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PR.EFACE 

In his Annual Report for the year 1932. President 
Nicholas Murray Butler called attention to the "new 
opportunity for university service" created by the eco
nomic and social problems which were sorely besetting the 
civilized world and which presented a peculiar challenge 
to those scholars who devote themselves to the>fields of 
stlldy within which these problems have emerged. That 
there was a prophetic note in this pronouncement the 
response of the universities to the call for service has in the 
intervening period amply demonstrated. The relevant por
tion of President Butler's Report follows. 

New Opp_ity for U"i_sity S.,..i&. 

The years through which we are passing have brought into new and 
unexampled prominence a series of difficult problems whose solution 
affects the happiness and satisfaction nf the whole WOtld. These prob
lems demand with the utmost usgency study by the very best intelli
gence which ous time can provide. They summon this University to a 
high task of interpretation and exposition on a scale that has perhaps 
never been reached. So rapid, so incessant, and so cumulative have been 
the changes going on in the economic, political and social structUre of 
our modern civilization that they find us not only wholly unprepared 
to deal with the grave emergencies which they so constantly present to 
us, but even unable clearly and fully to understand their essential char
acter. To find a way out nf these economic and social dilemmas, with 
their serious and often distressing consequences, is a responsibility 
which rests peculiarly on the universities nf the world, and in high 
degree upon Columbia University. It is pathetic that with problems nf 
this kind confronting and perplexing men, some nf the great funds 
which have been established by private benefaction for the service of 
the public are literally wasting the sums at their disposal by scattering 
them in relatively small amounts over fifty, over a hundred, different 
and usually unimportant fields of endeavOt. These same sums, concen
trated in large amounts on one, two, or three nf the commanding 
problems of ous time, might well justify in the public mind any fortune, 
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however great, which our economic and industrial system has made 
possible in past years. However this may be, the duty and the nppor
tunity of this University are obvious. 

No one of these problems is more urgent than that which is usually 
summed up in the phrase: Poverty in the midst of plenty. In this regard 
our own time reveals a conttast ttuly ironic and of a kind and extent 
never before witnessed in the world. This is the conttast between a 
technological and industtial development which offers for the first time 
in human history a universal standard of economic well-being and on 
the other hand an economic mechanism of exchange which seems to 
defeat, or at least to be unable to make gond, that promise of satisfac
tion and prosperity. The question as to the relation of the consumer's 
demand to productive capacity is one which has gained increasing 
attention in late years, particularly sinee the end of the Great War, and 
to-day it is paramount in the economic sitnation which confronts us on 
every hand. Overflowing barns and impoverished farmers, surplus of 
raw materials and idle plants, new ttiumphs of rechnological skill and 
new multitudes of unemployed workers, all these point to some funda
mental failure of that plan which seeks to adjust demand with supply 
through the ordinary medium of prices. This is itself a technical proh
lem,.sinee on the one hand all the elements of prnductive efficiency are 
present and anxious to cooperate, while on the other hand the human 
need for the products of this coOperative efficiency is imperative and 
universal. 

The nature of the problem will be better understood if one ttealls the 
elementary fact that all exchange is mediated barter. By progressive 
stages, as sociery increased in complexity and in specialized activity, 
the world passed from what may be called a simple barter economy, 
through commodity money, the direct use of the precious metals, and 
standardized metallic currencies. to the elaborate and varied systems of 
credit or fiduciary money which, with whatever reserves of a precious 
metal. are conttolled by governments and by banks all over the world, 
In past years these developments went forward through gradual adapta
tion to conditions which changed relatively slowly. TCHlay, however. 
the ptocess of change is so rapid that such farther adaptations as are 
quicldy necessary can only be proposed, explained and brought about 
by the deliberate concenttation upon them of the best constructive 
thought of the world. How absolutely necessary this has become may 
be judged from the fact that in the present economic blockade return 

has even been made. in some parts of the world. back to the ancient and 
once obsolete system of dittet bartct. 
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The problem which presses upon us can be more simply stated 
thtough separation from a multitude of complications. some national 
and some international, which have certaiuly worked togethet to 
create the disasters and maladjustments from which the world now 
suffetS. This ptoblem is not, for example, to be in any way identified 
with that of the so-caIIed business cycle, though we may confidently 
expect that to solve it would help mightily in the control of the ordi
nary fluctUations of economic ptosperity. Nor is the problem one which 
can be met by direct recourse to any of the competing economic philoso
phies of society, whether those which are based on that liberty which 
has made possible the accumulation of capital or those which are in 
whole or in part the outgrowth of the tenets of socialism. The essential 
point is that two parts of our economic mechanism, the technique of 
ptoduction and the technique of exchange, have evolved, not in inter
dependence but in semi-independence each of the other. with the result 
that they do not function in harmony for the service of society. This is 
a fundamental problem which did not come into being with the ptesent 
wotld-wide deptession, and it is not one which will be solved by the 
passing of that deptession. One aspect of it has been strongly empha
sised by .. group of engineers who. imptessed by the recent quickening 
of productivity and the enormous new possibilities which still lie 
ahead nf us in this field, urge the desirability of an entirely new system 
of control which they term Technocracy. Without accepting their iofer
ences, the data which they are accumulating regarding the efficiency of 
modern production and its methods will have to be taken into account 
in any serious study of this whole question. 

Columbia University, so far as its resources will permit, shoold lead
in an attack upon this ptoblem. The trained competence and the high 
imagination of our wisest scholats should be given opportunity to fix 
their attention on these mattetS and the challenges of our changing 
civilization which accompany them. They now occupy the center point 
of the field of human interest. 

The subjects to be attacked are not so much material for meticulous 
reseattb of the traditional kind as for rigorous philosophic and eco
nomic ano.Iysis and for the wise and constructive formulation of policy. 
It would be an act worthy of Columbia University, and one with the 
greatest potentiality of public service, were it now possible to form a 
group, composed in part of members of the University staff and in part 
of othetS outside our ranks, to attack this ptoblem without delay, in 
the confident expectation that they would be able, in cooperation, to 
think this question through and to o/fer some firm and sound ground 
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on which its solution could be built. The specific task to be entrusted to 
such a group, which in its confcten= would oaturally desire to estab
lish fruitful contacts with leadcts of finance and industty in tbis and 
otbet lands, would be to examine into and to report upon the adequacy 
of the existing price and credit system to serve the needs of the twcn
ticth-ccntury community under the conditions which modern techno
logical methods and their application to modern industry have created. 
This may truly be said to be the fundamental question before the world 
to-day. Columbia University, with its high prestige and its great and 
many-sided company of scholars, sbould be put in position to attack it 
without a moment'. unnecessary delay. Material tbings can wait; men 
cannot, and sometimes will oot. 

In furtherance of this program President Butlet brought 
together a group, very representative in that it included, 
in addition to various members of the Columbia University 
staff, some leading economists from othet universities and 
also some students of the problems under consideration 
whose work lay outside the academic field. In his letter 
to the Chairman of the Committee President Butlet set out 
its scope and function as follows: 

COLUMBIA UNIVBRSITY 

IN THB CITY OF' NBW YORI 
Plt.BI1».BNT'S It.OOM: 

Professor Robert M. MacIver 
Department of Sociology 

My dear Professor MacIver 

December 2.8, 1932. 

I ask your kind attention to tbe discussion with the title, "New 
Opportunity for University Service". contained in my Annual Report 
as President of Columbia University for the year 1932.. 

It has been made possible for the University to go fvrward promptly 
with the proposed iotensive study there described. It gives me great 
pleasure to invite you to serve as Chairman of a group of representative 
scholars, oat all of whom are directly associated with Columbia Uni
versity, to undertake the proposed inquiry. Tbis group, wben consti
tuted, will be at liberty to fonnulate its own program but among the 
topics which it is suggested should have consideration arc: these: 
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1. Analysis of the part played by the price system in the direction of 
production 

2.. Analysis of the fluctuating relationships of income, investment, 
and consumption within the present price system 

3. Examination of price controls to maintain stability (a) of internal 
prices and Cb) of international exchange parities in periods of industrial 
expausion and retraction 

4. Examination of the adequacy of present monetary systems under 
modern industrial conditions 

5. Examination of the economic consequences of improvements in 
productive technique 

6. Formulation of consequent policies. 
The consideration which is sought is really very intensive and very 

intimate. It will perhaps be found that if the members of this group 
can first spend a few days together either in New York or at some con
venient place elsewhere, they might through an intimate meeting of 
minds accomplish much more and better organize their subsequent work 
than would be possihle either by correspondence Ot by casual discussion 
• . • [Here follows the list of membets given on p. xii.] 

May I express the hope that you will find it possible and convenient 
to proceed promptly with the organization of this undertaking. It i. 
my belief that a most striking public service can be rendered just now 
by focussing the thought and the experience of so representative a 
group as has just been named upon the outstanding economic and social 
problems of our time. 

Faithfully yours, 
(Signed) NICHOLAS MURllAY BIlTLBR 

The depression was at its deepest when the Committee 
began its labors in the first months of 1933. Then followed 
the banking holiday and the departure of the United States 
from the gold standard. In rapid succession thereafter came 
the drastic and far-reaching measures of the "new deal." 
To take cognizance of these historic changes the program of 
the Committee had ~o be continually readjusted. Many 
of the members became engaged in activities directly or 
indirectly connected with the plans of the new adminis
tration. Three of them came to occupy positions of responsi
bility which involved their withdrawal from the work 
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of the Committee. Those who were able to continue with 
it gradually arrived, after much discussion and delibera
tion, at the considerable degree of consensus which made 
possible this report. 
COLUMBIA. UNIVBltSITY 

J'BBRV.uy 1~ 1934 

ROBERT M. MAdVBR 



LETTER OF TRANSMITTAL 

President Nicholas Murray Butler 
Columbia University 

My dear Mr. President: 

January 31, 1934 

I have che honor to present to you the accompanying report which 
embodies che conclusions of the Commission appointed by you under 
date of December 2.9, 1932.. It was a somewhat novel experiment which 
you undertook in bringing together with members of our own Co
lumbia stalf a number of economists from other universities and some 
other gentlemen whose special attainments qualliied chem to assist in 
our deliberations. Consequently, we formed a group representative of 
many diverse points of approach to che large and diflicult social eco
nomic problem under consideration, the focus of which was the relation 
between the technological factors of productivity and the economic 
conditions under which they operate and which seem at various points 
to limit their dfectiveness. I am happy to state that in spite of the diffi
culties of the problem and the diversities of approach, a very consider
able degree of consensus was attained, the resolts of which are embodied 
in the report. The problem is so far ranging that ooly certain aspects 
coold be included in our survey but I venture to think that in respect of 
these we have done something to clarify the issues involved and to 
suggest some practical steps towards their solution. 

Owing to other engrossments, some of the members nominated by 
you were unable to take part in the work of the Commission, while 
some of those who actively assisted in our earlier deliberations found 
it necessary to withdraw at a later stage. Chief among the reasons for 
such abstentions were the tasks and responsibilities which fell to those 
members who have been participating in activities connected with the 
program of the present administration. We particularly regretted the 
loss of their services, though realizing that they were thereby devoting 
themselves more directly to the same ends which your Commission was 
seeking to furtber. The remaining members have given unsparingly of 
the time at their disposal to the work upon which we have been en
gaged and have shown a readiness to cooperare in the midst of their 
other activities which has been most gratifying and which alone has 
made possible the production of this report. 

Faithfully yours, 
(Signed) R. M. MAcIVEIl 
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