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    Modern industrial society depends on technical expertise, yet its direction is often shaped by financial power rather than by the practical logic of production. 

Thorstein Veblen’s The Engineers and the Price System is a work of social and economic criticism first published in the early twentieth century, at a moment when large-scale industry, corporate organization, and modern finance were transforming everyday life. Written as a sequence of connected arguments rather than as a narrative, the book examines the structure of industrial society in the United States and considers the relation between those who manage production and those who control business interests. Its concerns arise from a recognizably modern economy, organized through machines, firms, and markets.

The premise is direct and provocative. Veblen asks what happens when the efficient operation of industry comes into conflict with the requirements of profit and market control. From that starting point, he turns sustained attention to engineers, technicians, and other industrial specialists, considering their place within a system governed by prices, investment, and business strategy. The book does not unfold through plot or character, but through analysis, contrast, and inference, inviting the reader to follow a line of argument about how an advanced industrial order actually works beneath its public justifications.

The reading experience is shaped by Veblen’s distinctive intellectual manner: cool, ironic, analytical, and often deliberately exacting. He writes in dense, carefully structured prose that rewards slow attention, and his tone combines detachment with sharp critical pressure. Rather than offering easy slogans or sentimental appeals, he dissects institutions by examining the habits, incentives, and forms of power that sustain them. Even when his sentences are demanding, the effect is energizing, because the book continually presses the reader to reconsider familiar assumptions about efficiency, prosperity, and social organization.

Among its central themes are the tension between production for use and production for profit, the conflict between technological capacity and business calculation, and the social authority claimed by specialized knowledge. Veblen is especially concerned with the possibility that the aims of industry as a technical system may diverge from the aims of those who direct it for financial return. He also examines the larger consequences of that divergence, suggesting that economic institutions shape not only output and distribution but also public judgment, political possibilities, and the terms in which social problems are understood.

These themes continue to matter because contemporary societies remain dependent on vast technical systems while arguing over who should govern them and for what ends. Debates about infrastructure, supply chains, automation, corporate concentration, expert authority, and the social responsibilities of industry all echo questions that Veblen treats with unusual clarity. His book helps readers see that technological progress does not automatically determine social progress, and that the organization of economic life reflects contests over power, priorities, and the meaning of efficiency as much as advances in knowledge or machinery.

For contemporary readers, The Engineers and the Price System offers less a prediction than a framework for thinking. It encourages skepticism toward claims that market outcomes naturally coincide with collective well-being, while also probing the limits and ambitions of technical expertise. As an introduction to Veblen’s mature social criticism, the book remains bracing for the way it links everyday economic arrangements to deeper institutional logics. It is best approached as a rigorous, unsettling inquiry into who runs industrial society, how they do so, and what alternatives may become thinkable when that arrangement is questioned.
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    Thorstein Veblen’s The Engineers and the Price System, published in 1921, is a short work of economic and social criticism written in the aftermath of industrial expansion and the First World War. It examines the modern industrial order by contrasting the technical requirements of production with the financial motives governing business. Veblen’s central concern is not simply how goods are made, but who controls the machinery, knowledge, and institutions that coordinate production. From the outset, he frames industrial society as an organized system whose efficiency depends on engineers, technicians, and trained workers, yet whose direction is largely set by absentee owners and financiers.

Veblen begins by distinguishing industry from business. Industry, in his account, is the interconnected process of machine production, transport, standardization, and expert oversight that enables a complex modern economy to function. Business, by contrast, is organized around prices, profits, credit, ownership claims, and market advantage. These two logics overlap but are not identical. The smooth operation of factories and infrastructure requires continuity, precision, and cooperation, while profitable business often depends on scarcity, competitive maneuvering, and strategic restriction. This contrast establishes the book’s main tension: the productive system is collective and technical, but its control remains pecuniary.

He then argues that advances in machine technology have made production increasingly interdependent and impersonal. Engineers and technical specialists understand these processes because they work with measurable requirements, standardized methods, and the practical realities of materials and power. Their knowledge is cumulative and system-wide rather than narrowly proprietary. Veblen presents them as the group most attuned to the industrial mechanism as a whole. Yet despite their indispensability, they do not ordinarily determine the ends to which industry is put. The authority to decide what is produced, when plants operate, and how output is managed tends to rest with business interests whose priorities are financial returns.

A key theme of the book is Veblen’s claim that the price system can work against productive efficiency. Because profits may be improved by controlling output, delaying use of capacity, or manipulating market conditions, business management can benefit from practices that interrupt or limit production rather than maximize it. Veblen treats these disruptions not as accidental flaws but as recurrent features of a system governed by pecuniary calculation. The result is a persistent conflict between technological capacity and commercial control. Modern industry can produce abundantly, but the institutions directing it may favor instability, waste, and artificial constraint when those serve financial advantage.

Against this background, Veblen considers the social position and possible role of engineers. He does not describe them merely as inventors or plant managers, but as bearers of a disciplined habit of thought shaped by practical problem-solving and industrial coordination. Because they understand the operating requirements of the system, they are, in his view, unusually placed to recognize the irrationalities imposed by business control. The book therefore raises the question of whether technical experts, acting in concert with industrial workers and other trained personnel, might become a decisive force in reorganizing production around serviceability and orderly provision rather than pecuniary gain.

Veblen explores this possibility cautiously, focusing less on a detailed program than on the conditions under which such a shift might become thinkable. He links the issue to broader strains within modern capitalism: concentrated ownership, dependence on credit, recurring disruption, and the growing scale of industrial organization. As machine processes become more comprehensive, the discrepancy between what the system can technically accomplish and what the price system permits becomes more visible. The argument develops as an inquiry into institutional fitness: whether inherited business arrangements remain adequate to govern an industrial civilization whose practical operations increasingly depend on technical knowledge and coordinated planning.

By the end, The Engineers and the Price System stands as a critique of the mismatch between productive capacity and financial governance, and as a provocation about who should direct a technologically advanced society. Veblen does not offer a simple manifesto so much as a searching diagnosis of conflicting motives embedded in modern economic life. The book has remained resonant because it addresses enduring questions about expertise, ownership, efficiency, and public welfare. Its significance lies in the way it connects industrial organization to power, asking whether systems built to produce collectively can be responsibly managed when their ultimate control follows the logic of price and profit.
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    Thorstein Veblen’s The Engineers and the Price System emerged in the United States in 1921, immediately after the First World War. The book was published in New York by B. W. Huebsch and developed arguments Veblen had recently presented in articles and public lectures. Its setting was the industrial United States of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when railroads, steel, coal, oil, electricity, and large-scale manufacturing transformed the economy. By the time Veblen wrote, corporate consolidation and nationwide markets had altered relations among investors, managers, workers, and technical specialists, making questions of control over production especially urgent.

Veblen himself was a prominent critic of modern capitalism. Born in 1857 in Wisconsin to Norwegian immigrant farmers, he studied at Carleton College, Johns Hopkins, Yale, Cornell, and the University of Chicago, where he taught economics. He had already gained wide attention through The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899) and The Theory of Business Enterprise (1904), works that distinguished industrial production from pecuniary or business motives. Before publishing The Engineers and the Price System, he also taught at Stanford and the University of Missouri and was associated with the New School for Social Research in New York.

The decades before 1921 were marked by the rise of giant corporations and trusts. Firms such as U.S. Steel, Standard Oil, and major railroad systems demonstrated how ownership and finance could be concentrated in relatively few hands. The merger wave of the 1890s and early 1900s and the growing use of holding companies changed the scale of business organization. Progressive Era debates over monopoly, regulation, and public welfare responded to these developments, leading to measures such as the Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890 and later the Clayton Antitrust Act and Federal Trade Commission in 1914. Veblen wrote within this climate of criticism of concentrated economic power.

Industrial conflict also shaped the background of the book. The United States experienced major strikes and labor confrontations in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, including the Homestead Strike of 1892, the Pullman Strike of 1894, and the nationwide steel strike of 1919. These episodes highlighted disputes over wages, hours, recognition, and managerial authority in increasingly mechanized industries. Organized labor grew through bodies such as the American Federation of Labor, while socialist and labor-radical movements also attracted attention. Veblen’s concern with how production was organized reflected a broader national argument about who should direct industry and for what ends.

The First World War was especially important to the book’s context. During U.S. mobilization after 1917, federal agencies such as the War Industries Board coordinated production, transportation, and procurement on an unprecedented scale. Engineers, planners, and technical administrators gained visibility as practical organizers of complex systems, while the war economy demonstrated the capacity of centralized coordination to increase output rapidly. At the same time, wartime controls exposed tensions between public needs and private profit. Veblen drew on this recent experience, treating modern industry as a technically integrated process whose operation could be assessed apart from customary business claims about ownership and price.

The years immediately after the war intensified public debate. In 1919 and 1920 the United States faced inflation, labor unrest, strikes in coal and steel, and the first Red Scare, which encouraged official repression of radical organizations and sharpened fears of social upheaval. A severe recession began in 1920, bringing unemployment and falling prices. These conditions undermined confidence in claims that existing business leadership naturally produced stability or efficiency. They also encouraged discussion of alternative forms of industrial administration, including technocratic and guild-socialist ideas then circulating in the United States and Britain. Veblen’s arguments spoke directly to these unsettled circumstances.

A further institutional backdrop was the professionalization of engineering. Engineering schools expanded greatly from the late nineteenth century, and national bodies such as the American Society of Civil Engineers, American Institute of Mining Engineers, and American Society of Mechanical Engineers represented a growing technical class. Engineers were essential to rail systems, electrification, large factories, and scientific management, even though managerial and financial control usually remained elsewhere. Frederick Winslow Taylor’s principles of scientific management, publicized from the 1910s, also made efficiency, measurement, and expert supervision central topics. Veblen addressed this world of technical expertise while sharply distinguishing industrial know-how from profit-seeking business leadership.

Seen in this setting, The Engineers and the Price System reflects and critiques the early twentieth-century United States at a moment when industrial capacity, corporate finance, labor conflict, and wartime planning had converged. Veblen wrote as an institutional economist skeptical of the idea that market prices alone provided a reliable guide to social welfare. His contrast between the requirements of machine production and the incentives of absentee ownership belonged to a broader Progressive and postwar interrogation of monopoly and waste. The book thus stands as a historically grounded intervention in debates over who should govern modern industry and according to what standards of efficiency and public purpose.
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"Sabot[2]age[1]" is a derivative of "sabot," which is French for a wooden shoe. It means going slow, with a dragging, clumsy movement[1q], 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[3]., "conscientious withdrawal of efficiency[4][2q]" - 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[3q]. 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[4q] that makes up the bulk of what the expert practitioners would recognize as legitimate sabotage.

The word first came into use among the organized French workmen, the members of certain syndicats, to describe their tactics of passive resistance, and it has continued to be associated with the strategy of these French workmen, who are known as syndicalists[5], 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[5q], 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[6][6q]. 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[7] 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. Lockouts 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
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