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program, has written a book domi-

nated by the sort of university com-

munity many find to be essentially

uncaptivating. Nevertheless, this vol-

ume has its charms. Several of

Gumprecht's historical narratives are

fascinating, such as his account of

successive University of Oklahoma

presidents' efforts to use campus

physical improvements as a means to

win public approbation no less than

state legislative appropriation. Equal-

ly interesting is his discussion of the

residential development of Ithaca,

New York, serving, respectively, fra-

ternities and sororities, "unaffiliated"

students, and faculty. In other

instances, such as his protracted "on

the one hand, but on the other hand"

assessment of high-tech business

development in Ann Arbor, Michigan,

Gumprecht loses track of his main

analytical thread, i.e., the continuities

linking otherwise disparate universi-

ty communities. Indeed, this tale of

eight small university cities ultimately

leaves one to wonder: Aren't these

places fully as different from one

another as any other eight munici-

palities across the United States?

There is, however, a sure market

for The American College Town in the

group of communities receiving in-

depth, and frequently affectionate,

attention from the author. As a rule,

Gumprecht's prose is easy to digest,

and on many occasions his fact-find-

ing turns up marvelous anecdotes,

such as the Norman, Oklahoma, tale

reputing that Frank Lloyd Wright-

on a tour of the OU campus

characterized the predominant archi-

tectural style as Cherokee Gothic.
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In the introduction to this sweeping

survey of and fulsome ode to Ameri-

can-style capitalism, Stanley Buder

argues that "business history is best

served by being placed in a broad con-

text that considers social as well as

economic developments, and yet this

has rarely been done." This task he

promises to undertake in his three-

part exploration of the "ever-chang-

ing social contract of business with

the American polity" (pp. 4, 6). Buder

also assures his readers that he will

move well beyond the confines of ear-

lier entrepreneurial and institutional

approaches to business history.
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Few who have labored in the

social and cultural history of business

over the past four decades would dis-

pute the need for a new synthesis of

business history. Unfortunately, they

will not find it in the pages that fol-

low Buder's introductory chapter.

Indeed, Capitalizing on Change fails
to appreciate the wealth of scholar-

ship produced over the last forty

years, those many monographs that

move beyond earlier models and

embrace broader social contexts.

Instead, Buder presents a fairly tradi-

tional narrative of American business

and political history, one that simply

revisits most of the same entrepre-

neurial figures, institutional changes,

and political signposts identified in

earlier surveys, including those found

in the more nuanced, synthetic works

of Robert Heilbroner, and Mansel

Blackford and Austin Kerr. Buder also

seems oblivious to Thomas Cochran's

famous clarion calls (especially his

1976 Business in American Life) for

deeper explorations of American busi-

ness as a significant social institution

on par with the family, religion, and

education, and of the ways in which

American assumptions about busi-

ness have shaped cultural values and

power relationships over time.

Indeed, Buder only mentions

Cochran in passing (p. 221), where

he also finally acknowledges Olivier

Zunz, just one among many scholars

over the past four decades who have

worked to link business institutions

with social developments, labor/social

problems, and the intricate webs of

government-business-power rela-

tions. Business as social history has

traveled in many exciting directions,

including into works that seek to

address the everyday realities of the

vast majority of Americans; that

employ bottom-up strategies to

understand the evolving relationship

between American government, busi-

ness, labor, and society; and that place

American developments within a

much broader global context. Unfor-

tunately, Buder seems to have read

few if any of these works, evidenced

by endnotes that rarely mention arti-

cles and books published after 1980.

Rather than synthesizing signif-

icant work in new business history,

Buder's book simply reinforces the

standard tropes and myths associat-

ed with the "self-made" entrepreneur

(with the usual suspects-Carnegie,

Rockefeller, Vanderbilt, and others-

taking center stage), while also con-

tinuing to hail the United States as an

exceptional nation of white men who

triumphed through grit and hard

work. In this book, we learn nothing

about the engendering of business,

about race and the economy, about

business and the environment; we

learn precious little about the role of

the government in pre-World War II

America.

Even a passing glance at recent

literature would have forced Buder to

revisit his arguments about the self-

made American and the central myths

of American exceptionalism and its

attendant meritocracy, or about the

connection between business success
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and larger cultural, political, and

social aspirations and networks. A

walk through journals devoted to

business and social history over the

past forty years reveals a host of busi-

ness successes and failures, among

people from various ethnic, racial,

and gender groups who contributed

to and challenged the American busi-

ness model over time, who created

larger connections between business,

the government, consumption pat-

terns, and everyday life. Moreover,

Buder does not engage the gale-force

winds that have accompanied Amer-

ican entrepreneurship and global cap-

italism since infancy, including

economic booms and busts, credit

dependency, planned obsolescence,

and widening disparities in wealth.

Incredibly, he claims that the specu-

lative fever of the 1920s emerged as

the first time in history when the

American people lived beyond their

means (p. 236), that Cold War poli-

cies never sought to advance Ameri-

can economic goals and that the

United States fostered "free trade"

solely to help others (pp. 392-94),
and that "thriving on chaos" emerged

for the first time in the 1990s

(p. 365).

Although Buder's book provides

an updated survey of American busi-

ness history, one that pays welcome

attention to the post-1970s era, we

still need a new synthesis that actu-

ally embraces the social history of

business from the colonial era for-

ward.
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