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Daniel T. Rodgers. The Work Ethic in Industrial America, 1850-1920. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1974, 1978. Pp. xv, 300. 
Daniel T. Rodgers has provided a rich analysis of ideas about work in the industrial North.  He describes the period from 1850 to 1920 as broadly transformative of American working life.  As cities grew, the seat of manufacturing shifted from independently-operated artisan shops to factories, where wage laborers found themselves under strict surveillance and beholden to a work schedule dictated by machinery and the doctrine of profit-maximization.  Practical motivations for working likewise changed as pre-industrial concerns about scarcity gave way to a new reality of material abundance and an intensified focus on consumption.  The “triumph of the work ethic” (p. xii) was fully evident in the America standing at the end of the nineteenth century.  For Rodgers, the irony of that triumph is compelling:  Inherited by nineteenth century moralists, the central principle of the Puritan work ethic—that work was a morally edifying duty—persisted, even though its imperatives no longer matched the radically remade conditions of labor.  Discussions about the value of work permeated the intellectual landscape, and Rodgers places them in a series of inter-related frameworks (e.g., women, children’s literature, political rhetoric, and leisure).  In each case, Rodgers demonstrates that an increasingly abstracted treatment of the work ethic failed to meaningfully address the real conditions of laboring in an industrial society.  Further, he describes a burgeoning culture of leisure and the “noisy gospel of play” (p. 29) as middle class responses to an eroding Protestant asceticism.  
 Rodgers shows that by the end of the Civil War, the idea that work was redeeming or intrinsically good seemed, for many, a profoundly misplaced sentiment in the growing economy of factories and “hireling laborers” (p. 30).  Writers from across the political spectrum (including Christian socialist Jesse H. Jones, abolitionist Wendell Phillips, and the Nation’s E.L. Godkin) attacked the wage system as dangerous to democracy.  Defenders of the new order responded that hard work still had a place in the world; there was, after all, the promise of upward mobility.  But by the turn of the century a small number of writers had contended that such an expectation was fraudulent.  Building and maintaining a business required capital which was out of reach for the vast majority of laborers; it became harder to justify the argument that a laborer had a reasonable hope for eventually leaving the wage system.  Cooperatives came about as a compromise between, on one side, the wage system and industrialization (which, for many laborers, was tantamount to slavery), and, on the other, government intervention and unionism (infringements on property rights, to industrialists).  When the Knights of Labor collapsed in the 1880s, the cooperative movement lost one of its principal organizers, and a great deal of momentum in the movement evaporated.  Other attempts to reform working conditions and create incentives for efficiency met similar fates:  neither profit sharing nor stock purchasing plans caught on.

 Around the turn of the century, new initiatives for improving general working conditions emerged.  Appalled by the overproduction, routinization, and mind-numbness caused by industrial toil, reformers spoke out against labor for labor’s sake and offered education as a tool for change.  Work, it was argued, should be performed by a creative and thoughtful citizenry whose goal should be the maintenance of an “industrial democracy.”  Jane Addams stressed the importance of integrating education and work into a broad program of cultural-industrial awareness.  Her hope was to elevate industrial laborers above the brutality of their conditions by making them sensitive to the needs of a society which was growing more complex and interdependent.  Vocational education received political support, but businessmen involved in vocational school organization soon blurred the reformist vision by stressing efficiency over culturally-focused curricula.  Schools became worker training institutions for the economy—places where jobs were matched to individual capacities.  John Dewey rejected the businessman’s version of industrial democracy, and stressed “flexibility, initiative, and intelligence” in education (p. 86).  The conflict of ideas was important, explains Rodgers, mainly in that it showed “how fragile the line was between education to help workers see the full dimensions of their work and education to adapt them, unthinkingly, to it” (p. 87).  

After the turn of the century, distraction from the drudgery of labor became important, both in and out of the workplace, and for both industrialists and laborers.  While innovators remodeled work areas to increase worker morale and efficiency, many critics of the industrial order said that the best remedy for monotony and drudgery was decreased exposure to both:  less work, and more leisure time.  Middle class employees took more vacations.  Consumers across the income range bought recreational goods like bicycles and spent their time off at movie houses.  The visible shift toward consumption and away from saving and ceaseless work extended from a widespread way of thinking which rejected the older, moralistic arguments for laboring.  At this point in the book, the author speeds through selected lines by Walter Lippmann and economist Simon Patten which describe the emerging economy and compare old and new money management trends.  It is here that Rodgers comes close to identifying an adaptation of the work ethic which addresses conditions of work and leisure during the first decades of the twentieth century.  Unfortunately, this cursory overview of economic thinkers falls short of analysis.    
In a chapter titled “Splinterings: Fables for Boys,” Rodgers demonstrates convincingly that popular literature of the period underwent a change from the “didactic, work-tied tale” to imaginative fairy tales which marked the retreat of the work ethic moralist (p. 132).  Works by William T. Adams (pen-named Oliver Optic) offered “split,” ambiguous lessons to young readers, while those of writers like Mark Twain often composed a showcase of outright disobedience to conventional authority.  

The final three chapters discuss various politicized invocations of the work ethic.  Organized labor initiatives to secure a ten-hour and then an eight-hour day, as well as successful union actions to ameliorate oppressive factory conditions (e.g., surveillance and locked factory gates) represented, to workers, the preservation of the “dignity of labor” (p. 174).  Middle class women mobilized to reclaim their “productive work” (p. 183).  In the process, their array of grievances was simplified:  “constriction” was made “synonymous with idleness, purpose with labor, freedom with the duties of a paying job.”  But for Rodgers, woman’s story also “suggests how readily the rhetoric of the work ethic, muddying distinctions and obscuring meanings, could become a tyrannizing commonplace” (p. 209).  Finally, the author shows that the convergence of competing political vocabularies about work resulted in deceptive, vague statements which denied the term “work ethic” any currency it may have initially carried into industrial society.  Wealthy philanthropists claimed to be part of the “laboring classes.”  Both radicals and conservatives described idleness as parasitic and attempted to place the label onto their opponents.  Such descriptions turned out to be parts of a meaningless, yet lasting, rhetoric.

Writing for Reviews in American History, Melvin Dubofsky refers aptly to Rodgers’ work as a “sobering explication of cultural persistence in the midst of socioeconomic change.”
 He finds fault, however, with what he sees as Rodgers’ assumption that “industrialism, specialization, and division of labor are synonymous.”  It is not true, contends Dubofsky, that the alienation and trivialization of labor did not exist before the dominance of the machinery-centered factory system.
 But nowhere does Rodgers make such a claim.  He does make a strong case that the growth of the industrial order greatly intensified the alienation and trivialization of work, making the setting of his book highly appropriate for a confrontation with the pre-industrial conception of the work ethic.  

James B. Gilbert writes that Rodgers’ monograph does a great service by contrasting past feelings about work with current tendencies to believe “that work and its compulsions have always been with us in more or less the same form, and that they will always remain so.”
 I concur that the importance of this book lies largely in its demonstration of the principle of difference.  At the same time, Rodgers’ analysis of the relationship between various conceptions of the work ethic and the socio-economic order which resulted, in part, from competition and alliances among those conceptions is profoundly relevant to assessments of post-industrial conditions.  It invites a discussion about the efficacy of current techniques (overtly activist, literary, etc.) of protest against the burgeoning global economic order and the “information age” which is being ushered in by an apparently ongoing technological revolution.  How absorbent of various patterns of dissent do technologically-driven political-economic systems tend to be?  How much is dissent of this nature driven by personal and class ideas about quality of life?  What are the criteria for such conceptions of quality of life?  Rodgers’ research gives us direction toward answering these questions.  

This book lacks descriptions of the work ideas of blacks, working class women and, to a large degree, immigrants.  Discussions of (presumably white) workers’ complaints of slave-like factory conditions, the idea of liberating middle class women through work, and the transformation of a class of working people after the Civil War are somewhat hobbled without a consultation of sources which deal directly with all of the above groups.  Aside from these oversights, Work Ethic is a thorough and enjoyably demanding pursuit in intellectual history.         
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