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In the new era of business power, the old philosophy of business
responsibility has been outdated. This article suggests a new and

more adequate standard to follow in judging your responsibility,

as a businessman, to society.

The television quiz show scandal, aired last
autumn in Congressional hearings, has high-
lighted an issue that has been of increasing
concern to many people—the public respon-
sibilities of private businessmen. Concern
about business power is not new, but the
past decade has seen a growing conscious-
ness of the problems that business power can
create in a democratic society,

It is the contention of this paper that the
heightened interest in the problem of busi-
ness responsibility can be explained in terms
of two developments of the twentieth cen-
tury. One of these developments is intellec-
tual, the other is institutional in character—
and both of them are related to the collapse
of laissez faire as a philosophy and as an eco-
nomic order.

The Relevance of Laissez Faire

The disintegration of the world economy,
starting early in the present century, sig-
naled the beginning of the end for the laissez-
faire philosophy and all its supporting in-
stitutions. The trend, accelerated by the First
World War and the subsequent monetary
panics of the 1920's, culminated in the early
1930’s in what Karl Polanyi has charac-
terized as “The Great Transformation.” Free
economy was transformed into regulated
economy in all of the advanced nations that
stood in the capitalist tradition, including
Soviet Russia, where the 5-year plans were
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initiated; Germany, where National Social-
ism was in the ascendant; Italy, which was in
the throes of corporate Fascism; and the
United States, where the New Deal was
the symbol of institutional transformation on
a grand scale. These and other domestic
economies, seeking to protect themselves
from the ravages of a self-regulating market
mechanism, were transformed to an economy
in which centralized state planning and
regulations were increasingly the rule rather
than the exception.!

At the same time, it became more and
more obvious that the world of business it-
self was the scene of growing economic
power. Moreover, the growth of the large-
scale corporation, with its tendency to
divorce legal ownership from actual control
of operations and with its technique of feed-
ing upon itself for growth capital, freed the
giants of business from the checks formerly
put upon them by stockholders and capital
investors. In addition, business had com-
bined two forces to dilute what could be
considered “consumer sovereignty:” a refined
and sophisticated advertising program and
what amounted to programming control of
one of the nation’s mass media of communi-
cation, thereby making possible the massive
tailoring of consumer tastes to the standards
of mediocrity that have become so common
in our times.

1 Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation (New York:
Rinehart and Company, 1944).






