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THE BUSINESS MAN'S CONTRIBUTION
TO THE NATIONAL ECONOMY

AS I forced myself with infinite pain (pain which you
<l\ are now to share) to make inroads on a holiday for

the purpose of preparing this paper, it struck me that

it was in some ways a rather ironical wind-up to your

meetings.

You have had a series of experts on various subjects

where experts do, I believe, really exist. You are now
to have a paper on a subject where there are no experts,

—

or rather, where everyone is an expert, which is the

same thing.

I am a little uneasy also about my subject. You have,

I understand, been discussing this week human relations

in some of their broader aspects. My objective is lower.

I shall be asking you to consider this evening men in those

relations with each other which affect material things. I

trust that you will not think this too much of a deroga-

tion. To me it seems desirable that people like yourselves

should seek, especially in these days, to form sound views

on the ordinary economic problems which so urgently

and inescapably face us. At the moment, beset as we
are, behind and before, with elections, it may seem as if

reason and common sense would never again guide our

affairs. But happily this extreme condition will not last

much longer, and in the end if there is to be an orderly

solution of our pressing problems it will come, not from

the wild and passionate statements of which we have
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heard and will still for some time hear so much, but from

whatever patient, accurate thinking, wise planning and,

most important of all, mutual confidence and under-

standing we can muster among us. Once the election is

over and political passion spent, we may hope to find a

more realistic attitude towards our problems; and that

will be the moment when sound views which have really

been thought out may gain a hearing. It would be quite

unfair for us to leave all the thinking to be done by the

politicians.

With this in mind, my hope has been that our discus-

sion this evening may do something to cause the light of

reason to burn more brightly in our minds as we consider

the complicated and difficult problems affecting our

economic organization.

I hope also that we may have re-emphasized in our

minds two great dangers. The first, complacent acquies-

cence in what is; the second, irresponsible criticism. I

doubt if complacent acquiescence is any longer a serious

danger. The anxiety of the times has taken care of that.

But irresponsible criticism is abroad in the land—ill-

informed and unpractical. I shall have more to say on

that later.

I have decided to say something about the business

man. Indeed he has not had many champions of late.

Several years ago his horn was exalted. He was regarded

as one of the noblest of God's creatures. His views were

widely quoted on all subjects. He was considered to be,

and perhaps if the truth were told, considered himself to

be, rather a fine fellow. University senates gave him
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honorary degrees and university professors sought from

his supposed wisdom the latest market tips, hoping to

emulate his affluence. Small wonder if perhaps he came

to have a feeling somewhat like what was expressed in

the old music hall catch

—

"Of course you can never be like us,

But be as like us as you're able to be."

And now, alas, how changed! Like Milton's Satan

—

"From what height fallen." Now "none so poor to do

him reverence."

Looking back at it all, one is reminded of Kipling's

Tommy Atkins, who, tired of being fawned upon in

war-time and kicked about in peace-time, exclaimed in

disgust:

"We aren't no thin red 'eroes, nor we aren't

no blackguards too,

But single men in barricks, most remarkable

like you."

It is no idle exaggeration to say that the business

man, doing his best in the face of unprecedented difficulties

to make his contribution—a vital one, I believe—to our

economic welfare, is puzzled, distressed and handicapped

by finding that he is in certain quarters regarded as a

public enemy.

What do I mean by that?—Well, just this—that the

system under which he works and of which he is one of

the mainstays is vehemently and unceasingly attacked;

and he is pictured as one of a group of men directly

responsible for the distress and misfortune that have

come on many of his fellow citizens.

7
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He hears it constantly stated that " individualism is

dead", that "we must discard the law of the jungle",

that "the death knell of the profit system is being rung",

that "working for our own ends separately we have

produced chaos". He hears proposals of a national plan-

ning commission, composed of a small body of economists

and statisticians, whose duty it will be to plan all produc-

tion, all distribution and exchange of goods, and
co-ordinate the production of all Canadian Chief Indus-

tries, primary and secondary. He hears a Socialist orator

make the following statement: "Capitalism cannot be

reformed. You can't pull its teeth. That is what it lives

by—teeth—to chew off profits."

The implication of all this is that the ordinary man of

business in his day-to-day work is not, indeed cannot, be

working for the benefit of the community. According to

this view, he is working to its injury, he is not making a

contribution to the national economy—in the words of

my text—he is levying tribute from it.

What is the origin of this attitude? It is, I believe,

largely the result of two things:

1. In some humane minds a deep sympathy with

those who are suffering due to the slowing up of world

business. This sympathy is apt to ignore the obvious

cause of our present difficulties, notably the war and its

aftermath, the intense nationalistic feelings of European

states, Fascist and Socialist alike, which have upset world

trade. It prefers to find the causes of evil nearer home
and to attribute our troubles to domestic reasons.

2. Coupled with this is a belief induced by the ancient

error of generalizing from a few instances that business is
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carried on by selfish men who seek only their own advan-

tage and care nothing for the community and render it no

service. This will no doubt be denied by those who
criticize the system. They will say that it is merely the

system which they criticize, not those who carry it on.

I am convinced, however, that such an answer, however

sincerely meant, would be mistaken, and that what I

regard as an unsound view of our economic system arises

in no small degree from a mistaken view of the part

played by the ordinary business man in the economic

life of the community.

We hear business men constantly accused of dictator-

ship, inhumanity, greed, dishonesty, and I have already

mentioned the critic who says capitalism has only teeth

to chew profits.

This point of view has been greatly accentuated by

the Price Spreads Inquiry, which of course had the result

of giving publicity to whatever was evil and unpleasant;

no publicity whatever going to what was good. I

would ask you to read the report— that part which

contains the findings can be read in a few hours. I

think your ideas may be somewhat changed. I com-
mend to you particularly the dissenting report of Mr.

Young. Mr. Young is a Saskatchewan farmer, who can

hardly be regarded as the friend of big business. Let me
quote one or two things from his report. After tracing

the course of the depression which commenced in 1929

and pointing out that "the market could not absorb goods

at the prices asked" and that
"
pressure to reduce prices

increased", etc., Mr. Young continues:

—

"Profits went first. With a few notable exceptions,

there has been no profiteering discovered in the investi-

9
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gation. Most firms have been taking losses, and took con-

siderable losses before they attempted to cut wages. In

many cases, reserves also disappeared. But the sacrifice

of profits was not enough to restore the balance of pur-

chasing power. Labor was the next to suffer."

I mention this as an offset to the statement one so

constantly sees that labor was the first to suffer and was
dealt with harshly and unconscionably by employers.

Lest I seem to you to be making too much of this

attitude of mind which as I think is being in certain

quarters stirred up against the business man, let me say

that the task ahead of us seems to me so formidable

that we shall need the efforts of all men of good sense

and good will to accomplish it and that I regard the

removal of suspicion and irritation as of prime importance.

I am bold enough to hope that if people who hold this

view to which I have referred and which I so greatly

deplore would carefully examine our present economic

structure, they would find that it depends on the thrift

and intelligence of many, many thousands of small enter-

prisers, each building up a small creation of his own, and

is not, as they are so fond of reiterating, controlled by a

few selfish and tyrannical millionaires. If they could be

brought to this point of view I would have some hope

that they would abandon their present attempt to con-

vince those who are in distress that their trouble could be

cured quickly and permanently if it were not for the

unjust attitude of certain of their fellow-citizens. To me
this is a very wrong and mistaken attitude, and in my
opinion nothing can militate more strongly against the

recovery which we all so earnestly desire.

10
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My title refers to the contribution of the business

man. For the present purpose I shall include in the term

"business man" only those engaged in manufacturing,

commerce and finance, though I should like to point out

in passing that what I shall have to say about them will

include farmers and other primary producers.

Let us examine the business man as he goes about his

work. He is a man of strong practical sense. Physical

energy he must have and untiring industry. Add to these

thrift, foresight, economy, self-denial—virtues which the

Puritan exalted—too much no doubt—but which we nowa-

days are inclined to underestimate. He is likely to be

rather inarticulate, and this leads easily to the belief that

he is a stupid fellow. Even his own business he may not

be able to expound lucidly, and clever talkers can easily

come away with the impression that they know more of

his business than he does, forgetting that talking and

acting are not the same thing, in fact are often mutually

exclusive.

Courage is a necessary part of his character. Courage

and the ability to take risks. As the primary producer

makes part of himself the lore of field, forest, sea or mine,

so the business man comes to have an extra sense which

cannot be put into words but which gives him a feel

for business.

He must have a gift for picking men and handling

them, for it is obvious that he cannot get beyond the

smallest beginnings unless he can secure the loyal co-

operation of others. In brief, energy, initiative, courage,

constructive ability, these qualities and others are by him

rendered available for the service of the community, and

11
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it is a plain fact to say that the economic system we
know depends on him.

In saying this I have no desire to magnify the business

man or his achievements. His creations are not, of course,

to be compared with the work of creative genius in litera-

ture, music or art—nor to the work of the scientist or

philosopher, but none the less his work is a condition

precedent to the work of the others. It will be unwise if

his work is underestimated and his capacity to render

service hampered by unwise and ill-informed criticism

which will destroy the team play for which I am pleading.

Having tried to enumerate his characteristics, let me
now proceed to indicate what is his tangible achievement.

Let me put it in a rather naive and elementary form by

saying that it is he who keeps the rest of us going by pro-

viding us with jobs. I know this will sound a rather old-

fashioned expression, but I use it without hesitation be-

cause I think it highly desirable in discussing the matter

to get as far as possible from abstract statements and as

close as possible to a consideration of the actual, plain,

to me inescapable facts of the case.

Shall I be exaggerating when I say that almost every-

one in this room has approached life with the urgent need

of a job to be provided by someone else? Ask yourselves

who that someone else was. Whether in business, church,

university—where did the job come from? Follow it back

and you will find, directly or indirectly, it came from one

of these men whose characteristics I have been trying

to describe.

If we want to get this picture fairly in our minds we
must not concentrate, as is nearly always done by the

12
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critics of the system, on a few large, highly organized and

centralized industries. These large companies number at

most a few score out of the whole number of employers.

Yet we hear so much of these few large organizations

which attract attention and are, indeed, the favorite tar-

get of professional critics, that you may find it hard to

believe, as I did, that the number of separate organizations

in the field of manufacturing alone in Canada is well over

20,000, and the average number of employees 20. The
actual number of establishments in the year 1933, the

last year for which I found figures available, was 25,232,

and it is of interest to note that the number had sub-

stantially increased in the decade preceding, the figures

in 1922 being 22,541. This excludes the many thousand

merchandizing concerns where the average number would

probably be less. Don't you think these figures cast a

rather illuminating light on the talk of control in a few

hands which we so often hear, and don't you think also

they should give pause to those who are ready to crib,

cabin and confine these 20,000 and with precipitate haste

substitute for them public planning agencies? Do you

think that the State will be able to find through planning

agencies a tithe of the qualities which go to build up the

many thousand small businesses which I have mentioned?

Yet if capitalism, or, as I prefer to call it, indivi-

dualism, has only fangs, each of these men is a public

enemy and should as soon as possible be made to desist

from his harmful activities.

It may be convenient at this point when the enormous

number of private enterprisers is fresh in our minds, to

consider the question of private profit which we are often

invited to regard as tainted at the source. Let us examine

13
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this, and let us examine it in terms not of the large cor-

poration but rather the small.

Do we really feel it is wrong for the carpenter or

mason contractor who does a small job for us to make a

profit? Do we really find something sordid and unsocial

in this? Is not the answer perfectly simple and self-

evident? Even the professional critic would, I think, agree

that he should have a profit—so that he may keep his

family and employ a few hands. He would as soon think

of complaining if a farmer or fisherman makes a profit.

It is apparently only when industry reaches a certain

size that profit becomes wrong, and yet can it be seriously

maintained that what is good in the case of the small

business is bad in the case of the big one—assuming there

is proper control of the large business by taxation and

other necessary means?

I suppose the attack on private profit emanates from

a feeling that business is run with a blind lust for profit,

regardless of the interest of either workmen or consumer.

The best comment I can make on this is to tell you that

one of the shrewdest and hardest business men I know
lays down as a cardinal principle a view quite opposite

to this. In every enterprise he says consideration is due

first to the plant itself—it must be kept up or there will

be nothing for anyone; second, to the men who work in

the industry; and thirdly, and after the others, comes the

interest of the investor.

This man I speak of reached this view by a process of

cold reasoning, but anyone who knows about business

knows that in many, many cases, the relationship which

exists between employer and employees is close and cordial,

14
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and that feeling as well as reason reaches this conclusion.

Men pass in this country easily from the one group to

the other, and there is certainly no want of opportunity

to know each other's point of view. So far as the fair

treatment of the wage-earner as against the capitalist is

concerned, I doubt if any fair-minded man who knows the

facts will seriously question that labor has been paid in

these last few years all that was reasonably possible.

I have been dealing in rather general terms. Let me
try to take one or two instances of what I mean.

I have just been spending my holiday at a small sum-

mer hotel. The proprietor began many years ago to take

in a few guests in what at that time was merely a farm

house. It has grown gradually from that time till he now
has quarters for something like a hundred. The reason

for the development is clear and simple. He and his whole

family have worked tremendously hard to build it up.

They have planned and saved at every turn ; they worked

early and late; they treat their employees well and have

the highest reputation with their visitors. Their aim has

been to create something for themselves, but in so doing

they have done well by the community.

I pass from this, so to speak, fireside industry, to the

C.P.R. I know the criticisms and realize that things were

done which should not have been done,—things which it

is the business of public opinion to prevent,—but think

of the boundless courage and faith of the men who ven-

tured their all in the enterprise. As Sir James Barrie says,

"Courage is the lovely virtue", and these men had it in full

measure. Canada, as we know it, might not have arisen

but for them.

15



THE BUSINESS MAN'S CONTRIBUTION

I do not depreciate what government and public men
did to encourage the enterprise, but I believe it is an

obvious fact that the mainspring of effort—heroic, almost

superhuman for a young and struggling people—was in

the small group presided over by Mount Stephen or

Strathcona. Do not dwell on their faults. It is more
worthy of our better selves to pay tribute to their virtues.

But whether you do or not, their contribution to our

economic advancement is writ large for all to see.

Let me now take the case of a bank. Notwithstanding

that our banks have been navigated safely through tem-

pestuous seas we are often told that they are really

hampering our development. Let us see. What is a

bank's function? To mobilize the resources of the nation

and make them available for the purpose of fostering,

supporting and increasing business endeavor. Whether it

is the Bank of Montreal making possible the C.P.R., with

a courage which perhaps its enemies called by a more

extreme name, or the less spectacular cases where the

bank is satisfied that John Smith has the character,

energy and ability to have a good chance of success in the

enterprise he is founding, the constant aim is the same

—

to lend the depositor's money where it can be lent with

every reasonable certainty that it will be repaid. That is

the sine qua non of banking prosperity. I do not pretend

that it is always done with wisdom. I do assert that the

banker is so situated that all his ability, energy and train-

ing are focussed in the most efficient way of making the

nation's savings dynamic in the development of the

nation's business. To pretend that the prosecution of

this duty is hampered by some sinister desire to restrict

credit is to me frankly fantastic.

16
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We have heard a great deal of the unwise and exag-

gerated development of certain industries and it should

be frankly admitted that this has taken place in certain

cases. Notwithstanding that, most of the righteous indig-

nation is wisdom after the event. This over-development

is undoubtedly an evil, and of course there is room for

government regulation in various ways, particularly per-

haps in the matter of issuing securities to the public.

But there is much worse a thing than over-abundance of

energy and initiative. There is such a thing as a poverty

of ideas and initiative. How much harder to inspire

poverty of initiative and ideas than to curb abundance!

The State can do the one. All history shows that the

State cannot do the other.

I ask you to cast your mind back over our history and

ask where we should have been without this restless,

active, tireless energy ceaselessly pursuing ends which

though primarily its own redound to the benefit of us all.

Even these things which have been taken over now and

are being run by the State would never have reached the

magnitude which suggested that they should be taken

over had they not been built up by these qualities I have

outlined as the business man's contribution.

I submit that this point is conclusively made if you

will examine the work of the highest class of civil servant.

One has no desire to decry or depreciate the work of civil

servants. Many of them are doing invaluable work, but

it is different work and cannot take the place of the other.

Take the Geological Department of the Ontario Govern-

ment. It has had in its service most distinguished men
such as the late Willet G. Miller, whose name was a

household word in the mining world. The Department

17
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did much to make possible the Mining Industry in North-

ern Ontario by advice, by instruction, by laying down
conditions under which prospecting should be done. The
Department could advise that certain districts were likely

to yield results, others not, it could analyze specimens

sent and one hundred other things, but if we had had
nothing more there would have been no Mining Industry.

The industry was made by the hard-bitten prospector,

disappointed one hundred times but following forlorn

hopes till in one out of one hundred cases there was suc-

cess. The best men in Government service would not

have done that. It needs the compelling lure of high

stakes. Even the most high-minded Socialist would not

serve the State with that intensity. What is true in

mining is true, though perhaps not so spectacularly, in

other walks of life.

One might go further and point out that even in the

realms of scientific discovery individual initiative is the

true motive power. Brilliant discoveries are made in

private and governments have been moved to set up

laboratories for the same men in the hope that they

could develop further discoveries. But as I have tried

to indicate already, I think the function of government

departments is far other, and I believe public efforts of

this kind have not prospered.

Or take again the thousands of patents issued each

year, with the incalculable benefit in material prosperity

resulting therefrom. There again you have dramatic

evidence of the contribution of this spirit of which I

am speaking.

Highly as I rate government departments, if discovery,

invention, initiative are to be left to them, the plus quality

18
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in the practical field which I have been trying to describe

is gone. It is no disrespect to a man in public service to

say that he lacks the spirit of adventure. He may have

qualities which are of more intrinsic value, but we are not

dealing with that now. We are talking about the qualities

which make a contribution to our material welfare,

—

qualities, if you will, not of the highest class but always

necessary as the condition precedent to the exercise of

man's higher functions.

I have tried in a somewhat fragmentary, summer-

holiday manner to justify the work of the business man,

and I have no doubt I have made it quite clear that I am
utterly opposed to any plan which takes away his initiative.

I am quite sensible of the fact that what I have said

may sound unprogressive to many here, and I should be

only too happy if I had some other plan which would

promise all the advantages which the Socialists promise.

We are all prone, like the" wicked generation mentioned

in the Gospels, to seek for a sign, forgetting that the last

state of that generation was pronounced to be worse

than the first.

It will no doubt be apparent to you that the natural

conclusion from what I have been saying is that our

salvation must come not from some new or strange

method, but by doing better what we have been doing,

and in my view this demands the maximum of freedom

—

economic as well as every other kind.

We have striking examples in the world to-day of

what loss of freedom means in terms of moral and material

happiness. On the other hand we know that the extreme

doctrines of the laissez-faire school cannot be fully prac-
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tised, if indeed they ever were. The middle course has

been attempted with considerable success by the nations

which compose the British Empire, and I cannot see any

better course to follow than the one we have already

been on, with such modifications as wisdom may suggest.

I admit, of course, the need for tempering the extremes

of individualism. I admit that situations will arise, as

they have arisen, where the common judgment of the

community will approve State operation. But I stress

again the necessity for preserving the maximum scope for

the untrammelled effort of the individual prompted by

the desire for self-advancement. The desire for self-

advancement would not be absent in the Socialist state.

What would be absent would be the power to exercise

control of it which Government now can exercise when it

stands as the arbiter of business.

"How dull!" you will say. Nothing new. All obvious.

That is in effect what Naaman said when told to wash in

the Jordan. The distant rivers are always more attractive.

It will take a long time, you will say, and we cannot

wait. But the doctor cannot suddenly cure the man who
has been dissipating for years, and that is our position.

We have indulged in an orgy of war and mad nationalism.

There lies the chief cause of our trouble.

For my part I believe quick remedies will be quack

remedies.

I cannot find any hope save in preserving the maxi-

mum of freedom coupled with wise control. Socialism

cannot preserve this freedom and thus will lose for us our

birthright without even providing a mess of pottage.
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