middle of the decade, observ-
ers had serious doubts whether the laws ever would be enacted, although efforts
continued. Leading manufacturers, inspired by the new convictions regarding
the importance of the skilled worker, decided to act regardless of the legislative
outcome. One initiative, DINTA, has been extensively studied, but the more im-
portant projects of DATSCH and its Working Committee on Vocational Train-
ing (Arbeitsauschuss fiir Berufsausbildung) have received hardly any attention.
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The founding of the German Institute for Technical Labor Training (DINTA!#)
in 1925 has received more attention than the other two organizations in the
scholarly literature.'*® In May 1925, in a speech at a gathering of the Association
of German Iron and Steel Industrialists, its chairman Albert Vogler diagnosed
that German employers had been ignoring the most important element in the
production process: the worker.!*® The speakers Vogler then introduced outlined
the tasks of a new organization, which German heavy industry (coal and iron
producers) would launch several months later.

DINTA developed and propagated an array of programs and measures con-
cerned with the role of the worker in the company and beyond. In addition to
worker training, which would shape the incoming workers, DINTA promoted
a range of steps to appeal to current, older workers, by strengthening the “fac-
tory community”'*! and gaining the workers allegiance for the company. These
included, most importantly, company newspapers, which DINTA set up or pro-
vided; suggestion-schemes to encourage the workers’ input into factory opera-
tions; and a variety of recreational and welfare policies pertaining to the laborer’s
after-work and home life. DINTA’s efforts quickly met with an enthusiastic re-
sponse, thus revealing many German employers’ growing interest in the “human
factor” of production. Within a year of its founding, DINTA was training nearly
forty engineers and foremen from Ruhr heavy-metal firms at its headquarters in
Diisseldorf and had established twenty-four apprenticeship training workshops
in other mining and metallurgical companies. DINTA published nearly twenty
company newspapers. By the end of the decade, between 150 and 300 firms re-
lied, at least in part, on DINTA for their apprentice training and more than fifty
produced company newspapers with its help.!3?

The most comprehensive treatments to date of DINTA have had trouble ex-
plaining the organization’s rapid success. Their accounts refer to its eclectic ap-
peal, the tireless propagandizing of its leader Karl Arnhold, and, most centrally,
its political resonance with anti-Marxist conservatism.!%?

Such claims for the central role of politics in DINTA’s appeal can account
for only part of the organization’s success and have overshadowed other aspects
of its work. The motives of the DINTA men, after all, were not necessarily the
same as the motives of the DINTA clients. In fact, considerable evidence sug-
gests that firms were more interested in practical matters than in politics. Why,
in the absence of direct benefits, should individual firms be interested enough
in national political developments to invest considerable resources in the latter?
Would firms not have been far more concerned with their own well being? Joan
Campbell’s and Mary Nolan’s own evidence suggests that they were, or at least
that DINTA leadership itself believed they were. Thus, Campbell suggests that
Arnhold made “great efforts to obscure” DINTA's political program and instead
emphasized “rational considerations” and “the economic benefits to be derived
from his educational innovations,” precisely in order to appeal to the employers
and even to labor.!34 Indeed, before DINTA’s founding, German entrepreneurs
“had proven insufficiently responsive” to the appeals of a future Arnhold aide that
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they should concern themselves with the workers’ well being for philosophical-
political reasons. It was only later, when he appealed to the employers’ self-interest,
that he “got a hearing in industrial circles.”’*> Given the firms’ interest in DINTA’
comprehensive, multi-year programs for training skilled workers, it seems doubt-
ful that employers were not interested seriously in “what and how” the workers
were taught, as Campbell implies. Apprentice training and education, accord-
ing to Wolfgang Muth, was “the area on which the DINTA concentrated its
main efforts” during the Weimar period.’*® Given German industry’s new em-
phases in their production strategies, apprentice training and education were the
most likely reasons for DINTA’s success—even if not the sole raison d’etre of its
founding.

The overestimation of DINTA’s political appeal has obscured not just its role
in training skilled workers; more significantly for present purposes, it has kept
scholarly attention focused on DINTA to the exclusion of two other organi-
zations. DATSCH and, closely tied to the same, the Working Committee for
Vocational Training, did not promote themselves as vigorously as Arnhold did
DINTA. Yet in the long run, DATSCH and the Working Committee proved to
be of far greater significance for the German variety of capitalism than DINTA.'¥
The creation of the Working Committee, in particular, which only recently has
begun to receive appropriate scholarly attention,'?® can be regarded as one of
the decisive institutional steps in the creation of the modern German vocational
training system. After the establishment of the Labor Administration and com-
prehensive vocational counseling earlier in the decade, this standardized system
of vocational training formed the third basic strand in the German project to
optimize the workforce.

When DATSCH was founded in 1908 under the auspices of the Associa-
tion of German Engineers and the Association of German Machine-Building
Organizations, it initially aspired to coordinate centrally the technical training
at machine-building schools.’® By 1911, however, it had already expanded its
efforts to the training of skilled workers in the machine and iron industries. With
the assistance of industrial giants such as Siemens, AEG, and MAN, DATSCH
promulgated guidelines for the organization of apprenticeship training, the legal
status of the apprentice, and the practical and theoretical training in the “me-
chanical industry.”!4° Still, before the war, the emphasis remained on the theo-
retical side of training.!*! The numerous affiliated industrial associations helped
to disseminate widely these recommendations. After the war-induced interrup-
tion of its activities, DATSCH turned its attention increasingly to the content
of practical training of skilled workers. Borrowing materials from leading com-
panies, the DATSCH staff developed course plans for such central vocations as
machinist, constructive machinist, prototype-carpenter, and former. Through
its own publishing division, DATSCH distributed posters, slides, and looseleaf
pages displaying the technical specifications and, in clear diagrams, the “what and
how” of basic industrial procedures, such as soldering, milling, and drilling.'%
After alull in the early 1920s, DATSCH’s sales to firms of these vocational teach-

This open access library edition is supported by Knowledge Unlatched. Not for resale.



132 | Optimizing the German Workforce

ing materials nearly quadrupled between 1924 and 1931, jumping from 40,000
to 150,000 Reichsmark.'43

DATSCH’s activities, especially after the war, in establishing standard training
and work procedures for the most important industrial vocations prepared the
ground for the founding in the summer of 1926 of the Working Committee for
Vocational Training, which nonetheless represented a true watershed in the cre-
ation of the German vocational system. The establishment of the Working Com-
mittee not only by DATSCH, but with the backing of the National Association
of German Industry and the Association of German Employers” Organizations,
meant that the two most important industrial employer groups had commit-
ted themselves to improving and standardizing worker training and that they
now had a forum dedicated exclusively to this task. When, in 1927, the leading
handicrafts organizations joined the Working Committee, thus burying decades-
old differences with industry over control of vocational training, all of the major
employer groups were now engaged.!4

In addition to the participation of the most important economic interest
groups, the sense of mission and the comprehensive mandate of the Working
Committee distinguished it even from the eatlier efforts of DATSCH. In the
inaugural issue of the Working Committee’s journal, Technical Education, which
became the flagship of the movement, the chairmen of the new body, the major
industrialists Ernst von Borsig and Gottlieb Lippart, argued for the central role
of the worker in the production process:

In the widest circles it has gradually come to be recognized that the competitiveness of our
industry depends not only on the technical and organizational perfecting of the production
apparatus, but to no lesser degree on the best-possible use of the available human forces.
Everywhere one recognizes that the most valuable good which Germany, robbed of so
many natural resources, possesses is human labor power.

However, even more important was investing in the development of human
capital:

It is not enough, though, that one uses most economically the people who are integrated
into the production process; rather, it is above all necessary that the abilities of those who
are to participate in the production process are raised to the maximum and developed in

the most versatile way already before they enter the economic system.'%>

The chairmen’s distinction—between, on the one hand, distributing existing
human resources and, on the other, cultivating new talents—succinctly captures the
two approaches to optimizing the German workforce analyzed in earlier chapters.

The chairmen underscored the sweeping and systematic mandate of the Work-
ing Committee, “which will comprehensively treat all the great questions of the
vocational training of an industrial worker which are suited for a centralized
regulation.” In an article entitled “Our Tasks,” the director of the Working Com-
mittee, E Schiirholz, delineated more concretely the work ahead. The very first
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task, the prerequisite for all further systematizing, was to “define” all vocations.
Only on the basis of such a clarification could the substantive coordination of
training be undertaken and vocational “profiles” created, which would describe
(and prescribe) the relevant activities of each job and the apprenticeship train-
ing necessary in each of these according to the DATSCH courses. Perhaps most
crucially, the qualifying exams, “which influence the quality of the training and
determine the extent of the demands made of the testee,” needed to be made
largely uniform throughout the country.!4¢

Though Schiirholz proposed the standardization of training and testing in
the context of a commentary on the draft of a law on vocational training, it
soon became clear that German industry’s goals in this regard did not depend
ultimately on legal measures. When the proposed law finally foundered in 1928,
the Working Committee and DATSCH continued, and even accelerated, their
work.'” Over the following years, they turned out dozens of vocational profiles,
training plans, and exams for the most important industrial vocations. The efforts
from the mid 1920s by German industry, with the support of key government
ministries, to systematize training procedures mark a decisive turning point in
the formation of the overall German vocational system as it exists to this day.'4®

For the other strand of the German vocational system—the vocational counsel-
ing movement, whose promoters in the Prussian Trade Ministry were determined
not only to establish universal vocational counseling, but to encourage as many
young men as possible to become skilled workers—German industry’s renewed
commitment to the skilled worker had a significant impact. Most importantly, it
facilitated vocational counseling’s dealings with industry. For in the second ple-
nary meeting of the Working Committee, on 29 January 1926, it agreed “actively
to support the work of the vocational counseling stations” and recommended
that these offices and the industrial representatives cooperate locally.'”” As noted
above, the endorsement by industry’s highest representatives greatly facilitated
the work of the vocational offices, which now appreciatively acknowledged lo-
cal employers’ enhanced interest in their services.!>® Thanks to industry’s redis-
covery of the skilled worker, its earlier mistrust of the “bureaucratic” vocational
counseling offices was mitigated and, from 1926 on, these offices operated in
a significantly more hospitable environment. Their success in attracting young
school-leavers reflected the new cooperation. Between 1924/25 and 1927/28, the
number of visitors to vocational counseling rose from 307,000 to 438,000, an
increase of more than 40 percent.’! As a savvy vocational counselor had noted,
if the Berufsberatung offices controlled the apprenticeship positions—which they
increasingly did—"“the youths and their parents will follow.”

After the war, the government advocates of a program of skilled work faced
daunting tasks, despite—indeed often because of—the establishment of a na-
tional Labor Administration. A whole new bureaucracy had to be created. Voca-
tional counseling lacked trained personnel and relevant materials. In the absence
of legal authority compelling job seckers and companies to use vocational coun-
seling, the latter had to find other ways to achieve Totalerfassung. Above all, be-
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cause it had become attached to the labor offices, vocational counseling suffered
from a reputation for bureaucracy, mass operations, and indifference, and hence
it lacked trust among important constituents, most importantly employers. In
response, vocational counseling endeavored to improve its services and earn the
trust of its constituents—by training counselors and developing knowledge of
vocations; cultivating relations with schools; and employing applied psychology.

These steps, however, would not have been sufficient to boost significantly the
number of skilled workers—especially given the failure of legislation on a na-
tional system of vocational training—if German industry itself had not clarified
its own views of its workforce. Beginning in the middle of the decade, many Ger-
man industrialists became less enamored of visions of centralized, rationalized
control. Instead, when the fog of the postwar restrictions and inflation had lifted,
they became more convinced that the skilled worker would be an irreplaceable
part of a policy of flexible rationalization. The resulting cooperation to standard-
ize vocational training and greater willingness to work with the vocational coun-
seling offices set the stage—barring any unforeseen disruptions—for a significant
expansion of Germany’s skilled workforce.
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