Alan Schimmel
February 9, 2007

Henry Ford

Henry Ford was born July 30, 1863 and died April 7, 1947.  He spent most of his life in the headlines celebrated as a technological genius and folk hero.  In 1891 he became an engineer with the Edison illuminating company in Detroit.  His tinkering with machines led to the completion of his own self propelled vehicle, the quadricycle.  Founding the Ford Motor Company in 1903, he became one of the wealthiest and best know people in the world.  His success followed the carrying out of his business and social philosophies.  He perfected the modern assembly line in order to mass-produce automobiles that were less expensive and more available to the masses.  Ford’s philosophy about his employees resulted in changes in both the amounts paid to workers and the hours they worked.  This enabled the workers to afford the products they produced.  He also believed that a benefit of international trade and cooperation was world peace.  Henry Ford’s concepts and innovations had a material affect upon American society; technologically, culturally, and economically.  


Henry Ford’s business philosophy is no better stated then in his creed:

“(1) An absence of fear of the future or of veneration for the past.  One who fears the future, who fears failure, limits his activities.  Failure is only the opportunity more intelligently to begin again.  There is no disgrace in honest failure; there is disgrace in fearing to fail.  What is past is useful only as it suggests ways and means for progress.

(2) A disregard of competition.  Whoever does a thing best ought to be the one to do it.  It is criminal to try to get business away from another man—criminal because one is then trying to lower for personal gain the condition of one’s fellow-men , to rule by force instead of by intelligence.

(3) The putting of service before profit. Without Profit, business cannot extend.  There is nothing inherently wrong about making a profit.  Well-conducted business enterprises cannot fail to return a profit but profit must and inevitably will come as a reward for good service.  It cannot be the basis—it must be the result of service.  

(4) Manufacturing is not buying low and selling high.  It is the process of buying materials fairly and, with the smallest possible addition of cost, transforming those materials into a consumable product and distributing it to the consumer.  Gambling, speculating, and sharp dealing tend only to clog this progression.” (Creed)


Until Henry Ford, automobiles and other products were individually built in factories.  Ford saw an opportunity to build a more reliable and inexpensive automobile through mass production and the introduction of a moving assembly line.  Prior to the Ford assembly line a group of workers would work on the construction of an automobile from beginning until end, each responsible for many steps of the manufacturing process. 

“…the keyword to mass production is simplicity.  Three plain principles underlie it: (a) the planned orderly progression of the commodity through the shop; (b) the delivery of work instead of leaving it to the workman’s initiative to find it; (c) an analysis of operations into their consistent parts.  These are distinct but not separate steps; all are involved in the first one.” (Mass Production)

Ford determined that it would be more efficient to keep the workers stationary and to move the vehicle under construction with each worker in the assembly line being responsible for individual components.  In so creating the assembly line, Ford reduced both the manufacturing time and cost of producing an automobile.  This reduction in cost could then be given to both the worker and the consumer.  In the conventional system, it took over 600 minutes to make a chassis.  Using the assembly line it took 93 minutes.  During one month, there was 16 cars produced every second, and each one with the same exact details.

“The effect of mass production on the product has been to give it the highest standard of quality ever attained in output of great quantities.  Conditions of mass production require material of the best quality to pass through the operation”(Mass Production). 

To maintain the highest quality of materials, Ford owned rubber plantations in Brazil, a fleet of ships, a railroad, sixteen coal mines, and thousands of acres of timberland and iron-ore mines.  He also constructed the River Rouge plant in Dearborn, Michigan to eliminate the dependence on others and unavailability of supplies.  An additional benefit was further cost savings.  The concept behind the River Rouge plant was that raw components such as iron ore would be delivered to the plant and then the parts made there from and delivered to the automobile assembly line.  River Rouge produced iron and steel parts, glass parts, and rubber, and all other necessary parts for the automobile.  The Model T was the least expensive car whose price dipped as low as two hundred and eighty dollars.  Because of its low price, fifteen million five hundred thousand cars were sold over the fifteen years the Model T was sold. 


On an international level, Ford took his ideas to many foreign countries.  He set up factories in Canada, England, and other countries thereby having an affect not only on America but the rest of the world.  Ford quickly became the one of the largest automotive producers in Europe.  Ford was a firm believer in the concept that international trade and cooperation would lead to international peace.  For this reason he established worldwide factories and a distribution chain.  In 1915, he funded a trip to Europe where World War I was raging and with about 170 others talked with peace activists and prominent leaders. 

The mass production of the automobile led to drastic changes in American society.  From a horse driven society to an automobile driven society.  In making the automobile more affordable and therefore available to the average worker, the American economy was invigorated.  Roads had to be built to handle the new automobiles.  Gas stations, automobile repair and tire shops had to be built.  Each of these businesses as well as the construction and supply industries was stimulated.  The new roads and use of the automobile allowed cities to expand and suburbs to be developed.  This resulted in the further development of businesses and the economy.   Ford also shortened the workday from nine hours to the now widely accepted eight-hour workday.

Henry Ford was opinionated with many subjects including poverty.  He believed that poverty originates from many sources, many of which are controllable.  In result he thought that poverty could be abolished.  In his opinion the underlying cause of poverty was “due to the bad adjustment between production and distribution, in both industry and agriculture”(Why Be Poor)
. This thought continued in his principle concerning employment:  

“If you expect a man to give his time and energy, fix his wages so that he will have no financial worries.  It pays.  Our profits, after paying good wages and a bonus—which bonus used to run around ten millions a year before we changed the system—show that paying good wages is the most profitable way of doing business.” (Wages)

The salary of those who worked in a Ford factory was five dollars a day, which was twice that of a comparable job.  As a result workers had more money to buy Ford and other products, and to stimulate their local economy.  To compete other companies also raised their wages.  All of this helped bridge the gap between the lower and upper classes, resulting in the creation of a middle class who would become a valuable consumer to maintain the economy. 

In 1921 Ford wasn’t selling cars and had 100 million dollars in debt.  He turned around the Ford Motor Company and brought it out of debt in six months.  In order to sell cars he made them even less expensive.  He scavenged “frozen” parts, and even spare parts producing cars from them and clearing the entire inventory leaving no parts. In those six months Ford went from having 100 million dollars in debt to making 20 million dollars a month profit.  Ford was forced to fire 15,000 of the 60,000 employees that worked for him, but he increased production from 4,000 cars a day to 4,500 cars a day. 


 Henry Ford’s philosophies concerning many areas, including business, poverty, international trade, wages and employment have resulted in a transformation of the way business is conducted to this day, materially affecting the technological, cultural, and economic aspects of American and world society.  Henry Ford’s assembly line became the model for mass production of almost any commodity.  The assembly line permitted the creation of reliable and affordable cars.  The higher wages offered by Ford gave his workers the ability to afford the cars they made.  As a result, the cars sold very well to the masses and converted the modern day transportation from a horse-dominated society, to a car loving society.  This change not only helped the Ford Motor Company, but all of the other industries directly and indirectly affected.  New roads and infrastructure had to be built to handle the large number of vehicles.  Dealerships arose to sell the cars, gas stations to fuel the cars, maintenance shops, to maintain the cars.  The new mode of transportation allowed cities to expand and suburbs to be built.  As new areas were developed, businesses were needed and companies expanded, which strengthened the American economy even more.  As more vehicles were produced, more vehicles were bought and they became more a part of life.  People could go wherever they wanted whenever they wanted; this was a new freedom given to them by Henry Ford. 
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