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THE BUSINESS OF AMERICA IS
BUSINESS: A DEEP DIVE INTO ITS
MEANING, LEGACY, AND MODERN
RELEVANCE

Few phrases in American history carry as
much weight, and as much controversy,
as "The business of America is business."
Attributed to President Calvin Coolidge in
a 1925 speech to the American Society
of  Newspaper  Editors,  this  simple
dec larat ion  has  been  debated,
celebrated,  and  critiqued  for  nearly  a
century. But what did Coolidge actually
mean  when  he  said  it?  And  more
importantly,  what  does it  mean for  us
today,  in  a  world  of  gig  economies,
corporate  social  responsibility,  and
global markets? This article explores the
origins of this iconic phrase, its profound
impact  on  American  culture  and
economic policy, and how it continues to
shape  the  way  we  think  about  work,
value, and national identity.

THE ORIGIN AND HISTORICAL
CONTEXT OF THE PHRASE

To understand the phrase, we must first
understand the man and the moment.
Calvin  Coolidge,  the  30th  President  of
the  United  States,  served  during  the
Roaring  Twenties,  a  period  of  rapid
industrial  growth,  technological
innovation,  and  unprecedented  wealth
creation.  When  Coolidge  told  the

newspaper  editors  that  "the  chief
business  of  the  American  people  is
business," he was not making a crass or
cynical  statement.  Rather,  he  was
observing that the engine of  American
life—its  schools,  its  charities,  its
churches,  and  its  government—was
fueled by the productive capacity of its
commerce. He went on to say that the
accumulation of wealth was not an end
in itself, but a means to support the arts,
education, and philanthropy.
The full context of his speech reveals a
more  nuanced  view.  Coolidge  argued
that  a  prosperous  economy  was  the
foundation  upon which  all  other  social
goods  were  built.  Without  a  thriving
business  sector,  he  reasoned,  there
would  be  no  tax  revenue  for  public
works, no surplus for charitable giving,
and  no  r e sou rces  f o r  cu l t u ra l
advancement.  For  Coolidge,  business
was  not  the  soul  of  America,  but  its
lifeblood.  This  distinction  is  critical,
because  the  phrase  has  often  been
stripped of its context and used to justify
a  narrow,  profit-at-all-costs  mentality
that  Coolidge  himself  might  not  have
endorsed.

DECONSTRUCTING THE MEANING:
WHAT DOES IT REALLY MEAN?

There  are  several  layers  of  meaning
embedded in the idea that "the business
of America is business." Let us examine
them one by one.
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Economic
Pragmatism Over
Ideology
At  its  core,  the  phrase  suggests  a
pragmatic  approach  to  national  life.
Rather  than  organizing  society  around
aristocratic lineage, military conquest, or
religious  doctrine,  America  organizes
itself  around  productive  work  and
commerce.  Th is  does  not  mean
Americans are greedy; it means they are
practical.  The question "Does it work?"
often  takes  precedence  over  "Does  it
conform to tradition?" This pragmatism
has driven everything from the invention
of the assembly line to the rise of Silicon
Valley.

A Meritocratic
Ideal
Business,  in  theory,  is  the  great
equalizer.  It  does not  care about  your
family name, your accent, or the color of
your  skin.  It  cares  about  results.  The
phrase  "the  business  of  America  is
business"  reinforces  the  idea  that
anyone,  regardless of  background,  can
succeed  if  they  create  value.  This
mer i tocrat ic  promise  is  deeply
embedded in the American Dream and
continues  to  attract  immigrants  and
entrepreneurs  from  around  the  world.

A Warning

Against
Overreach
Coolidge's statement can also be read as
a caution to government. If the business
of America is business, then the proper
role of government is to get out of the
way—to protect property rights, enforce
contracts,  and  maintain  a  stable
currency,  but  not  to  micromanage the
e c o n o m y .  T h i s  l a i s s e z - f a i r e
interpretation  has  influenced
generations of economic policy, from the
Reagan  tax  cuts  to  the  deregulation
movements of the late 20th century.

THE IMPACT ON AMERICAN
ECONOMIC CULTURE

Whether  you  admire  it  or  critique  it,
there  is  no  denying  that  the  ethos
behind this phrase has shaped American
culture in profound ways. In many other
developed nations, business leaders are
viewed  with  suspicion.  In  the  United
States,  they  are  often  celebrated.
Entrepreneurs  like  Henry  Ford,  Steve
Jobs,  and  Elon  Musk  are  treated  as
cultural heroes. Business novels become
bestsellers.  The  language  of  the
boardroom—"synergy,"  "scalability,"
"ROI"—has  seeped  into  everyday
conversation.
This  cultural  embrace  of  business  has
had positive effects. It has fueled a level
of  innovation  and economic  dynamism
that  few  other  countries  can  match.
American  companies  dominate  global
markets  in  technology,  entertainment,
finance,  and  pharmaceuticals.  The
venture  capital  ecosystem,  which  is
uniquely  American,  has  funded
everything from Google to SpaceX. The
willingness to take risks, to fail, and to
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try again is a direct consequence of a
culture  that  sees  business  as  a  noble
endeavor.
However,  there  are  also  downsides.
Critics  argue  that  when  business
becomes the primary lens through which
all  of  life  is  viewed,  other  important
va lues  can  be  neg lec ted .  The
environment, community cohesion, and
worker  well-being  can  be  sacrificed  for
quarterly  earnings.  The  phrase  "the
business  of  America  is  business"  has
been used to justify  corporate abuses,
from child labor in the 19th century to
environmental degradation in the 21st.
The  challenge,  then,  is  to  honor  the
productive  power  of  business  without
allowing it to become the only value that
matters.

BUSINESS AS A DRIVING FORCE
FOR INNOVATION

One of the most compelling arguments
in  favor  of  the  "business  of  America"
ethos is  its  track record of  innovation.
The  profit  motive,  combined  with  a
culture  that  celebrates  invention,  has
produced  an  extraordinary  stream  of
breakthroughs.  Consider  the  following
examples:

The Transcontinental Railroad:
Built by private companies with
government land grants, it
transformed the American
economy and opened the West.
The Automobile: Henry Ford's
innovations in manufacturing
made cars affordable for the
average family and reshaped the
American landscape.
The Internet: While the initial
research was government-funded,
the commercial explosion of the
internet was driven by private

companies like AOL, Amazon, and
Google.
The Smartphone: Apple's iPhone,
a product of intense market
competition and design innovation,
has fundamentally changed how
we live and work.

In  each of  these cases,  the engine of
business—the drive to create something
valuable, to capture market share, and
to  generate  profit—was  the  catalyst  for
change.  Without  the  institutional
framework  of  business,  including
property rights,  capital  markets,  and a
legal  system  that  enforces  contracts,
many of these innovations would never
have reached the public.

THE ROLE OF
ENTREPRENEURSHIP: THE
INDIVIDUAL AND THE SYSTEM

When  we  talk  about  "the  business  of
America,"  we  are  not  talking  about
faceless  corporations.  We  are  talking
about  people.  Entrepreneurship  is  the
beating heart of the American economic
system. According to the Small Business
Administration, small  businesses create
two-thirds of net new jobs in the United
States. They are the laboratories where
new ideas are tested, and they are the
primary  source  of  upward  mobility  for
millions of Americans.
The phrase "the business of America is
business" can be seen as an invitation to
participate. It says: You do not need to
wait  for  permission.  You  do  not
need a title or a pedigree. Identify a
problem,  create  a  solution,  and
build something. This spirit of creative
destruction,  as  economist  Joseph
Schumpeter called it,  ensures that the
economy  remains  dynamic  and
responsive  to  changing  needs.



4

4 The Business Of America Is Business 2025-04-08

Yet,  entrepreneurship is not just about
individual  grit.  It  requires a supportive
ecosystem.  Access  to  capital ,  a
reasonable  regulatory  environment,  a
functioning legal system, and a culture
that  tolerates  failure  are  all  essential.
When  these  conditions  are  met,  the
"business  of  America"  thrives.  When
they are not, the promise of the phrase
rings hollow.

BALANCING BUSINESS INTERESTS
WITH SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

One  of  the  most  significant  tensions  in
modern American life is the question of
balance.  If  the  business  of  America  is
business,  what  about  the  business  of
being  a  good  neighbor,  a  responsible
citizen, or a steward of the planet? This
tension  is  not  new.  In  the  early  20th
century,  the  labor  movement  pushed
back against the excesses of industrial
capitalism, winning protections like the
eight-hour workday, the minimum wage,
and the right to unionize. In the 1960s
and  1970s ,  the  env i ronmenta l
movement  demanded  that  businesses
account for  the external  costs of  their
operations.
Today,  the  conversation  has  shifted
again.  There  is  a  growing  expectation
that corporations should do more than
just  maximize  shareholder  value.  The
Business Roundtable,  an association of
CEOs from major American companies,
revised  its  statement  of  corporate
purpose in 2019 to emphasize delivering
value  to  customers,  investing  in
employees, dealing fairly with suppliers,
supporting communities, and generating
long-term  value  for  shareholders.  This
represents  a  significant  departure  from
the pure Milton Friedman doctrine that
the only social responsibility of business
is to increase its profits.

Does this mean "the business of America
is business" is outdated? Not necessarily.
It may simply mean that the definition of
"business"  has  expanded.  In  the  21st
century,  good  business  often  means
sustainable  business.  Companies  that
ignore  environmental,  social,  and
governance (ESG) factors do so at their
own  peril,  as  consumers,  employees,
and  investors  increasingly  demand
accountability.  In  this  sense,  being  a
responsible  corporate  citizen  is  not  a
departure  from  the  "business  of
America"—it is an evolution of it.

A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE: IS THIS
AN AMERICAN IDEA?

The phrase "the business of America is
business" is distinctly American, but the
ideas it represents have spread around
the  world.  The  global  adoption  of
market-based  economic  systems,  the
rise  of  international  trade agreements,
and  the  proliferation  of  American
business  schools  and  management
practices have all contributed to a world
where business is  a  central  organizing
principle  of  society.  From Shanghai  to
São Paulo, entrepreneurs are celebrated,
stock markets are watched with bated
breath, and the language of business is
the lingua franca of global commerce.
However,  other  cultures  have  different
traditions. In many European countries,
the  social  market  economy  places  a
greater emphasis on worker protections,
social  welfare,  and  balance  between
labor  and  capital.  In  parts  of  Asia,
business is often embedded in a web of
family and community relationships that
temper  the  pure  profit  motive.  The
American  version  of  the  "business  of
America"  ethos  is  more  individualistic,
more competitive,  and more accepting
of  inequality  than  its  counterparts  in
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other developed nations. Whether this is
a strength or a weakness is a matter of
perspective,  but  it  is  important  to
recognize that the American model is not
the only one.

MODERN RELEVANCE AND
INTERPRETATIONS IN A
CHANGING WORLD

What does "the business of America is
business"  mean  in  the  age  of  remote
work,  cryptocurrency,  artificial
intelligence,  and  climate  change?  The
core principle remains relevant, but its
application is evolving.
Consider the gig economy. Platforms like
Uber, Airbnb, and Fiverr have blurred the
l i n e s  b e t w e e n  e m p l o y e e  a n d
independent  contractor,  between
personal life and work life. The business
of America is increasingly being done by
individuals operating as their own micro-
businesses. This aligns perfectly with the
entrepreneurial  spirit  of  the  original
phrase, but it also raises new questions
about  benefits,  stability,  and  worker
protections.
Consider the role of technology. Artificial
intel l igence  and  automation  are
transforming industries at a breathtaking
pace. The businesses that succeed will
be  those that  adapt.  The "business  of
America"  ethos  suggests  that  this
adaptation  will  happen  organically,
t h r o u g h  m a r k e t  f o r c e s  a n d
entrepreneurial  initiative.  But  there  is
also a role for government in ensuring
that  the  benefits  of  technological
progress  are  widely  shared,  and  that
workers are not left behind.
Consider  the  challenge  of  climate
change. The transition to a low-carbon
economy represents one of the greatest

business opportunities in history, as well
as  one  of  the  greatest  existential
threats. The companies that are leading
the charge on renewable energy, electric
vehicles, and sustainable agriculture are
proving  that  good  business  and
environmental stewardship can go hand
in hand. In this context, "the business of
America is business" means harnessing
the power of the private sector to solve
the most pressing problems of our time.

Critiques and
Counterargumen
ts
No serious discussion of this topic would
be complete without acknowledging the
critiques.  Some argue that  the  phrase
has  been  used  to  justify  a  culture  of
materialism  and  consumerism  that  is
s p i r i t u a l l y  a n d  e c o l o g i c a l l y
unsustainable. Others point out that the
"business  of  America"  has  not  always
been  good  for  all  Americans—racial
minorities,  women,  and  the  working
class have often been excluded from the
benefits of economic growth. Still  others
note that an over-emphasis on business
can  lead  to  the  commodification  of
everything,  including  education,
healthcare,  and  personal  relationships.
These are valid concerns. The challenge
for Americans today is to hold two truths
at once: business is a powerful engine
for prosperity and innovation,  but it  is
not  the  only  thing  that  matters.  The
most successful societies are those that
find a way to harness the energy of  the
market while also protecting the values
that make life worth living


