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Writing in the late 1960s, James Weinstein traces the liberal ideology of his time to the beginning of the twentieth century.  This ideology, he writes, “had been worked out and, in part, tried out by the end of the First World War” (p. ix).  Installed by a cadre of sophisticated corporate and financial leaders in an effort to create stability, to rationalize industry, and to contain socialism, the “liberal corporate social order” quickly permeated all levels of government and inaugurated a form of political hegemony that reigned far into the twentieth century.  

Weinstein identifies two principal components of the Progressive liberal state.  First, drawing from Gabriel Kolko, he asserts that since the largest corporations desired stable markets and responsible conduct among businesses, they pressed for government intervention in the national economy.  Second, laissez faire gave way to the notion of a fair social system which promised to confer benefits to “all classes” through perpetual economic growth.  In short, reform programs served business interests.  
Through such strategies, the corporate world cloaked its role in overhauling the political economy.  Explaining the ways in which corporations supported the idea that liberalism opposed big businesses, Weinstein writes that “[f]alse consciousness of the nature of American liberalism has been one of the most powerful ideological weapons that American capitalism has had in maintaining its hegemony” (p. xi).  Businessmen allowed, for example, for the absorption of radical criticism by conceding “status and influence” to their protesters in exchange for support of “the existing social order” (p. xiv).  The more the corporate power base grew (through increased government centralization and the waning of diverse, localized constituencies), the greater the rate of absorption.  The National Civic Federation—an organization composed of big business representatives—exemplified this practice.  By 1898, the post Civil War opponents of business—labor, the Populists, anarchists, and socialists—had been largely put down.  The “liberalism” of the early twentieth century could claim to be liberal only in name; it was actually the front for a fundamentally conservative movement.   
In addition to socialists and leftist radicals, the NCF worked to snuff out its opponents on the Right.  Business “anarchists,” such as the National Association of Manufacturers, an organization of small businesses which operated in the market to a greater extent than did their big business counterparts, composed an important part of this opposition.  The NAM’s reluctance to concede anything to union leaders served as a major point of contention with the NCF.  While the NAM viewed unions as elements of economic and social instability (in 1903, leaders of the NAM equated unionism with socialism), the NCF saw instability in not accepting unions as a fact of life.  For the latter organization, the correct strategy included the recognition of labor leaders and the mending of capital-labor antagonisms in order to promote long term corporate profits.  In 1905, Louis Brandeis, who belonged to the Massachusetts Civic Federation, endorsed the formula, concluding that unions stood “as a strong bulwark against the great wave of socialism” (p. 17).  This strategy of “mediation and conciliation” formed the first of three stages in a plan to establish a permanent corporate order.  

The second stage forwarded corporate welfare as a substitute for unionism.  With this strategy, big businesses took on government responsibilities by establishing programs to “integrate workers’ lives with the purposes of the corporation” (p. 18).  Business paternalism increased, as did workers’ educational, recreational, insurance, and housing options.  

Support for such programs leveled off, however, so the NCF sought government intervention as a mechanism of social reform; thus the NCR entered its third stage.  At the state level, workmen’s compensation and child labor legislation mimicked some of the corporate welfare institutions.  Such reforms, together with trust regulations and the Federal Trade Commission Act of 1914—which ultimately benefited corporations—appealed to a broad spectrum of unions, businesses, and an undefined public (a “tripartite representation”).  Moreover, writes Weinstein, they reflect the efforts of corporate leaders to anticipate and accept social currents and to thereby assume the responsibility of directing those currents to suit big business interests.  

At the local level, the NAM resisted big business initiatives that came out of state capitals and Washington, D.C.  At the turn of the century, businessmen established the commission form of government as a means of efficiently operating local affairs and of lessening “class antagonisms.”  (Later, the “commission-manager” plan separated the previously unified legislative and executive functions of city government.)  This format guaranteed to businesses in many localities copious city contracts, low tax rates, and the election of business-friendly candidates.  Accordingly, trade unionists and socialists found themselves pushed out of city government by such innovations as the at-large election and the non-partisan ballot.     
Rather than summarily shutting out socialists through election reforms, the NCF considered socialism as the only feasible alternative to its program, and it devoted its resources to competing with its adversary.  It advertised its politics as beneficial to all classes and as capable of uplifting the working class.  By educating businesses on the threat of socialism and by raising concern for long-term planning and worker well-being—both in an effort to sustain profits and to circumscribe the potential for revolutionary activity—the NCF set up a method used throughout the twentieth century in American politics.  More specifically, the strategy included the recruitment of Socialist Party members who did not adhere closely to anti-capitalist ideas.  It also involved an initiative to “destroy socialist influence,” particularly in the media and in schools, through inundation with patriotic rhetoric and through nationwide compulsory education.  While intriguing, this argument receives very little documentary support.   

By 1912, the stability of the new liberal order had become apparent.  Socialists would gain no new ground.  TR and the Progressive Party drew a line between socialism and social reform, thus limiting the danger posed by both revolutionaries and “neopopulists.”  The NCF endorsed such social responsibility through its acceptance of conservative trade unionism and through its continued opposition to socialism and such organizations as the IWW.  “[R]esponsible unionism” received even greater endorsements when the Commission on Industrial Relations formed and later (during Wilson’s administration) developed a membership which “satisfied labor, was accepted by the reformers, and disarmed the radicals” (p. 185).  Weinstein identifies the commission’s greatest legacies as the growth of Wilson supporters among workers and radicals and the subsequent end of the Socialist Party’s growth between 1912 and 1916.  
 Although the aftermath of the First World War left many liberals disillusioned about the purposes of the new corporate order, corporate liberalism succeeded in the long run.  Weinstein offers three reasons for its survival and growth.  First, its initial pitchmen (e.g., TR, Wilson, Mark Hanna, Bernard Baruch) were highly sophisticated thinkers.  Second, the combination of industrial expansion and America’s increased influence in the world (through two world wars) led to a growth in material wealth; thus “the welfare programs of the liberal state” became possible (p. 253).  Third, since World War I, there has been no serious competition from either the left or the right.  In short, the “façade of social harmony” presented by turn of the century liberals has diminished radical threats to their corporate hegemony.   
W. F. Elkins parallels Weinstein’s conception of the liberal corporate order to the official program of Germany’s National Socialist Party, “which also promoted adjustment of the economy, while opposing both Left and Right.”  He writes that he allowance, through Weinstein’s work, for such a comparison indicates a need for further research on corporate liberalism.  A “comprehensive typology” of the topic could bring the modern world closer to “the practical transcendence of class society.”
 
Morton Keller, on the other hand, characterizes Weinstein’s analysis as deplorably “one-dimensional.”  To offer that American public policy, with all of its complexity, grew primarily out of the interests forwarded by a handful of corporate leaders makes little historical sense.  The author’s analytical confinement to a “mono-causal straitjacket,” writes Keller, overlooks a broader setting of municipal reform, for example, which extended well beyond corporate liberalism.
  
Though I agree with Keller that Weinstein occasionally appears to “oversimplify and exaggerate” his evidence,
 I come closer to Elkins in my assessment of this book’s importance.  What it lacks in hard evidence, it makes up for in its determination to uncover an alternative interpretation of our political economy’s development.  For those interested in the motives behind the modern business culture, this book is a good place to start.           
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