
people-shareholders and employees, in the 
main. People are individuals, and corporate 
individuals have the standard individual 
rights of freedom of association and freedom 
of contract. Corporations are therefore spe- 
cific forms of voluntary associations for 
particular market purposes such as  making 
steel or providing banking services. 

As for limited liability, Hessen answers 
that this again is but an aspect of freedom of 
contract. Corporate creditors are well aware 
that the shareholder is not fair game beyond 
his original equity in their claims against a 
bankrupt corporation. 

So the Hessen analysis of what market 
critics call “Corporate America” and “busi- 
ness giantism” is lively, lucid, reasoned, and 
worthy of the thoughtful reader’s study and 
reflection. 

If it lacks any one compelling argument, it 
is this-the principle of consumer sov- 
ereignty, the principle that helps explain why 
Big Business is not a threat to the consumer 
but a boon, if bigness produces economies of 
scale, as it usually does. (If it doesn’t, 
competition soon cuts Big Business down to 
size. Witness the demise of such giants as W. 
T Grant, American Ice, American Molasses, 
American Woolen, American Locomotive, 
Ford’s Edsel, Dupont’s Corfam, etc.) 

Consumer sovereignty explains the error 
when Big Business is bracketed with Big 
Labor and Big Government by its critics. John 
Kenneth Galbraith, for example, does so in 
his theory of “countervailing powers,” justify- 
ing the need for Big Government to keep the 
other two Big’s in line. 

But Big Business is already kept in line, 
not by aggressive antitrust and other regula- 
tory excesses, but by the sovereign consumer 
who has a life-and-death power over it-the 
power of the purse, the power to vote thumbs 
up or thumbs down on any business, big or 
little. As Ludwig von Mises explained in  
Human Action (1966): 

The direction of all economic affairs is  in 
the market society a task of the en- 
trepreneurs. Theirs is the control of 
production. They are at the helm and steer 

the ship. A superficial observer would 
believe that they are supreme. But they are 
not. They are bound to obey uncondi- 
tionally the captain’s orders. The captain is 
the consumer. Neither the entrepreneurs 
nor the farmers nor the capitalists deter- 
mine what has to be produced. The 
consumers do that. If a businessman does 
not strictly obey the orders of the public as 
they are conveyed to him by the structure 
of market prices, he suffers losses, he goes 
bankrupt, and is thus removed from his 
eminent position at the helm. Other men 
who did better in satisfying the demand of 
the consumers replace him. 

Reviewed by WILLIAM H. PETERSON 

The Fundamental Datum 

A public Philosophy Reader, by Richard J. 
Bishirjian, New Rochelle, N.Y.: Arlington 
House, 1978. 336 pp. $9.95. 

THIS BOOK is infinitely more useful and 
valuable than anthologies normally are. 
Richard J. Bishirjian has written an incisive 
introductory section on “the nature of public 
philosophy,” and in subsequent sections he 
has included selections from distinguished 
commentators to illuminate the character and 
importance of that illusive thing called the 
public philosophy. 

Every society, consciously or not, has a 
public philosophy; that is, every society has a 
“way of life.” It has a conception of what it is 
about; indeed, that is what makes it a society, 
an organic whole. This conception is made of 
reference points or first principles which 
allow a people to have a sense of identity, and 
hence a sense of meaning, purpose, and 
direction. Without a conception of a public 
philosophy, a society disintegrates, for i t  has 
no center that will hold. Thus, the public 
philosophy of a people is the fundamental 
datum about a society. 
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In keeping with the classical Greek tradi- 
tion, this anthology suggests that the public 
philosophy is ultimately no more than the 
values of the individual citizens written large. 
The view emerging out of this book is that thc 
public philosophy, properly understood, in- 
volves a quest for values, morality, ethics, 
justice, virtue, and kindred notions. To 
guarantee the ultimate in sweep, depth, and 
quality of the public philosophy, it is impera- 
L i v e  t i lai   liei it Le a11 “ U ~ C I I I I ~ S S  iu ira~isce~i- 
dence.” That is, the public philosophy is not 
something to be extracted out of utopian views 
of the mind’s eye; rather, it must be developed 
out of a proper understanding of the “consti- 
tution of being” and of man’s need to attune 
himself to the world of reality. 

The enemies of a genuine public philoso- 
phy are legion. Relativism, and related isms 
such as utilitarianism, pragmatism, histor- 
icism, hedonism, and positivism are corrosive 
agents in dissolving a legitimate and mature 
public philosophy. In spite of their differing 
emphases; the underlying philosophical 
denominator of these viewpoints is the notion 
there is nothing of transcendent, enduring 
importance, and hence each generation is 
free to define itself in view of whatever affords 
immediate self-gratification. In brief, the  
public philosophy is infinitely flexible and is 
merely what the current generation decrees it 
to be. There are no enduring first principles 
transcending time and place; there are no 
fixed points of moral and ethical reference. 
The result is a shattering and fragmenting of 
philosophical continuity and the ushering in 
of intellectual and spiritual incoherence and 
anarchy. As there is no longer any definable 
and permanent idea of man’s dignity or 
spiritual worth, the philosophical beds are  
prepared for the implanting of the totalitarian 
seed. In keeping with the spirit of relativism, 
the totalitarian mind is free to disregard the 
philosophical imperative of attunement to 
“the constitution of being” and to the higher 
moral law, and is at liberty to construct its 
own vision of the perfected earthly society 
and to impose that view with the brute power 
of the modern police state. Divorced from any 
conception of a public philosophy as articu- 

I__ . .  . I .  .. 

lated in the classical and biblical heritages, 
the totalitarian mind operates free from 
ethical restraints and the wreckage and 
carnage lie all about. 

Thc conclusion of this book, as reflected 
through its diverse contributors, is that the 
American political tradition historically had a 
public philosophy of the highest order. As 
contributor John Courtney Murray explains, 
“Briefly, its principles and doctrines are those 
ul’ Wesier.11 corisiiiuiiotialisrri, classic arid 
Christian.” Hence, the proper mood is one of 
piety and reverence. There are no pretensions 
that man is self-produced and capable of 
restructuring the nature of things, including 
things social and political. Man is finite, 
limited, and there are no illusions concerning 
the perfectibility of the human condition. The 
role of republican government is to maintain 
internal order and tranquillity within the rule 
of law, to adjudicate disputes among the 
citizenry through an effective system of 
justice, and to protect the whole of society 
from external threat. In sum, the role of 
government is  specific and confined, and 
there are no shrill, clarion calls for the 
government through elitist design and control 
to remake society to conform to utopian 
visions of the Ideal Society. This mood of 
prudence and restraint is reflected in The 
Federalist, and its character is  Burkean. The 
spirit of the American political tradition 
arising out of the era of the American 
Revolution is to be contrasted with the other 
two major revolutions of the modern age: the 
French and the Communist. The latter revolu- 
tions are overtly secular and atheistic; they 
are doctrinaire and fanatically utopian; con- 
sequently, they stand in stark contrast to the 
public philosophy of the American experi- 
ence. 

This anthology deals with the most vital 
element in the study of politics, namely, the 
question of values as  reflected in the public 
philosophy. Mr. Bishirjian has provided a 
valuable tool for those interested in studying 
the nature and quality of the public philoso- 
phy in contemporary America. He is to be 
commended for an impressive contribution. 

Reviewed by JOHN P. EAST 
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