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Reading Assignment


Nelson, Managers and Workers: Origins of the Twentieth-Century Factory 
 
     System in the United States, 1880-1920 (1995), pp. 35-78.


Haber, Efficiency and Uplift: Scientific Management in the Progressive Era, 

     1890-1920 (1964), pp. 1-17.


Jordan, Machine-Age Ideology: Social Engineering and American Liberalism, 



1911-1939 (1994), pp. 33-67.


Adelstein, "The Mechanical Firm," unpublished manuscript (2004).


Taylor, The Principles of Scientific Management (1911).


Cooke, "The Spirit and Significance of Scientific Management," 21 Journal of



Political Economy (1913), pp. 481-493.


Aitken, Taylorism at Watertown Arsenal: Scientific Management in Action, 



1908-1915 (1960), pp. 3-48.

Essay Assignment
Your assignment for this week is to offer a critical evaluation of Frederick Winslow Tay​lor's system of scientific management, both as a practical tool for managing production in firms and as a more general philosophy of central planning.  How does Taylor frame and resolve the questions discussed in the Calculation Debate?  Do you agree with the historian Gabriel Kolko's description of scientific management as "thoroughly to​talitarian?"  Is the at​tempt at social control repre​sented by Taylorism somehow wrong or misguided in princi​ple, or is it in​stead sim​ply an early effort to adapt and apply useful prin​ciples of sci​ence and en​gineering to problems of social organization and ad​ministration, well con​ceived by mod​ern stan​dards if perhaps primitive in exe​cution?  Specific consid​eration of the follow​ing questions may help you focus your own thoughts on this problem.

1. What are firms?  How and why do firms come about in the real world?  What are the forces and factors that induce them to grow large?  Do these forces work in reverse, that is, can firms also grow smaller over time without the intervention of external agencies such as the state?  Are firms more like machines or organisms (or unlike either), and what is the sig​nificance of this distinction?  Are firms spontaneous orders, or do they represent a kind of "social engineering" on the part of the people who create them?  What might this term mean, exactly?  Are firms centrally planned economic systems?  What are the roles of pur​pose and planning in the growth of firms?  How does the purpose of production influence the deci​sion as to how production is to be orga​nized?

2. What is inside contracting?  How and why did it come about?  Was it a system of central planning?  If not, how would you describe it?  Why did it ultimately dis​appear as a way of organizing production, and what replaced it?  What is soldiering, and what makes it pos​sible?  How did the foremen define and attempt to solve the problems caused by soldiering, and in whose interests?  How did Taylor's definition and solution differ from theirs?  How might Hayek interpret the phenomenon?  What was Taylor's attitude toward soldiering?  Is it a moral problem, or simply a technical matter that can effectively be addressed through the application of so​cial science?  Is it a problem at all?  

3. What is scientific management?  How does it perceive the relationship be​tween people and machines?  Between machines and organizations?  What are the roles of knowledge and power in Taylor's philosophy of management?  Was Taylor correct in arguing that the in​creases in productivity brought about by scientific management would benefit workers and employ​ers alike?  What is (or should be) the role of power in the analysis of produc​tion?  How did Taylor (and his influential disciple Morris Cooke) conceive of the role of the individual in modern industrial society?  Why did the workers at the Water​town Arsenal react so negatively to the intro​duc​tion of sci​entific man​agement?  

4. What is management science, and how (if at all) does it differ from scientific manage​ment?  What is the discipline that schools of management and public administration sought (and still seek) to teach?  Was (or is) it social engineering?  How would you describe the technology produced by social engineers?  Can politics be separated from administra​tion, as Woodrow Wilson and other American reformers claimed in the early twentieth century?  What are the implications of this distinction for the feasibility of planning?  Do they differ in the cases of planning within individual private firms, planning by cartels or associations for entire industries, and planning by the state it​self?   

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

