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David Montgomery’s The Fall of the House of Labor is an outgrowth of the new social history spawned by E.P. Thompson.  Among other things, his use of primary sources, including labor songs and poetry and his discussion of class consciousness as not merely the “unmediated product of daily experience” but as “a project” (2) resound with Thompsonian eloquence.  However, Montgomery deviates somewhat from that tradition in asserting the need for greater visibility of the “militant minority” of the labor movement than that given in previous histories “from the bottom up.”  He defines that minority as “the men and women who endeavored to weld their workmates and neighbors into a self-aware and purposeful working class” (2).  Montgomery devotes his study to lesser-known segments of the American labor experience in examining textile and garment workers prior to 1900 and railroad, mining, and electrical workers after the turn of the century.  His focus on the politicized atmosphere among such laborers and their employers aims to identify the process by which industrialists and the state initiated efforts to “devise solutions” in the early decades of the twentieth century to the labor question that had emerged at the end of the previous century (5).  The shop floor was a key site of struggle in the ascent and descent of organized labor during the early twentieth century.  The advent of scientific management and the efficiency movement in the workplace, combined with the federal regulation of labor negotiations during World War I, displaced craft unionists, reducing their control over workplace discipline and imposing uniformity on unskilled industrial labor.  Montgomery goes a long way toward proving his case, but the extent to which industrialists’ use of scientific management shifted control over unskilled labor remains unclear.  

In addition to the aforementioned songs and poems, Montgomery employs union minute books, newspapers (including labor papers), government reports on labor, censuses, and contemporary business articles on scientific management and industrial efficiency.  His use of such documents in conjunction with secondary sources contributes an important synthesis in the study of work organization and the politics of labor-management relations around the turn of the last century.  This study adds to the scholarship that attempts to explain how and why the American labor movement faltered as a force for democratic social change in the twentieth century after making impressive gains.  

Montgomery begins his case for the systematic homogenization of the workplace by describing the initial variety of workers within organized labor.  Between 1897 and 1903, the American Federation of Labor benefited from a massive increase in labor union membership and became the “House of Labor.”  Montgomery spends the first few chapters describing the different types of workers in the latter half of the nineteenth century:  the skilled craftsman, the common wage laborer, and the operative, who worked for piece rates.  Because of their skills, craft workers enjoyed considerable autonomy over their work and commanded discipline in the workplace, including control over the volume and pace of work.  With the advent of the efficiency movement in the late nineteenth century, employers found ways of minimizing that control.  After the 1914 Ludlow Massacre in Colorado, the Colorado Industrial Plan (or Rockefeller Plan) created corporate unions that gave workers a forum for airing grievances but allowed control over the workplace to remain safely in company hands.    

The growth of the Socialist Party between 1900 and World War I led to increasingly radical segments within the labor force, and the presence of the Industrial Workers of the World raised the visibility of militant labor leadership.  During the war, the National War Labor Board unionized workers and oversaw negotiations between labor and management; the NWLB also represented a program to rid the workplace of militants.  Additionally, business-sponsored open-shop programs decreased union activity and deflated the labor movement by the 1920s.  Thus by the 1920s, the house of labor had been transformed by the efforts of industrialists from an entity that sought to represent the shared concerns of workers to a fractured and practically ineffectual relic of workers’ efforts to control their own labor.  By the end of the 1920-1922 depression, worker radicalism decreased tremendously.  The AFL became a conservative organization; progressive demands for a six-hour day, the nationalization of industries, and guarantees of union rights were removed from the Federation’s agenda.  Such factors combined with a series of immigration restriction laws and allowed business rationalization to proceed.  In the 1930s, when conditions called for renewed labor mobilization, workers answered the call, but the house of labor split in two.      

Montgomery’s delivery evidences a fervor that might be harder to trace in historians who lack his credentials.  His time as a machinist and active union member and his experience in the Communist Party bring a valuable dimension to his perspective on labor organization and on its frustrated history in America.  For him, political and cultural discussions of labor organization are more than academic.  When he describes “the workers’ daily experience” as the “taproot” of the labor movement’s resilience—and when one reads that that experience has sought the “democratic direction of the country’s economic and political life” (8), frequently against undemocratic forces, one gains an immediate appreciation for what became lost in the clashes between workers and employers.                



