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Understanding Race, Overcoming Class:  
an Intellectual History of “Human Relations” 

 
In the mid-twentieth century the term “human relations” referred to two very different 

things.  On the one hand, it was a managerial approach that emphasized the “human” side of the 

business enterprise and enjoined executives to recognize their firm or factory as a social system, 

their workers as individuals.  On the other hand, it was also a term used to describe the study of 

conflict, prejudice, and accommodation between different racial and ethnic groups.  In this latter 

incarnation the term was interchangeable with the terms “race relations,” “intercultural relations,” 

and “intergroup relations,” as in, for instance, the Philadelphia Commission on Human Relations 

which enforced Philadelphia’s anti-discrimination laws.   Is there any historical connection 

between the two uses of the term?  Or is this just a homonymic coincidence which confuses 

indexers today, but signified nothing at the time – like “capital,” which can be a seat of 

government or a stock of accumulated goods? 

It turns out there is a connection between the two uses of the term.  It lies in a group of 

University of Chicago sociologists who began their careers analyzing race relations and prejudice 

in the United States and then found their way into labor-management relations, promoting a new 

managerial approach called “human relations,” or behavioralism.1  This group included: W. Lloyd 

Warner, who wrote Color and Human Nature: Negro Personality Development in a Northern City 

(1941), Social Systems of American Ethnic Groups (1945), and directed the research for Drake 

and Cayton’s race relations classic Black Metropolis (1945), as well as the human relations (in 

industry) classic, Social System of the Modern Factory (1947); Burleigh Gardner, who along with 

Allison Davis and Mary Gardner, wrote Deep South: A Social Anthropological Study of Caste and 
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Class (1941), and went on to write Human Relations in Industry (1945) based on his experiences 

at Western Electric’s much studied Hawthorne plant; Allison Davis, the first African American 

professor tenured at the University of Chicago, who in addition to Deep South, wrote Children of 

Bondage: The Personality Development of Negro Youth in the Urban South (1940) with John 

Dollard,  as well as articles on Negro education, testing, and employment, many of which 

appeared in human relations in industry textbooks;  and Everett C. Hughes, a Robert Park 

student, who wrote extensively on race relations in industry.  All of them were active in the 

University of Chicago’s Committee on Human Relations in Industry (CHRI), founded in 1943 to 

help companies train supervisors in the new “human relations” technique. Hughes and Davis 

were also involved in the University of Chicago’s Committee on Education, Training, and 

Research in Race Relations.2  All were influenced by sociologist Robert Park’s theories about 

race relations. 

 This paper will trace the intellectual development of these pioneers of the “Human 

Relations” school of management from their early interest in race relations (1920s-30s) to their 

thinking about managing workers (1930s-40s), which sought an explicitly non-Marxist approach to 

understanding workers’ needs and desires.  Given that this approach helped management deter 

the threat of unionism and class consciousness in the 1950s, it is interesting to note the origins of 

the “human relations” management approach in race relations. That is, the role race played in 

making class an irrelevant social and political category in America was not in the so-called “rights 

revolution” of the 1960s, as some historians have argued, 3 but rather in earlier theories of racial 

and ethnic group dynamics, which laid a foundation for understanding all group dynamics in 

American society, including that between managers and workers.   

 The value of such a study is two-fold.  First, it clarifies and delineates the different uses 

and historical contexts of a ubiquitous phrase – “human relations.”  Second, it illuminates the 

dynamic intellectual relationship between class and race in the American workplace. In doing so, 

it may shed further light on the process by which American businesses integrated their 

workplaces in the 1960s.  Indeed, this paper is part of a larger project on how the much maligned 
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anti-union managerial techniques of the 1950s paved the way for the integration of American 

businesses. 

 The paper will be based on the early race-relations works of the CHRI members, as well 

as on their later Human Relations in Industry writings.4  It will also draw from the following 

archival sources: the Everett Cherrington Hughes Papers, the Allison Davis Papers, 1932-1984, 

the President’s Papers, 1950-55, and the Committee on Education, Training and Research in 

Race Relations, all at the Special Collections Center, University of Chicago Library, Chicago, 

Illinois.   

 The paper reconsiders post-WWII managerial thought not in the historical context of the 

postwar era, but rather as it developed in the 1920s, when race relations theorists emphasized 

equilibrium, accommodation, stasis, and spatial geography.   It focuses on understanding the 

lineage of ideas, rather than their actual application in American business and industry in the 

1950s.  As such, it provides an alternative historical perspective to most studies of postwar 

managerial thought, which emphasize the cold war, labor relations, and anticommunism.   
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