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    At the heart of this book lies a stark confrontation between the logic of machines and the logic of money. Thorstein Veblen examines what happens when the precise, cumulative discipline of modern industry is subordinated to pecuniary motives, asking whether those who build and maintain the productive apparatus might envision society differently from those who own it. He scrutinizes the character of organized production, the habits of thought that grow out of engineering practice, and the priorities that drive business decision-making. The result is a study that feels both diagnostic and provocative, mapping tensions that ripple through industrial life and public policy.

The Engineers and the Price System is non-fiction—part economic sociology, part institutional critique—first published in 1921, in the unsettled years following the First World War. Writing from the United States at a moment of rapid mechanization and corporate consolidation, Veblen situates his analysis within the emerging mass-production economy and its financial overseers. The book’s setting is not a fictional world but the real factories, offices, and markets of early twentieth-century industry. Readers encounter a thinker probing the arrangements that govern modern production, attentive to how technological capacities and business imperatives diverge in purpose and tempo.

The premise is straightforward yet unsettling: modern industry runs on coordinated, technical know-how, but its operation is steered by pricing and profit calculations that may not align with maximum efficiency or community welfare. Veblen proposes to view the economic order from the vantage of engineers and technicians, exploring how their training and responsibilities orient them toward continuity, reliability, and measured improvement. The book proceeds in sharply argued essays that are analytical in tone and often dryly ironic in delivery. It offers an intellectual experience marked by close reasoning, historical awareness, and a steady, disenchanted gaze at institutional habits.

Central themes emerge with clarity: the friction between productive capacity and market discipline, the social consequences of organizing work around pecuniary gains, and the moral weight of professional competence. Veblen probes how industrial systems demand cooperation, standardization, and foresight, while business control rewards scarcity, bargaining position, and strategic delay. He asks what happens when technical judgment is subordinated to financial cycles, and how that arrangement shapes livelihoods and civic life. The figure of the engineer serves as an analytic lens—less a hero than a representative of a distinctive ethos—through which the contradictions of a price-governed order become visible.

Methodologically, the book blends institutional analysis with a studied attention to language, interrogating the conventions that normalize profit-driven coordination. Veblen dissects the “price system” as a set of rules that allocate authority and influence behavior, contrasting it with the “machine process,” the physical and organizational interdependence of industrial production. He traces how these orders pull in different directions, emphasizing that technical systems thrive on transparency and alignment, whereas markets depend on valuation, strategy, and risk. Rather than offering a tidy blueprint, he presents a sustained inquiry into feasibility and control, raising questions about who should guide complex systems and on what terms.

For contemporary readers, the book resonates across debates about technology governance, infrastructure, and the public interest. Its questions echo in discussions of platform economies, critical supply chains, and large-scale transitions in energy and transportation. Veblen’s focus on professional responsibility anticipates current concerns about algorithmic systems, safety engineering, and the ethics of design under organizational pressure. The work’s enduring relevance lies in how it frames a dilemma: when technical integration grows deeper and stakes rise, can coordination be left to market signals alone, or must other forms of judgment and stewardship share the helm?

Reading this book today offers an opportunity to sit with a rigorous, unsentimental critic who treats economic arrangements as modifiable institutions rather than inevitabilities. Its pages invite reflection rather than reassurance, pressing readers to consider what counts as efficiency, what purposes production should serve, and who is answerable when industrial systems falter. The tone is cool, its proposals cautiously inferred rather than sensationally declared, and its analyses invite dialogue across disciplines. Approached on these terms, the work becomes not only a portrait of its era but a lens for thinking about authority, expertise, and the future shape of coordinated life.
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    Thorstein Veblen’s The Engineers and the Price System, published in 1921, examines the relationship between modern industrial production and the institutions of business enterprise. Written in the aftermath of World War I and amid economic instability, the book traces how engineers, trained for technical efficiency, operate within a framework governed by profits, prices, and absentee ownership. Veblen’s central aim is to describe how the price system organizes industry and how that system, in his view, conflicts with the requirements of the machine process. The work proceeds by defining terms, outlining observed practices, and projecting possible institutional changes grounded in industrial realities.

Veblen distinguishes between the industrial system and the business system. The industrial system is the machine process: standardized, measured, and interdependent operations oriented toward maximum, reliable throughput. The business system is the price system: a regime of pecuniary calculation that directs production according to profits, valuations, and market signals. He argues that the machine process calls for coordinated planning and continuous operation, while business enterprise emphasizes pecuniary gain. This divergence, he suggests, explains recurring frictions in modern economies, where technical capacity often exceeds what the market will profitably absorb, and where decisions reflect financial criteria rather than engineering requirements.

A key concept is what Veblen labels sabotage, not as criminal mischief but as the conscientious withdrawal of efficiency. He uses this term to describe how business interests may restrict output, idle capacity, or pace production to maintain prices and profits. In this account, scarcity is not solely a natural condition but can be a business strategy. Engineers, by contrast, are portrayed as aiming to optimize flow and reduce waste. The contrast highlights a structural tension: the discipline of the shop and the schedule versus the discretion of owners and financial managers who regulate supply for pecuniary ends.

Veblen extends the analysis to business cycles and unemployment. He argues that disturbances arise less from technical limits than from movements in valuation, credit, and speculative investment. Plant and labor may stand idle not because productive means have failed, but because market conditions make continued output unprofitable. Selling, finance, and competitive duplication absorb resources that do not add to physical output. In this framework, periodic crises mark the adjustment of prices and profits rather than capacities. The price system, he contends, introduces instability into an otherwise technically manageable industrial process.

The experience of wartime production serves as a central exhibit. In the emergency, governments and industrial councils instituted priority lists, quotas, and centralized coordination to secure supplies and raise output. Veblen notes that under administrative control, with engineers and technical staff advising on processes and schedules, industries achieved high throughput and reduced certain market frictions. While the war imposed costs and coercion, it also demonstrated that large systems could be organized on technical lines rather than purely pecuniary ones. He takes this as evidence of latent capacity for planned coordination beyond the constraints of ordinary competitive business.

Turning to the engineers, Veblen describes a professional group versed in the interlocking character of modern industry. Their training and daily work foster standards of efficiency, measurement, and serviceability. Yet they remain employees under business management, subject to pecuniary constraints and corporate authority. Veblen stresses that engineers are not a self-conscious class and lack an independent institutional base. Nonetheless, because they understand the workings of the machine process, they could, in principle, provide the organizing staff for an industrial system administered on technical rather than financial criteria.

From this diagnosis, Veblen explores a proposal for industrial self-government, sometimes described as a soviet of technicians or councils of engineers. The idea is that production could be guided by technical schedules, standardization, and industrial accounting aimed at serviceability, with distribution arranged through nonpecuniary mechanisms consistent with throughput and use. He suggests that such governance would emphasize continuity, minimization of waste, and coordination across interconnected processes. This is presented not as a detailed blueprint but as a possible institutional form that aligns decision-making with the requirements of the machine process rather than with price and profit.

Veblen also outlines obstacles to such a transition. Vested interests, legal rights of ownership, entrenched business practices, and public opinion shaped by commercial institutions all reinforce the price system. Engineers depend on employers for livelihood and are constrained by corporate discipline, making collective action difficult. He argues that significant change would likely require a crisis or breakdown that reveals the incompatibility between business control and industrial efficiency. Transitional steps might include councils, technical advisory bodies, or emergency administrations that demonstrate the feasibility of technical coordination without relying on pecuniary incentives.

The book closes by emphasizing a general conclusion: the price system, designed for pecuniary ends, is poorly matched to the demands of modern machine industry. Business control encourages practices that restrain output and generate instability, while the industrial process calls for continuous, integrated coordination. Engineers, because of their technical competence and systemic perspective, are positioned to administer production on serviceable lines, although institutional realities limit their initiative. Veblen presents this as an analysis and conditional forecast, inviting readers to consider how industrial governance might shift to align with the technological foundations of modern production.
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    Thorstein Veblen’s The Engineers and the Price System (published in New York in 1921) is set against the United States’ transition from wartime mobilization to peacetime “normalcy.” The period 1917–1921 featured rapid industrial expansion followed by sharp contraction, as factories in Pittsburgh, Detroit, Chicago, and the Northeast shifted from munitions to civilian goods. Urbanization and the rise of mass-production industries reconfigured class relations and professional authority, notably elevating engineers and technical managers. Veblen was then teaching in New York at the New School (founded 1919), writing amid public debates over strikes, inflation, and deflation. The book addresses the institutional geography of American capitalism as experienced in boardrooms, factories, and government wartime agencies.

World War I mobilization (1917–1918) created extraordinary administrative bodies that coordinated production: the War Industries Board (WIB, chaired by Bernard M. Baruch, 1917–1919), the United States Railroad Administration (USRA, Dec 1917–Mar 1920), the Fuel Administration, and the U.S. Food Administration under Herbert Hoover. The USRA nationalized railroads, pooled freight cars, and introduced standardized locomotive classes (e.g., the USRA Light Mikado 2-8-2), while the WIB allocated steel, copper, and chemicals by priority. These measures demonstrated large-scale, engineer-led planning could outperform market price signals in crises. Veblen’s book seizes on this lesson, arguing that technical coordination, not profit-driven control, best secures continuous, efficient production.

The strike wave of 1919—Seattle’s general strike (February 6–11, 1919, involving roughly 60,000 workers), the Boston Police Strike (September 1919), and the Great Steel Strike (September 1919–January 1920, peaking near 350,000 strikers across Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Illinois)—revealed deep industrial tensions. Simultaneously, the First Red Scare (1919–1920) and the Palmer Raids led by Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer targeted labor militants, the IWW, and suspected radicals. This turmoil pitted organized labor and technical staff against corporate management and state power. Veblen connects these conflicts to the “price system,” contending that “vested interests” curb output and discipline labor to protect profits, while engineers could logically redesign production for social use.

The depression of 1920–1921 brought severe deflation after wartime inflation. The Federal Reserve raised discount rates in 1920, commodity prices collapsed, and the U.S. wholesale price index fell by roughly a third within a year; unemployment climbed above 10 percent by 1921 and industrial production contracted sharply. Farmers suffered steep declines in wheat and cotton prices, and factories curtailed output to maintain margins. Veblen interprets this as systemic dysfunction: under the price system, owners restrict production to sustain profitable prices—what he famously calls “sabotage” of production. The book’s 1919–1921 essays argue that rational, engineer-led coordination could stabilize output and employment, insulating the industrial process from financial exigencies.

The Efficiency Movement and scientific management reshaped industrial work from the 1890s through the 1910s. Frederick Winslow Taylor’s The Principles of Scientific Management (1911), Henry L. Gantt’s scheduling charts, and Frank and Lillian Gilbreth’s motion studies promised measurable productivity gains. Controversies erupted—most notably the 1911–1912 congressional investigation of Taylorism at the Watertown Arsenal, leading to restrictions on stopwatches and certain incentive systems in federal shops. The period also saw professional consolidation in engineering societies (e.g., ASME). Veblen draws on this technicist milieu, yet criticizes its subordination to profit-driven managers. He recasts engineers as a potential governing “soviet of technicians,” responsible to the community’s industrial needs rather than to absentee owners.

Progressive Era battles with trusts and finance capital formed the institutional backdrop. Corporate consolidation produced giants like U.S. Steel (1901) and Standard Oil, dissolved by the Supreme Court in 1911. The Panic of 1907 spurred the Federal Reserve Act (1913), while the Clayton Antitrust Act (1914) and Federal Trade Commission (1914) sought to tame monopolistic practices. Investment banking houses—symbolized by J. P. Morgan—exercised influence over railroads and heavy industry from New York. Veblen interprets this regime as “absentee ownership,” in which pecuniary control governs production. The book’s critique fits this history: financial prerogatives steer output, pricing, and shutdowns, even when technical capacity could deliver greater, steadier production.

Technocratic agitation crystallized around New York between 1919 and 1933. The Technical Alliance (1919–1921), associated with Howard Scott, attempted an “Energy Survey of North America” to map physical capacities of industry; later, Technocracy Inc. (1933) popularized energy-accounting schemes during the Great Depression. Although these movements matured after 1921, they mirrored arguments Veblen advanced—namely, that engineers could supplant market price signals with physical indexes and coordinated planning. Veblen’s proximity to reform circles at the New School and his wartime stint as an economist with federal agencies, including the U.S. Shipping Board’s Emergency Fleet Corporation, furnished empirical cases of technical administration that the book generalizes into a broader institutional proposal.

The book functions as a social and political critique by exposing how the price system’s pursuit of profit can legitimate idle capacity, layoffs, and artificial scarcity amid abundance. It indicts “vested interests” and “absentee ownership” for subordinating engineers and workers to financial strategy, thereby exacerbating class divisions and periodic crises. By advocating an engineer-led coordination of industry, it challenges corporate governance and the legal-political order that protects it. Veblen highlights how public wartime planning revealed alternative methods, and he presses for their peacetime application to secure stable output, equitable distribution, and democratic control over the industrial process that sustains modern life.
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"Sabotage[1]" is a derivative of "sabot," which is French for a wooden shoe. It means going slow, with a dragging, clumsy movement, such as that manner of footgear may be expected to bring on. So it has come to describe any manoeuvre of slowingdown, inefficiency, bungling, obstruction. In American usage the word is very often taken to mean forcible obstruction, destructive tactics, industrial frightfulness, incendiarism and high explosives, although that is plainly not its first meaning nor its common meaning. Nor is that its ordinary meaning as the word is used among those who have advocated a recourse to sabotage as a means of enforcing an argument about wages or the conditions of work. The ordinary meaning of the word is better defined by an expression which has latterly come into use among the I. W. W.[2], "conscientious withdrawal of efficiency[3]" - although that phrase does not cover all that is rightly to be included under this technical term.

The sinister meaning which is often attached to the word in American usage, as denoting vio-lence and disorder, appears to be due to the fact that the American usage has been shaped chiefly by persons and newspapers who have aimed to discredit the use of sabotage by organized workmen, and who have therefore laid stress on its less amiable manifestations. This is unfortunate. It lessens the usefulness of the word by making it a means of denunciation rather than of understanding. No doubt, violent obstruction has had its share in the strategy of sabotage as carried on by disaffected workmen, as well as in the similar tactics of rival business concerns. It comes into the case as one method of sabotage, though by no means the most usual or the most effective; but it is so spectacular and shocking a method that it has drawn undue attention to itself.

Yet such deliberate violence is, no doubt, a relatively minor fact in the case, as compared with that deliberate malingering, confusion, and misdirection of work that makes up the bulk of what the expert practitioners would recognize as legitimate sabotage[7].

The word first came into use among the organized French workmen, the members of certain syndicats, to describe their tactics of passive resistance[4], and it has continued to be associated with the strategy of these French workmen, who are known as syndicalists, and with their likeminded runningmates in other countries. But the tactics of these syndicalists, and their use of sabotage, do not differ, except in detail, from the tactics of other workmen elsewhere, or from the similar tactics of friction, obstruction, and delay habitually employed, from time to time, by both employées and employers to enforce an argument about wages and prices. Therefore, in the course of a quartercentury past, the word has quite unavoidably taken on a general meaning in common speech, and has been extended to cover all such peaceable or surreptitious manoeuvres of delay, obstruction, friction, and defeat, whether employed by the workmen to enforce their claims, or by the employers to defeat their employées, or by competitive business concerns to get the better of their business rivals or to secure their own advantage.

Such manoeuvres of restriction, delay, and hindrance have a large share in the ordinary conduct of business; but it is only lately that this ordinary line of business strategy has come to be recognized as being substantially of the same nature as the ordinary tactics of the syndicalists. So that it has not been usual until the last few years to speak of manoeuvres of this kind as sabotage when they are employed by employers and their business concerns. But all this strategy of delay, restriction, hindrance, and defeat is manifestly of the same character, and should conveniently be called by the same name, whether it is carried on by business men or by workmen; so that it is no longer unusual now to find workmen speaking of "capitalistic sabotage" as freely as the employers and the newspapers speak of syndicalist sabotage. As the word is now used, and as it is properly used, it describes a certain system of industrial strategy or management, whether it is employed by one or another. What it describes is a resort to peaceable or surreptitious restriction, delay, withdrawal, or obstruction.

Sabotage commonly works within the law, although it may often be within the letter rather than the spirit of the law. It is used to secure some special advantage or preference, usually of a businesslike sort. It commonly has to do with something in the nature of a vested right, which one or another of the parties in the case aims to secure or defend, or to defeat or diminish; some preferential right or special advantage in respect of income or privilege, something in the way of a vested interest. Workmen have resorted to such measures to secure improved conditions of work, or increased wages, or shorter hours, or to maintain their habitual standards, to all of which they have claimed to have some sort of a vested right. Any strike is of the nature of sabotage, of course. Indeed, a strike is a typical species of sabotage. That strikes have not been spoken of as sabotage is due to the accidental fact that strikes were in use before this word came into use. So also, of course, a lockout is another typical species of sabotage. That the lockout is employed by the employers against the employées does not change the fact that it is a means of defending a vested right by delay, withdrawal, defeat, and obstruction of the work to be done. Lockout[5]s have not usually been spoken of as sabotage, for the same reason that holds true in the case of strikes. All the while it has been recognized that strikes and lockouts are of identically the same character.

All this does not imply that there is anything discreditable or immoral about this habitual use of strikes and lockouts. They are part of the ordinary conduct of industry under the existing system, and necessarily so. So long as the system remains unchanged these measures are a necessary and legitimate part of it. By virtue of his ownership the owneremployer has a vested right to do as he will with his own property, to deal or not to deal with any person that offers, to withhold or withdraw any part or all of his industrial equipment and natural resources from active use for the time being, to run on half time or to shut down his plant and to lock out all those persons for whom he has no present use on his own premises. There is no question that the lockout is altogether a legitimate manoeuvre. It may even be meritorious, and it is frequently considered to be meritorious when its use helps to maintain sound conditions in business - that is to say profitable conditions - as frequently happens. Such is the view of the substantial citizens. So also is the strike legitimate, so long as it keeps within the law; and it may at times even be meritorious, at least in the eyes of the strikers. It is to be admitted quite broadly that both of these typical species of sabotage are altogether fair and honest in principle, although it does not therefore follow that every strike or every lockout is necessarily fair and honest in its workingout. That is in some degree a question of special circumstances.
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