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NEW IDEAS—THROUGH INDIVIDUAL INVENTIVE INITIATIVE

Individual initiative is the spark that triggers
invention, explorotion, progress. Many Air America
individuals display individual initiative to a high de-
gree. We hope the following article will kindle great
fires in their imaginotions. (This piece was extracted
from an SAE paper: ‘‘New ldeas Through Individual
Initiative’’ by Lynn A. Williams, Anocut Engineering
Company, Chicago, 11l.) — ED.

Historically, a disproportionately large
share of important new ideas have sprung
from individuals, not large corporations.

This is as true today as it was yester-
day. Inventions hardly ever come from
committees, from teamwork, from organi-
zation. They come from individuals, often
working alone, and very fregently under
surprising and unpromising conditions. De-
spite the tremendous size, power, and
wealth of the largest industrial firms totally
immersed in technology, their contributions
have been far greater in production and
in marketing than in creativity.

auto-racing enthusiast, Houdry. Cello-
phane was not invented by du Pont but
by a Swiss-born Frenchman: Jacques
Brandenberger.

The four-cycle engine was invented by
the German Otto, the two cycle by Dr.
Diesel. The self-starter was invented by
Vincent Bendix and by Kettering before
the latter joined General Motors. No ref-
erence to major automotive inventions
would be complete without pointing out
that Dr. Fink, a professor at Columbia,
invented chromium plating.

This is not to say that corporations
have invented nothing. There have been
important inventions made by men working
within the framework of American big
business. The transistor was the result of
an idea suggested by Dr. Shockley at the
Bell Laboratories. Freon refrigerants came
from Midgely of General Motors. Nylon

significant ideas of the future. Inventions
are often the result of two kinds of ac-
cident. One is accidental discovery, like
Dr. Fleming’s observation of an unusual
mold in a culture plate which turned out
to be penicillin. The other is the accident
of persons; ideas stemming from men with
no particular skills in the field of their in-
ventions. George Eastman of Kodak was
trained as a book-keeper. The two men
who invented Kodachrome color film were
not chemists but musicians. They did much
of their early work in a kitchen sink.
Gillette, of safety razor fame, was a travel-
ling salesman. Dr. Dunlop, English inven-
tor of the pneumatic tire, was not a doctor
of physics, but a veterinarian. The inven-
tor of the dial phone was an.undertaker.

If the director of @ modern research
laboratory hired this motley crew to work
on the kinds of things which, in fact, they
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A surprising number of conseqguential
ideas have come from individual initia-
tive outside the confines of organized big
business. Examples: penicillin was discover-
~-by Dr. Fleming, a private experimenter,

by a large pharmaceutical house;
frequency modulation was invented, not
by R.C.A. but by Dr. Armstrong; and
stainless steel was developed by two men
operating as individuals, Harry Beardley
and Elwood Hannes, not by big steel.

Edison invented the incandescent
lamp, the phonograph and the moving
picture. The reason he invented the latter
was to make movies of Alexander Graham
Bell inventing the telephone. All of these
men worked alone or with only a small
group of helpers.

The steam turbine was not invented
by anyone at General Electric or Westing-
house, but by an Englishman named
Parsons. Similarly, the jet aircraft engine
was not invented by Pratt & Whitney or
General Electric, but by another English-
man, working almost alone, Frank Whittle.

There are many other examples in
myriad fields: the self-winding watch was
not invented by the Swiss Watch combine,
but by an Englishman named Harwood.
Catalytic cracking of petroleum was the
creative contribution of a wealthy French

was not only developed by du Pont but
originated by a man in its laboratories.

What does seem clear, however, is
that the giant companies by no means
dominate the field of creativity in the way
they dominate the market place.

Creativity involves emotional costs
which most managements cannot and will
not accept. Every innovator is an icono-
clast. Whatever his intention, his new
idea is an attack on an older idea. This,
then, is an attack on the men in charge
of old ideas which means the men who
are in charge of almost everything. The
innovator is likely to have new ideas not
only in the areas where they are wanted
but also in other areas where they are
not wanted. He is likely to be an odd-
ball — disturbing — @ man who, by nature
and temperament, does not fit into a
smooth-running organization. Possibly our
big corporations do not really need to
innovate. When they do, they take risks
which they can avoid by depending less
vpon creativity and more upon size, mo-
mentum, organization, skill, marketing and
advertising campaigns.

Invention defies planning. It is simply
not possible to corral into industrial re-
search laboratories any but a small frac-
tion of the men who will contribute the

invented, he would have been fired. This
element of accident is uncontrollable, un-
predictable, and it cannot be organized.
A great danger lies in having our
entire society model itself after big busi-
ness. The temptation to do so is simply
that big business is so successful. This
leads to the danger that the organizers
who in business keep the innovators in
their place, may extend their dominion to
society at large. This, in turn, leads to an
even greater danger: atrophy of the cre-
ative spirit, which is one of the distinguish-
ing marks of humanity. A society of ants
is productive, efficient, and orderly. It is
not creative. It does not change. The ant
hills of today differ not one whit from the
ant hills found by Julius Caesar in Gaul.
ft would seem possible to have a society
as orderly as an ant hill, and just as
stagnant. This society would be totally
incompatible with the creativity which
distinguishes human beings from ants.
The fundamental problem is not tech-
nique, nor method, nor organization. The
fundamental need, if we are to have a
continuous flow of creativity, new proc-
esses, new institutions, new products, is
to want them. If we want them, we will
get them. As Plato said: “What is honored
in a country, will be cultivated there”.

""NO COMMUNICATION—NO AIRLINE’’
















