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Reading Assignment

Schmitz, The Growth of Big Business in the United States and Western Europe,



1850-1939 (1993).


Hofstadter, The Age of Reform: From Bryan to F.D.R. (1955), pp. 213-254.


Freyer, "Economic Liberty, Antitrust and the Constitution, 1880-1925," in 



Paul and Dickman, eds., Liberty, Property and Government: Constitutional 



Interpretation Before the New Deal (1989), pp. 187-215.


Adelstein, "Antitrusts," unpublished manuscript (2004).


Sombart, Why is There No Socialism in the United States? (1906).  Distributed in



class and available in the CSS Library.

Essay Assignment
Werner Sombart's famous essay is one of the earliest examples of analysis from what has come to be called the exceptionalist perspective on American history.  Exceptionalists believe that the United States is fundamentally unlike other (particularly European) countries and thus that theories that might explain some facet or aspect of European history cannot be expected to apply to the American case.  Sombart's early contribution to this tradition asks why socialism, which (as we will see next week) Marx had argued on the basis of European history would inevitably replace industrial capitalism once the latter was sufficiently elaborated, showed no signs at all of coming to the United States, which Sombart considered to be the one country in the world in which capitalism had developed to the fullest extent.  The other readings for this week, without ever explicitly addressing Sombart's question, can each be read to suggest differing views of the development of American capitalism and different answers to Sombart's question.  Your assignment is to use these more contemporary readings, along with any other materials you have encountered this year in the College that you think might be relevant, to evaluate Sombart's thesis.  How, exactly, does Sombart account for the failure of socialism to take root in the United States before 1906?  Is there a better answer to his question than the one he provides?  Is there a better or more illuminating way to express the answer he does offer?  Consideration of the following questions may help you focus your thoughts on this problem.

1.  What does socialism mean to Sombart?  Is this the only valid or useful definition of the term?  Is it possible that something different from the particular kind of socialism Sombart had in mind but that shares some characteristics of his variety actually did come to America in the forty years before 1906?  Was there something like "socialism" in the United States by 1906?  Is the relevant opposition of concepts "capitalism vs. socialism," as Sombart (and most of his contemporaries) framed it, or is it "individualism vs. collectivism," or "entrepreneurialism vs. managerialism," or "autonomy vs. organization," or "smallness vs. bigness," or something else altogether?  How might Louis Brandeis have responded to Sombart's analysis?

2.  What is Sombart's answer to the question, exactly?  He finds part of his answer in each of three apparently distinct conditions of American life, which he describes as political, economic and social, respectively.  Are these three phenomena logically linked to one another, so that all three must necessarily occur together and all three must be present to produce the failure of socialism, or can the emergence of socialism be blocked by any of the three conditions without the others, in the proper circumstances?  Do you agree with Sombart about this?  What is the significance of Sombart's "present opinion," set out at the very end of his essay, and the brief discussion of open land on the frontier that precedes it?  Is his prediction at the end of the essay logically required by the analysis of the earlier sections?  Indeed, is it consistent with or contradicted by that analysis?

3.  How might Schmitz, Hofstadter, Freyer and Adelstein answer Sombart's question?  Would they agree with his perception and characterization of the three crucial conditions of American life referred to above?  Would they agree that these are the factors that explain the failure of state socialism in the United States?  Do they suggest that something important did change in the organization of American economic and political life during this period?  If so, how does each describe the change, and how does each evaluate its causes and significance?  How do their analyses relate to Sombart's?  Do they support or undermine his view?

Please limit your essay to no more than seven typewritten pages.


