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Review of The Search for Order, 1877-1920, by Robert H. Wiebe 


Robert Wiebe wrote that Progressivism resulted from the efforts of a new middle class to substitute wholly new principles for obsolete nineteenth century ideas.  The rapid social and economic changes wrought by industrialization eroded the autonomy of the isolated “island community” after the Civil War.  By the first decade of the twentieth century, the community model had been replaced by the hierarchical, urban-industrial model, which stressed centralized authority, predictability, and stability over localized, informal ties.  Middle class bureaucratization had prevailed, and modernity entered its final stage of development.  The Search for Order concerns itself mostly with the process which led to this new order.


From the 1870s forward, industrialization bewildered American society.  Urban growth defied logic and combined with growing poverty to tax the capacity of the nineteenth century model of municipal government to effectively manage.  Rural areas also underwent transformation.  Competition among farmers—due to encroaching market forces—deeply stratified society and broke down community homogeneity.  The factory system permitted absentee ownership, which, for Wiebe, symbolized a rupture in the lines of social authority.  Confusion about authentic channels of power abetted political and business corruption; since small town mores (i.e., the honor system) still prevailed, swindlers found plenty of opportunities to cheat unsuspecting folks who maintained their old worldviews.  

The island community entered a period of chaos—represented by labor unrest, agrarian alliances, and dramatic corporate growth—which induced hysteria and a variety of reactions.  Edward Bellamy’s nationalism—a call for a “purified, unified, and democratized utopia”—fit into America’s hopes for preserving the fundamental values of a rapidly diminishing social model.  The agrarian movement vehemently rejected centralized national control.  Such movements found objectionable not technology per se, but the ways in which institutions employed technology:  corporations, the credit system, and shifts in political organization all became targets of fragmented efforts to sustain the island communities and the ideals of democracy and individualism.  All of the efforts failed.  

Officers of the growing “urban-industrial system” acted to keep their power.  Through the suppression of labor activists, as well as through a multitude of minor political and economic adjustments, agents of a coalescing bureaucracy sought immediate order and stability.  However, the resulting system emerged not from a concerted, organized reform strategy, but from the cumulative effect of tentative remedies.  Still, such decisions rarely contradicted one another.  On the other hand, movements based on democratic individualism reflected very few common calculations in their responses to the chaotic conclusion of the nineteenth century.  Consequently, they lost leverage to urban policy makers.  



In the cities, the middle class sought to transcend the island community’s organizational model.  By ushering in an age of professionalism, it achieved its objective.  The growth of various professions (particularly medicine and law) increased occupational cohesion and became central to middle class-dominated, urban-industrial organization.  The increased adoption of professional standards, which were legitimized by the rising presence of universities and other professional training grounds, contributed to this consolidation of interests, but it also reinforced social and cultural divisions.  The professions developed distinct languages and loyalties which replaced nineteenth century communities.  


“The heart of progressivism,” wrote Wiebe, “was the ambition of the new middle class to fulfill its destiny through bureaucratic means” (p. 166).  Those means involved a narrower scope than that which had prevailed for most of the nineteenth century.  The bureaucratic order utilized science, for example, as “a procedure or an orientation, rather than a body of results.”  Science referred to the precise measurements of the specialist rather than a “grand design whose fundamental principles man could comprehend and apply” (p. 147).  Accordingly, ideas of cause and effect gave way to the notion of an intricate web of relationships which varied depending upon one’s perspective.  The idea of bending things “toward an adjustment to contingencies” (p. 150) carried implications for social analysis, including the application of the law.  


This perspective formed the foundation for a bureaucratic logic which provided “[a] kind of loose understanding” between “public officials and private interests” and which allowed for “ample room to maneuver” in the completion of political and economic tasks.  As the new middle class surged forward in increasing numbers, filling political and business positions, striving to meet their professional and societal objectives, and attempting to manage “indeterminate processes,” they came to rely on contingency planning (p. 195).  Still, in their desires for a stable bureaucratic structure, middle-class reformers had created only a framework in which measures could be taken—not a set of solutions for society’s ills.  They left open the issue of power regulation and distribution.  Thus, “[b]ureaucratic management lent itself equally to social control and to social relase” (p. 223).  


Writing in 1993, Kenneth Cmiel detected a potent strain of modernization theory in The Search for Order.  The idea that all traditional societies moved “toward modern, dynamic ones” stood out in Wiebe’s argument that the rational, pragmatic approach to social reform would require bureaucracies to continually renew their understanding of social problems and to constantly reformulate their responses.  “There would be no final resolution.”
 Cmiel also linked Wiebe to an interpretation of modernization theory which allowed for the “inevitable flow of history.”  Though Wiebe—like many scholars writing in the 1950s and 60s—tried to avoid intimations of evolutionary theories of history, he consistently suggested that the island community was destined to be overrun by modernity’s rationalist ethic. 
 Cmiel cited Wiebe’s use of certain phrases, such as the fourth chapter’s title, “The Fate of the Nation,” as evidence of the author’s inclination toward historical progress and inevitability.  But he pointed out an apparent ambiguity of language which he found in the author’s definition of progressivism:  “the ambition of the new middle class to fulfill its destiny through bureaucratic means.” Ambition implied free will, but destiny pulled in the opposite direction.  Cmiel resolved the contradiction by comparing this perspective to Hegel’s “world historical figures,” who helped civilization proceed to its next stage of development.
  

Cmiel also sought to clear up what he saw as the common misconception that Wiebe ignored conflict.  Brutality and violence did appear in The Search for Order, wrote the reviewer, but they appeared as a multifaceted phenomenon rather than as indicators of class or racial conflict or as a consequence of antimodernist agitation.  For Wiebe, there were “no constant enemies,” no well-defined combatants on whose shoulders rested the blame for unrest.  Instead, the author presented various manifestations of “chaos” and “disorder” which resulted more from historical circumstances than from human agency.  In this theoretical mold, wrote Cmiel, “[t]o understand history dialectically is to see how violence contributes to the progress of humanity.”
 In other words, Wiebe viewed “discord as transitional,” and he held that bureaucratic management would provide stability.  Perhaps reviewer Robert E. Burke’s reference to Wiebe’s grappling with the “ironies in many” turn-of-the-century “political and economic battles” stands as a (veiled) contemporary admission of evolutionary theory.
 

But the order and stability Wiebe depicted did not equal freedom.  It said nothing about the improvement of living conditions.  Indeed, for Cmiel, Wiebe pictured a very grim modernity.  The author wrote of social engineering and control as means to stability.  Leaders continued to put a pleasant face on the new order.  They called it democracy, though democracy had fallen into deep decline.  Bureaucratic thinking circumscribed imagination and would result in an “institutional amnesia.”  Thus alternatives to present conditions would evaporate, and the management of modern institutions would involve “contain[ing] the future instead of opening up its possibilities.” 
 For these reasons, Cmiel found The Search for Order to be nihilistic—more so than Wiebe would have admitted.  

Cmiel faulted Wiebe for omitting personal relationships from his analysis.  Discussions of change in areas of work, the neighborhood, love, family, and friendship could have demonstrated the corrosive effects of bureaucratic order.  Also, Wiebe might have investigated alternatives to the routine and order prescribed by modern bureaucracy.  Overall, however, Cmiel valued this book for its location of late twentieth century society in a broad context of modernity.  Readers will continue to look to The Search for Order, he wrote, “to help make sense of their lives.”
 I agree with Cmiel’s assessment of this book’s importance.  If it reflects some of the sixties’ intellectual animosity toward the establishment, it also offers a warning against capitulating to the limited options for political and economic organization which get handed down to the masses.  
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