
BUSINESS AND THE STREAM OF SOCIAL THOUGHT

BY ARTHUR H. COLE

NEW developments in systematic
thought seem to go through
a sequence of stages—stages

that are more or less uniform whether
the subject be celestial physics or social
psychology. Before the appearance of
anything that could be conceived as
"systematic," there are tentative and
disparate excursions of imaginative and
inquisitive thinkers, reaching out from
the known to the unknown—even as
the Polynesians must have acted as they
moved from one Pacific island to another.

When enough of these intellectual
adventures have been accomplished and
there hsis been brought to consciousness
a sizable body of data or concepts, which
might seem unrelated to one another by
most observers, some synthesizing mind
begins to see the area of thought as
somehow a self-consistent whole; and we
have the beginnings of a new "science"
or "discipline," as, for example, in Adam
Smith's Wealth of Nations in the field of
economics.

Still later workers in this new eu-ea
begin to grow sophisticated; and they
seem, as it were, to wonder where
they came from intellectually, whether
they are akin to other folk, how they fit
into the great and over-all process of
human advancement, and questions of
similar nature—questions which by and
large did not interest the pioneers who
at the early times were busy discovering
new facts or spinning new theories.

It is the relation of business to this
third stage of social thought in the
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United States that I purp)ose to look at
briefly, through a survey of some recent
literature.

Business History

That various segments of American
thought in the social sciences are going
through this experience is illustrated by
recent publications in at least two fields.
In sociology, there is the book by L. L.
and Jessie Bernard, Origins of American
Sociology: The Social Science Movement in
the United States, published about a year
ago.' This book hjis been criticized,
however, for dealing with only one as-
pect of the development of American
sociology. In economics, three efforts
have been made lately to deal with the
earlier days of American thinking:
M. J . L. O'Connor's Origins of Academic
Economics in the United States;^]. F. Nor-
mano's The Spirit of American Economics;'
and F. A. Fetter's "The Early History
of Political Economy in the United
States."* Of these. Dr. O'Connor's book
is the most pretentious; Dr. Normano's
book has not been favorably received;
and Professor Fetter's monograph may
be recommended as an excellent brief
survey.

A corresponding study of business
thought in this country from the pen
of a student of business history cannot
be cited. This seems to me unfortunate.
Surely ours hsis been predominandy a
business civilization over the past hun-
dred years, and quite as surely the
opinions, motives, and aspirations of

* Procudings of the American Philosophical Society
(Volume 87, 1943).
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American businessmen need investiga-
tion and recording if the story of what
these men have accomplished is to be
rounded out by a story of why they
worked and strove. The "lure of profits,"
"self-interest," and the like are only the
beginning of the explanation. The young
colonial merchant made money early
and then retired from business: why?
What had happened that led Gould and
his generation to seek power as a goal
rather than mere profits? Has a sense
of trusteeship been growing in the
United States ever since the first insur-
ance fund and first savings bank were
launched in this country? And a score
of other significant questions.

Another reason for regretting the pres-
ent lack of such a study as I have sug-
gested lies in the fact that others, largely
unfamiliar with business history and
sometimes unsympathetic with business
mores, have attempted to give the pic-
ture. Three works may be noted. (1)
The most elaborate study was published
some years ago: Professor V. L. Parring-
ton's three-volume effort on Main Cur-
rents in American Thought.^ Unhappily
the author did not live to put the third
volume into final form, and this is the
portion of the whole study that deals
particularly with the influence oi busi-
ness. (2) Professor R. H. Gabriel, in
his The Course of American Democratic
Thought.,* attempts to cover a less exten-
sive canvas but has no little to say of the
repercussions of business upon the de-
velopments in his chosen field. (3) Last,
but deserving special attention, there
is Professor Merle Curti's broad and
yet condensed The Growth of American
Thought.'' One might extend the list some-

' New York, Harcourt, Brace & Company, Inc.,
1927-1930.
' New York, Ronald Press, 1940.
' New York, Harper & Brothers, 1943.
* New York, Harcourt, Brace & Company, Inc.,

what, e.g., Professor Bernard Smith's
Forces in American Criticism* and the Rise
oj American Civilization and America in
Mid-Passage by Charles A. and Mary
Beard.' Professor Smith deals only in-
cidentally with business influences, how-
ever; and the Beards are concerned with
much more than the development of
thought.

The historian essays one of the most
difficult tasks of his discipline and yet
one of its most exciting adventures when
he attempts to catch the thoughts, the
"climate of opinion," in a bygone pe-
riod—and, in the case of a history no
longer than ours, the changes in that
"climate" from period to period. There
is something of the quality of a novel in
a well-done job of such re-creation. Per-
haps J. H. Randall, who wrote The
Making of the Modern Mind nearly a
generation ago,'° can be credited with
an achievement of this sort, although
the volume was possibly cast too much
in the textbook form to receive the
attention that it deserved. By the meas-
uring rod of general interest. Professor
Curti's volume reaches more satisfying
levels.

Here, in Curti's book, is intellectual
pleasure for those who have curiosity
for the complements of thought that
ruled our grandfathers, their grand-
fathers, and even those who f)eopled the
early colonies. Here flow the trends of
religion and of education, of nation-
alism and science and social classes.
Here are mingled "the great awaken-
ing" and "romanticism"; "patrician
leadership" of the early nineteenth cen-
tury and the beginnings of coUectivist
protest in its latter years; George White-
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field, Andrew Jackson, Thomas Skid-
more, and Admiral Mzihan.^And the
author has tried, as he says in his fore-
word, to relate the growth of thought to
the whole complex environment. It is
thus not a mere history of ideas, but "a
social history of American thought, and
to some extent a socio-economic history
of American thought." Accordingly,
it is all the more important for our
purposes.

In all this analytical history, the busi-
nessman has not been overlooked. But
in Curti, just as in Parrington and Gab-
riel and with much the same chro-
nology, the impact of business thought
and business events is conceived to be
relatively late in our national history.
The duration of this impact seems, at
least by implication, to be thought of
as unitary in nature. For example,
the colonial merchant counts for little,
except f)erhaps as one of the bene-
ficiaries of the particular religious
views held generaUy in this country
during that formative period. Early in-
dustrialists, bankers, and railroad build-
ers are largely ignored. Moreover, the
influence of business opinion and busi-
ness developments in recent decades
seems to attract little attention. The
era that appeals to these social historisms
or historians of ideas is that which fol-
lowed close on the heels of the Civil
War and lasted into the 189O's. The
f^rures that represent business to these
observers are men like Daniel Drew
and Commodore Vanderbilt, Russell
Sage and Mark Heuina, with a few as
constructive—and vocal—as Andrew
Carnegie. Curti's treatment, however,
has a somewhat longer time sweep
than those of the others and is more
restrained.

In Parring[ton's delineation much is
Wagnerian £ind grandiose:

Everywhere was a wclling-up of primitive
pagan desires after long repressions—to grow
rich, to grasp power, to be strong and mas-
terful and lay the world at its feet. . . .
Individualism was being simplified to the
acquisitive instinct. These new Americans
were primitive souls, ruthless, predatory,
capable; single-minded men; rogues and
rascals often, but never feeble, never hin-
dered by petty scruple, never given to puling
or whining—the raw materials of a race of
capitalistic buccaneers.

And, with the aid of exp2uisive, fre-
quently venal politicians, these "railway
wreckers, cheaters and swindlers" sat
down to enjoy the riches of the newly
opened West in "the great barbecue."

Professor Gabriel is less emotional,
more intellectual. To be sure, "these
new industrial Brobdingnags" of "the
gilded age" were governed, particularly
in the early phases of their activities,
"by what was expedient—^for them."
But Russell H. Conwell and his nation-
ally heard lecture on "acres of dia-
monds," interests the author more: "To
secure wealth is an honorable ambition,
and is one great test of a person's useful-
ness to others"; and so on. Likewise he
notes the effects of the new "system of
thought" upon college presidents, upon
the writing of juvenile fiction (Horatio
Algcr or William Makepeace Thayer),
even upon religion. And he is especially
impre^ed with the "gospel of wealth"
as it found most cogent formulation in
the literary productions of Carnegie.
Still there is an undertone of derision in
Gabriel's pages, and he seems to see
a justified vengeance in a "rebellion"
of "farmers, laborers, and even the small
entrepreneurs," in the conflict between
business Jind American constitutional
law, and in the "muckrakers" who
"scraped the gilt from that favorite idol
of the late nineteenth century, the suc-
cessful big business man."



206 Harvard Business Review

The analysis offered by Professor
Curti is the best balanced and construc-
tive of the three. Unhappily it is com-
pressed largely into a brace of chapters:
one entitled "Business and the Life of
the Mind," dealing with the 185O's and
early post-Civil War decades, and the
other, "The Conservative Defense,"
concerned with the later period up to
the First World War. The titles of these
chapters give an indication of the tone
of their contents. To be sure, the author
paraphrases Parrington without appar-
ent dissent: the "lust for speculation and
preemption," the "law of the jungle,"
and the "Gargantuan vulgarity of the
new business class." But usually "robber
barons" and "crooks" are written in
quotation marks; culture is discovered
in some members of the newly risen
group; and the "gosp>el of wealth" is
presented as more than the rationaliza-
tion of a Carnegie that had already
"arrived."

The sweep of Curti's view is evident
in the concluding paragraph of his sec-
ond chapter on business mores. It will
be noted that Curti gives attention
among other things to the influence of
Spencerian ideas of evolution, on which
Thomas C. Cochran and William Mil-
ler lay much emphasis in their relatively
recent Age of Enterprise. ̂ ^ The quotation
follows:

Thus in the midst of an advancing order
of corporate business, an ideology congenial
to it gradually emerged. This ideology was
derived in part from deep-rooted folk ideas,
in part from the sanctions of religion, in
part from concepts of natural science. But
whatever the source, its arguments rested
upon the concepts of individualism, equality
of opportunity, and the promise of well-
being under a profit economy. The con-
servative defense, crystallized by business
leaders and by allied members of the legal,
" New York, The Macmillan Company, 1942.

educational, and literary professions, was
popularized by sermons, speeches, novels,
slogans, and essays. It became part and
parcel of American popular thought.

Thus the repercussions of American
entrepreneurship are woven into the
general web of Curti's historical tapes-
try: the course of American thought.
A business historian might well like to
ask various questions: How widespread
really was the character of business for
which the Goulds and Jim Fisks are
remembered? What was hapjjening to
national rejil income during these dec-
ades, even to large portions of the groups
that allegedly were being "exploited"?
Or, what has been the effect of rational-
ized business control (internal to the
business unit), of scientific management,
and the like upon social thought? Yet,
until the development and change in
American business thought have been
traced by a scholar familiar with the
details of business history, Curti's vol-
ume will prove excellent reading for the
businessman who from intellectual in-
terest or from curiosity desires to learn
where he and his fellows stand in the
long trend of American experience, espe-
cially the businessman who is broad
enough to be willing to apprehend that
many of his ideas are not self-generated,
often not resultants of his own rational
processes but part of his social heritage
and conditioning. Will such a business-
man be surprised to learn that some of
his fondest notions stem from the Ameri-
can frontiersman, from the closet phil-
osopher, or from the Calvinist doctrines
of our earliest colonial days?

Economic Planning

Perhaps no current phase of social
thought is more interesting and impor-
tant to the present-day businessman than
that of planning. By and large, too.



Business and the Stream of Social Thought 207

there is much in the course of social
thought that makes the historian rather
astonished at the widespread acquies-
cence of the American people in the
desire for such a process and the general
belief in its probable efficacy.

In addition to the tradition of per-
sonal self-sufficiency, the spirit of adven-
ture, and the desire for opportunity,
there has been a negative element re-
lating especially to economic affairs
which itself has a resjjectable antiquity.
Adam Smith gave expression to it in
two of his most striking and typical
passages many years ago—and un-
doubtedly he was voicing a conviction
that took cognizance of the regulated
economies of mercantilist England and
Colbertian France:

The statesman, who should attempt to
direct private people in what manner they
ought to employ their capitals, would not
only load himself with a most unnecessary
attention, but assume an authority which
could safely be trusted, not only to no single
person, but to no council or senate what-
ever, and which would nowhere be so dan-
gerous as in the hands of a man who had
folly and presumption enough to fancy him-
self fit to exercise it.

And again: Under "the obvious and
simple system of natural liberty," the
sovereign (or government)

. . . is completely discharged from a duty,
in the attempting to perform which he must
always be exposed to innumerable delusions,
and for the proper performance of which no
human wisdom or knowledge could ever be
sufficient: a duty of superintending the in-
dustry of private people, and of directing it
towards the employments most suitable to
the interest of the society.

In the nineteenth century and even
in the first part of the twentieth, econ-
omists manifested little inclination to
fly against the general thesis of this

pronouncement, including particularly
the dictum of probable governmental
incapability. John Stuart Mill gave a
grudging acceptance to purposeful state
action in plahning "young industry"
growth; and so did Taussig, whose prac-
tical mind did not fail to see the diffi-
culties and fallibility of government
planning in this area. After all, however,
this was very meagre plarming. Only
with the advent of "welfare economics"
did exponents of the "dismal science"
forsake the methodology of the mid-
nineteenth century and begin to emu-
late plumbers, trying to fix things, not
merely describe them.

Possibly historians of this relatively
new philosophy of planning will find
its roots in political thought and prac-
tical public administration rather than
in economics. It is also true that there
may have been some transfer between
the field of engineering and p)oUtical
economy: if bridges and skyscrapers and
irrigation systems can be planned, why
not whole industries or areas?

A "compact" of the Lockian or Rous-
seauian type is in a sense a plan; the
American constitution was the result
of purposeful construction; and so were
the various state constitutions, revised
from time to time. Again, Theodore
Roosevelt, Cifford Pinchot, and their
colleagues in the program for the con-
servation of natural resources were plan-
ning; urban communities had felt it
necessary to indulge in "city planning";
and the Federal Reserve Board began
to plan when after World War I it
abandoned the traditional Bank of Eng-
land practice of basing its discount pol-
icy upon the international flows of gold.
A corresponding British "practical" case
has been that of providing for the
so-called "depressed" areas, districts
(largely coal-mining) from which labor
would not move when demands for the
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local products fell away. Of course, only
with the "five year plan" of Russia—
with its reverberations among the Marx-
ians in diis country—and the brilliant
General Theory of Keynes (which, inci-
dentally, stems from welfjire economics),
did the new attitude really'take hold.

In Readings in Economic Planning," pub-
lished over ten years ago, J. G. Frederick
traced economic planning back as far
as Hsunmurabi around 2,000 B.C. He
saw it in pyramid building under the
Pharoahs, in the construction of the
Grand Canal and the Great Wall in
China, in the Westernization of Russia
under Peter the Great. But he failed
to mention European mercantilistic
schemes, and he gave practically nothing
on American experience. Planning for
America byj. B. Galloway and associates"
gives more data on the American evolu-
tion of planning, although it confuses
regulation with purposeful program-
making, which may partly vitiate its
thesis. The authors of this t)ook believe,
in contrast to Frederick, that the Ameri-
can planning movement is indigenous
in origin and stems from four native
sources: the planning movement in
American cities, the conservation move-
ment, the "contribution of the social
sciences to an understanding of human
institutions, values, and activities," and
—-within private enterprise itself!—the
scientific management movement fath-
ered by Frederick W. Taylor.

Whatever its origins abroad or here,
there is no doubt that plarming has
swept both England and the United
States in an astonishing fervor. "To
crusaders," says Galloway in a some-
what strange figure, planning "has been
a Holy Grail leading to the sunlit hills
of a better day." England has its Politi-
" New York, The Business Bourse, 1932.
" New York, Henry Holt and Company, 1941.
^* London (and New York), The Macmillan Gom-

cal and Economic Planning (PEP), its
Association for Planning and Regional
Construction, and many other institu-
tions from the Labour Party to the
Royal Institute of British Architects
helping on the cause, while the United
States with its fondness for new religions
and its economic capacity to support
them has its National Economic and
Socijil Planning Association, its Ameri-
can Planning and Civic Association, its
Society of Planning Officials, said its
Institute of Plamiers—beyond the now
defunct National Resources Planning
Board and the loc<d planning boards or
conunissions in nearly all the 48 states.
And seemingly the end is not yet.

The apogee of planning may perhaps
have been reached in J. R. Bellerby's
current book. Economic Reconstruction, of
which the first volume, "National, In-
dustrial, and Regional Planning," alone
has appeared. '* In his eflbrt to eliminate
unemployment of any kind anywhere,
the author proposes a chain of govern-
ment-operated industrial establishments!
After arriving at this point—and similar
expedients in other phases of what Adam
Smith would have called his "follies
and presumptions"—Professor Bellerby
winds up by asking himself whether the
full-employment policy, as he sees its
requirements, could work under capital-
ism, and concludes that it could not.

Against this tendency of planning—
and the "inevitable" trend toward a
regimented economy—one persuasive
voice has been raised in protest: Pro-
fessor Friedrich Hayek in his Road to
Serjdom.^^ This is an absorbing book
from an interesting personality. First
about the author: Professor yon Hayek
(who has dropped the "von" from his
name in all his English writings) is a
pany, 1943.
'* Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1944.
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member of a rather extraordinary group
of young economists who studied in
Vienna under Professor von Mises. One
by one they fled before the gathering
clouds in German Europe; and they
have found welcome: Hayek at the Lon-
don School of Economics, Haberler at
Harvard, Machlup at Buffalo, and Mor-
genstern at Princeton. Professor von
Mises is also in the United States and
has lately written two books, Omnipotent
Government and Bureaitcracy,^' along lines
not distant from those followed by his
brilliant student.

Professor Hayek calls his book a "po-
litical," not an economico-professional
one; but it does not lack keen economic
analysis at many points. Still the cri-
teria that he puts first are noneconomic
ones. For him, liberty and personal re-
sf>onsibility are objectives in themselves,
worth preserving against any small
addition to the sum total of economic
satisfactions that thoroughgoing regi-
mentation might perhaps yield. In fact.
Professor Hayek is convinced himself
that in view of the immensely compli-
cated task which the planners have to
face, any utilitarian test of general wel-
fare is more likely to be met by the
method of free enterprise rather than
by central planning—and he sees no
effective difference between a system
labeled "socialism" and one called
"planning."

Mr. John Chamberlain states the
theme cogently in his foreword to the
American edition:

"Full employment," "social security," and
"freedom from want" cannot be had unless
they come as by-products of a system that
releases the free energies of individuals.
When "society" and the "good of the whole"
and "the greatest good of the greatest num-
ber" are made the overmastering touch-
stones of state action, no individual can plan
" New Haven, Yale University Press, 1944.

his own existence. For the state "planners"
must arrogate to themselves the right to
move in on jmy section of the economic
system. . . . If the rights of the individual
get in the way, the rights of the individual
must go.

But Professor Hayek is not contending
for a Smithian "simple system of natural
liberty." His proposals should have ap-
peal for many Americans, who, accord-
ing to Gabriel, have made orderly
process under the Constitution a leading
tenet of their democracy. Professor
Hayek advocates that the state build
and maintain a system of general laws
so designed as to make the spontaneous
forces of society act beneficially. He
desires the "rule of law," known and
relatively stable, but private initiative
free to act confidently within the bound-
aries thus set.

This is no British book for British
readers. It is addressed to Americans
quite as much as to residents of the
British Isles—and Professor Hayek has
not only visited this country, but through
his Austrian friends and by virtue of his
broad reading of American sources has
kept himself informed of our tendencies.

Indeed, the inspiration of this per-
sonal volume lies in the trends of thought
in the United States as weU as in
Britain. In the author's view, both
countries are following the course of
Germany, only with a 25-year lag. He
says, for example:

Students of the currents of ideas can
hardly fail to see that there is more than a
superficial similarity between the trend of
thought in Germany during and after the
last war and the present current of ideas
in the democracies. There exists now in
these countries certainly the same determi-
nation that the organization of the nation
which has been achieved for purposes of
defense shall be retained for the purposes of
creation. . . . And at least nine out of everv
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ten of the lessons which our most vociferous
reformers are so anxious we should learn
from this war are precisely the lessons which
the. Germans did learn from the last war
and which have done much to produce the
Ncizi system.

This thesis—the unfortunate, uncritical
trend of current social thought—recurs
repeatedly in this important volume.

The voiume is not the less worth seri-
ous study because it represents the sin-
cere personal statement of one of this
generation's ablest economists, who by
his origin and peculiar experience has
had to give longer and more serious
attention to this problem of planning,
socialistic control, and regimentation
than most of his profession<d colleagues,
especisdly his American ones. Not least
interesting to the student of historical
economics is the echo oi Adam Smith
that one finds in this book of 1944: he
who thinks of "superintending the in-
dustry of private people" is exposing

himself to "innumerable delusions" and
is attempting that for which "no hu-
man wisdom or knowledge could ever
be sufficient."

The historian hardly qualifies as a
prognosticator, but he who looks at the
trends of American social thought sees
less to fear, at least over the long run,
in the recent rise of ideas quite novel
for this country. We have had much
m.ore in common with Adam Smith
than with those whose views he was
combatting. And if we dare to picture
as a pendulum the alternation over the
centuries between freedom jmd restric-
tion (whether this latter be caUed "mer-
cantilism" or a "planned economy"),
we know that there are historic forces
in this country pulling against the weight
as it swings toward infraction of liberty,
individualism, and self-assurance. Per-
haps, indeed, our heritage of thought
and feeling will save us from the "serf-
dom" which Hayek envisages at the end
of the present "road."






