The Open Shop Movement

Although right-to-work drives gained significant momentum after the passage of the Taft-Hartley Act in 1947, the beginnings of the open shop go back to World War I.  An active campaign by the National Association of Manufacturers sought to equate union activism with treason.  A series of propaganda posters was widely distributed in 1917 under the guise of assisting the war effort.  

In the years after World War I, several large-scale strikes  were crushed in the steel, meatpacking and trucking.  Another anti-union campaign was initiated during the 1920s.  The open shop movement issued its American Plan, that declared enlightened employers made unions unnecessary. The decade saw the formation of hundreds of open-shop associations across the US whose express purpose was to thwart union organizing.  

A steady decline in union membership marked the era.  The economy of the early 1920's was prosperous and “welfare capitalism” was practiced in many industries.  Under this theory, benevolent employers provided everything workers would want.  In practice, employers of the period continued to discriminate against union members and also refused to recognize unions, even when a majority of workers were members.  

A parallel development to the open shop was the introduction of the concept of "scientific management" by Frederick W. Taylor and his adherents.  The knowledge necessary for on-the-job production was systematically by analyzed time and motion study experts.  These experts reproduced the knowledge in a standardized system of mass production.  The organization of work increasingly was being concentrated in the hands of an emerging professional management class.  Knowledge became the property of management, distributed in small quantities as necessary for the completion of certain tasks.  The role of a worker's individual skills was reduced to an equally minute proportion.  Occupations were being "de-skilled", removing the influence of craft workers. Although craft work is still predominant in the construction industry, the de-skilling process is making inroads.

The organization of work to eliminate craft production and resistance to union recognition are the dominant features of US industrial relations.  They represent the major external forces affecting unions in the construction industry as well.  From a high point of representing perhaps 90 percent of all construction workers in the early 1940s, less than 20 percent of the workforce were union members in 1994.  

Open-shop contractors are increasingly powerful in politics and in construction  markets.   While the direct use of force against workers has declined, there is a growing use of management consultants, as "union busters".  Double breasting (where contractors operate union and non-union companies simultaneously) became a major problem in some areas by the 1980s.  Sophisticated and well-financed open shop campaigns have been around since the 1960s but today they are the norm.   The building trades union must learn to organize on many fronts.

