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PREFACE TO THE SIXTH EDITION

We designed this two-volume book of readings to accompany American history survey courses. Reflecting our philosophy of teaching history, the choice of readings is based on four main assumptions. First, that the approach to history should be broadly conceptual and not narrowly factual. Second, that students should read both the most recent scholarship and older and more traditional interpretations. Third, that students should have available historiographical introductions to shed light on the readings. And lastly, that the readings themselves should be intellectually stimulating, rich in interpretation, and attractive in style.

To meet the challenge posed by our first assumption, we chose selections that are conceptual in character. In each case these selections represent an interpretation that illuminates a particular problem or period. Despite the different issues or eras presented, one theme emerges from all the selections: the view of American history is constantly changing.

Generally speaking, new interpretations appear for two reasons. First, the perspective of American historians of a given generation has been shaped in large measure by the sweep of events in the world outside the scholar’s study. Scholars have tended to reflect in their writings, either explicitly or implicitly, the problems or predilections of the age in which they live. Each succeeding generation, therefore, has rewritten America’s past, in part, to suit the felt needs of its own time. In our introductions we have sought to show how contemporary concerns of the age in which scholars wrote shaped their starting assumptions, gathering of evidence, and interpretation of events. From the 1960s to 1990, for example, the consciousness of many American historians was influenced by various social changes affecting racial minorities, women, ethnic groups, and social classes as well as by recent political, economic, and technological developments. It is not surprising, then, to find these same themes cropping up in the writings of recent scholars dealing with earlier periods of American history.

Secondly, the picture of America’s past is constantly changing because of intellectual shifts within the historical profession itself. These changes have taken place inside the scholar’s study, so to speak. History, like most academic disciplines, has developed a built-in tendency toward self-generating change. When scholars sense they have reached the outermost limits in applying what has become an accepted interpretation, they do one of two things: they either introduce major revisions to correct the prevailing point of view, or they abandon it altogether and strike off in new directions. Some selections represent the writings of scholars seeking to revise existing interpretations. Other readings, however, reflect the work of a generation of younger scholars who wrote over the past three decades what has been called the “new history.” The “new history” as will be shown in the text, differed from the “old,” and superseded it.

To address ourselves to the third assumption and to answer the needs of students, we have written chapter-length introductions. These introductions will enable students to approach the selections with greater ease because they provide a historiographical background. In that historiography we have identified certain “schools” of historians, and in doing so have sometimes placed scholars within them in an admittedly arbitrary manner.

Finally, we sought historians who write with a distinctive literary flair. Much of the most exciting work in American history has been done by scholars who have a lively writing style and present their findings in spirited prose. Students will discover how stimulating history can be when they read in these pages the selections written by superb stylists like Perry Miller, Bernard Bailyn, Gordon S. Wood, Joyce Appleby, Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., John Hope Franklin, Gerda Lerner, Nathan I. Huggins, Eric Foner, and John A. Garraty, among others.

The preparation of a work of this kind becomes a cooperative enterprise. We are grateful to many who helped us in different ways during the quarter century this work has been in print.

First and foremost, we thank those scholars who granted permission to reprint the selections. Without their cooperation, the six editions we have prepared would not have been possible.

We also wish to thank fellow scholars who made helpful comments, suggestions, and criticisms in previous editions: my colleagues at Clark University, Paul Lucas and Daniel R. Borg; Ronald A. Petrin, Oklahoma State University; Milton M. Klein, professor emeritus, University of Tennessee; Francis G. Couvares, Amherst College; Ronald P. Formisano, University of Florida, Gainesville; Nancy Cott, Yale University, Peter S. Onuf, University of Virginia; the late Nathan I. Huggins of Harvard University; Robert Kolesar, John Carroll University; Sidney Hart, National Portrait Gallery; and Gordon Marshall, Library Company of Philadelphia.

Joyce Seltzer and the late Harry McConnell of The Free Press were helpful and encouraging editors over the years.

For this sixth edition we thank colleagues who read chapters in which they were experts and saved us from errors. At Clark University, Drew R. McCoy read the chapters on the Revolution, Constitution, and Federal Era; Jacqueline Goggin on Black History Since 1865; Sarah Deutsch and Deborah Gray on Women in History; and Douglas Little on the chapter on the 1980s. Colleagues at other institutions also contributed criticisms: Ronald A. Petrin, Milton M. Klein, Robert Kolesar, and Martin Ridge at the Huntington Library on the chapter on the 1980s; Barbara Lacey of St. Joseph College on Women in History; James Hoopes of Babson College on the Puritans; and Peter S. Onuf of the University of Virginia on the Introduction.

Members of the Clark community contributed greatly in preparing this sixth edition. Mary Hartman, Irene Walch, and Edward McDermott, reference librarians at the Robert Hutchings Goddard Library went beyond the bounds of professional duty in responding to calls for help. Susan Baughman, Librarian, kindly extended numerous courtesies. Rene Baril, once again, provided her accurate typing skills. Trudy Powers, secretary of the History Department, also assisted in many ways.

We owe a special debt of gratitude to our generous wives—Lila K. Grob and Margaret Rose Billias—whose love, cheerfulness, and moral support were so absolutely essential to this enterprise.

Last, but most importantly, we dedicate these volumes to our grandsons—Joshua David Grob and Scott Athan Billias—in the hope they will live in a better America, a more just society, and a safer world.




1
Introduction


“Every true history is contemporary history.” Thus wrote Benedetto Croce, the great Italian philosopher and historian, over a half century ago. By his remark Croce meant that history—as distinguished from mere chronicle—was meaningful only to the degree it struck a responsive chord in the minds of contemporaries who saw mirrored in the past the problems and issues of the present.

Croce’s remark has special relevance to the writing of American history. Every generation of American scholars has reinterpreted the past in terms of its own age. Why is this so? One compelling reason, no doubt, has been the constant tendency of scholars to reexamine the past in light of the prevailing ideas, assumptions, and problems of their own day. Every age has developed its own climate of opinion—or particular view of the world—which, in turn, has partially conditioned the way it looks upon its own past and present. Thus, each succeeding generation of Americans has rewritten the history of the country in such a way as to suit its own self-image. Although there were other reasons for this continual reinterpretation of American history, the changing climate of opinion more than any other single factor caused historians to recast periodically their view of the past.

Changing interpretations arose also from the changing nature of American historians and their approach to the discipline. The writing of history in America, broadly speaking, has gone through three distinct stages. In the first stage—the era of Puritan historians during the seventeenth century—historical writing was dominated by ministers and political leaders of the Puritan colonies who sought to express the religious justification for their New World settlements. The second stage—the period of the patrician historians—saw the best history being written by members of the patrician class from the early eighteenth century to the late nineteenth century. Patrician historians—often gentlemen of leisure with private incomes—normally had little or no connection with the church or other formal institutions, as had the Puritan historians. They were stirred to write history by a strong sense of social responsibility that characterized the class from which they sprang, and by a personal conviction that each individual had a moral obligation to employ his best talents for the betterment of humankind. Their works, as a general rule, reflected the ideology and preconceptions of their class. Although they were amateur scholars for the most part, many patrician writers succeeded in reaching a high level of literary distinction and accuracy. The third stage—the period of the professional scholars—began during the 1870s and may properly be called “the age of the professional historians.” These scholars qualified as professionals on several counts: they were specifically trained for their craft; they supported themselves by full-time careers of teaching, writing, and research at colleges and universities; and they looked to their professional group to set the standards of achievement by which historical studies were evaluated. Their work has been characterized by constant revisionism: they attempted to correct one another, to challenge traditional interpretations, and to approach old historical problems from new points of view.1

During each of these three stages of historical writing, the intellectual milieu in America was distinctly different. In the seventeenth century the best histories were written by Puritan ministers and magistrates who saw history as the working out of God’s will. Theirs was a Christian interpretation of history—one in which events were seen as the unfolding of God’s intention and design. Borrowing the concept of a Chosen People from the ancient Hebrews, they viewed the colonization of America in Biblical terms. They cast the Puritans in the same role as the Jews in the Old Testament—as a regenerate people who were destined to fulfill God’s purpose. New England became for them New Canaan—the place God had set apart for man to achieve a better way of Christian living. Massachusetts, therefore, was more than simply another colony. In the words of John Winthrop, it was to be a “city upon a hill”—a model utopia to demonstrate to the rest of the world that the City of God could be established on earth along the lines set forth in the New Testament.

The major theme of most Puritan historians, whether they were ministers or lay leaders, was the same: to demonstrate God’s special concern for His Chosen People in their efforts to build a New Canaan. New England’s history served their purposes best because it was here that God’s mercy could be seen more clearly than in any other part of the globe. To the Puritans, New England’s history was one long record of the revelation of God’s providence toward His people. Their disasters as well as their triumphs were seen only in relation to God, and the setbacks they suffered were viewed as evidence of God’s wrath and displeasure.

Of all the Puritan histories, William Bradford’s Of Plimouth Plantation was, perhaps, the preeminent work of art. Written in the 1630s and 1640s while Bradford was governor of the colony, this book recounted the tale of the tiny band of Pilgrims who fled first to Holland and then to the New World. No other narrative captured so perfectly the deep feeling of religious faith of New England’s early settlers. None illustrated better the Puritan ideal of a plain and simple literary style, or mastered so well the rhythms of Biblical prose. Yet like most Puritan literature it was written during the few spare moments that Bradford could find from his more important activities as a governor of a new community in the wilderness.

The patrician historians of the eighteenth century replaced the Puritan historians when the church ceased to be the intellectual center of American life. The Christian theory of history with its emphasis on supernatural causes increasingly gave way to a more secular interpretation based upon the concepts of human progress, reason, and material well-being. Influenced by European Enlightenment thinkers, American historians came to believe that humans, by use of their reason, could control their destiny and determine their own material and intellectual progress in the world.

The patrician historians were profoundly influenced also by ideas derived from the writings of Sir Isaac Newton. This seventeenth-century English scientist, by applying a rational, mathematical method, had arrived at certain truths, or “natural laws,” concerning the physical universe. Newton’s systematization of scientific thought led many men to conclude that the same mathematical-scientific method could be employed to formulate similar natural laws in other fields. In order to develop a theory of history in keeping with Newtonian thought, writers began to postulate certain natural laws in the field of history. Thus, patrician historians abandoned the Christian theory in which God determined the events for a view of the universe in which natural laws were the motivating forces in history.

This shift from a Christian interpretation of history to a more secular approach was reflected in the change of leaders among American historians. Minister-historians were increasingly replaced by members of the patrician class—political leaders, planter-aristocrats, merchants, lawyers, and doctors.2 In the eighteenth century, for example, America’s outstanding historians included Thomas Hutchinson, member of the Massachusetts merchant aristocracy and royal governor of that colony; William Smith of New York, doctor, landowner, and lieutenant governor of that colony; and Robert Beverley and William Byrd of Virginia, who were planter-aristocrats, large landowners, and officeholders. Most of these men possessed a classical education, a fine private library, and the leisure time in which to write. With the growth of private wealth and the opening up of new economic opportunities, more members of the upper classes were in a position to take up the writing of history as an avocation.3

The reaction against the Christian interpretation of history was particularly evident in the writings of Thomas Jefferson. In his Notes on the State of Virginia, first published in 1785, Jefferson stressed reason and natural law instead of divine providence as the basis for historical causation. Jefferson believed also that men were motivated by self-interest, and he employed this concept as one means of analyzing the course of historical events. As he wrote in his history of Virginia, “Mankind soon learn to make interested uses of every right and power which they possess, or may assume.”

Jefferson’s history showed the impact of yet another major influence—nationalism—which affected historical writing after 1776. As author of the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson felt a fierce, patriotic pride in the free institutions that emerged from the Revolution. He was convinced that America as a democratic nation was destined to pave the way for a new era in world history. A whole new generation of patrician historians sprang up after the Revolution, writing in a similar nationalistic vein—David Ramsay, Mercy Otis Warren, Jeremy Belknap, and Jared Sparks. They likewise contrasted America’s free institutions with what they considered to be Europe’s corrupt and decadent institutions.

During the first three quarters of the nineteenth century, the writing of history continued to be dominated by patrician historians. The influence of the romantic movement in the arts with its heightened appreciation of the past, emphasis upon pictorial descriptions, and stress upon the role of great men, caused history to be viewed increasingly as a branch of literature. Many outstanding literary figures—Washington Irving, Francis Parkman, Richard Hildreth, William H. Prescott, and John Lothrop Motley—wrote narrative histories about America, other lands, and other times, in a romantic style calculated to appeal to a wide reading public. Such authors were often part of an Anglo-American literary culture, for many English historians were writing in the same vein.

America’s patrician historians, however, were not always content to provide only a colorful narrative. Writing within a developmental framework, they sought to reveal some of the underlying principles which they believed lay behind the rational evolution of historical events. For the most part, their writings reflected certain assumptions that were common to many historians on both sides of the Atlantic in the first half of the nineteenth century—the idea that history was essentially the story of liberty; that the record of the human race revealed a progressive advance toward greater human rights down through the ages; and that peoples of Anglo-Saxon origin had a special destiny to bring democracy to the rest of the world.

Many of these American historians, influenced by the pronounced nationalism of the period, used such broad assumptions within a chauvinistic framework. They felt a responsibility to help establish the national identity of the new United States. Thus, they employed history as a didactic tool to instruct their countrymen along patriotic lines and presented America’s story in the best light possible. Running through their writings were three basic themes: the idea of progress—that the story of America was one of continuous progress onward and upward toward greatness; the idea of liberty—that American history, in essence, symbolized the trend toward greater liberty in world history; and the idea of mission—that the United States had a special destiny to serve as a model of a free people to the rest of humankind in leading the way to a more perfect life. The last theme, in effect, was nothing more than a restatement of the idea of mission first set forth by the Puritan historians.

George Bancroft, the most distinguished historian of the mid-nineteenth century, organized his history of the United States around these three themes. After studying in Germany in the 1820s, Bancroft returned to America determined to apply Teutonic ideas of history to the story of his own country. Bancroft believed in the progressive unfolding of all human history toward a future golden age in which all peoples would eventually achieve complete freedom and liberty. This march of all humankind toward a greater freedom was in accordance with a preordained plan conceived by God. One phase of God’s master plan could be seen in the way that a superior Anglo-Saxon people developed a distinctive set of democratic institutions. The United States, according to Bancroft, represented the finest flowering of such democratic institutions. American democracy, then, was the fruition of God’s plan, and the American people had a unique mission in history to spread democracy throughout the rest of the world. Such was the central theme of Bancroft’s famous twelve-volume work, History of the United States from the Discovery of the American Continent, written between 1834 and 1882.

Francis Parkman, a patrician historian from New England, held many views similar to those of Bancroft. Writing about the intercolonial wars in his France and England in North America, Parkman portrayed the American colonists as democratic Anglo-Saxons of Protestant persuasion whose superior qualities enabled them to conquer authoritarian-minded French Catholics in Canada. But in many other ways the two writers were quite different. Parkman was more representative of the gentlemen-historians of the nineteenth century who, being drawn from the upper classes, usually reflected an aristocratic bias in their writings, advocated a conservative Whig philosophy, and were distrustful of the American masses. Bancroft, on the other hand, eulogized the common man and was a Jacksonian in politics; his history was distinctly democratic in outlook.

By the 1870s two profound changes began to influence the writing of American history. The first was the change in leadership from amateur patricians to professional historians. Until the last quarter of the nineteenth century, American history had been written almost exclusively by men who had received no special training as historians—except, of course, for a few individuals like Bancroft. From this point on, however, the writing of history was dominated by professionally trained scholars educated in the universities of America and Europe. Professionalization in the field was made possible by developments in higher education as graduate schools appeared in increasing numbers in America to train college history teachers. In the last three decades of the century, this trend proceeded at a rapid rate: the Johns Hopkins University, the first institution devoted to graduate study and research, began its activities in 1876; the American Historical Association was founded in 1884; and the American Historical Review made its appearance in 1895.

The advent of professional historians brought about a marked transformation in the field. No longer was historical writing to be vested mainly in the hands of amateurs—though it should be emphasized that many patrician historians had been superb stylists, creative scholars, and researchers who made judicious use of original sources. Nor would historians be drawn almost exclusively from the patrician class in the Northeast, particularly from New England. Professional scholars came from all walks of life, represented a much broader range of social interests than the patricians, and hailed from different geographic regions. Finally, instead of being free-lance writers, as many patricians had been, professionals made their living as teachings in colleges and universities.

The second major development affecting the writing of American history was the emergence of a new intellectual milieu that reflected the growing dominance of novel scientific ideas and concepts. Influenced by Darwinian biology and its findings in the natural sciences, historians began to think of history as a science rather than as a branch of literature. Why couldn’t the historian deal with the facts of history in much the same way that the scientist did with elements in the laboratory? If there were certain laws of organic development in the scientific field, might there not be certain laws of historical development? What historian, wrote Henry Adams, with “an idea of scientific method can have helped dreaming of the immortality that would be achieved by the man who should successfully apply Darwin’s method to the facts of human history?”4

The first generation of professional historians—who held sway from about 1870 to 1910—was best exemplified by two outstanding scholars, Henry Adams and Frederick Jackson Turner. Henry Adams, a descendant of the famous Adams family that contributed American presidents, statesmen, and diplomats, turned to history and literature as his avocation after his hopes for high political office were dashed. In 1870 he was invited to Harvard and became the first teacher to introduce a history seminar at that institution. Adams pioneered in training his students in the meticulous critical methods of German scholarship, and searched for a time for a scientific philosophy of history based on the findings in the field of physics. His nine-volume history of the United States during the administrations of Jefferson and Madison was destined to become one of the classics of American historical literature. Although he left Harvard after a few years, his career symbolized the transformation from patrician to professional historian and the changing intellectual climate from romanticism to a more scientific approach in the writing of American history.

While Henry Adams was attempting to assimilate history and physics, Frederick Jackson Turner—perhaps the most famous and influential representative of the scientific school of historians in the first generation of professional historians—was applying evolutionary modes of thought to explain American history. Born and reared in a frontier community in Wisconsin, Turner attended the University of Wisconsin, received his Ph.D. from the Johns Hopkins University, and then went on to a teaching career first at Wisconsin and later at Harvard. Like Adams, Turner believed that it was possible to make a science out of history; he attempted, therefore, to apply the ideas of Darwinian evolution to the writing of history. Turner emphasized the concept of evolutionary stages of development as successive frontier environments in America wrought changes in the character of the people and their institutions. As one frontier in America succeeded another, each more remote from Europe than its predecessor, a social evolutionary process was at work creating a democratic American individualist. The unique characteristics of the American people—their rugged individualism, egalitarianism, practicality, and materialistic outlook on life—all resulted from the evolutionary process of adapting to successive frontier environments. Turner’s famous essay, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” written in 1893, remains a superb statement of one approach that was employed by the scientific school of historians.

Between 1910 and 1945 a second generation of professional scholars—the Progressive historians—came to maturity and helped to transform the discipline by introducing new ideas and methodologies. Many of them were influenced by the Progressive movement of the early 1900s—a period when the future of American democracy appeared to be threatened by new economic and social forces arising from the rapid industrialization of American society. Rejecting the views of the older and more conservative patrician historians, the Progressive scholars viewed history as an ideological weapon that might explain the present and perhaps help to control the future. In sympathy with the aims and objectives of the Progressive movement between 1900 and 1920, these scholars continued to write history from a Progressive point of view even after the decline of the Progressive movement following World War I.

Unlike the New England patrician historians of the nineteenth century, the Progressive scholars tended to hail more from the Mid-west and South. These Progressives complained that in the past American history had been presented mainly as an extension of the history of New England. American civilization, they argued, was more than a transplanted English and European civilization that had spread out from New England; it had unique characteristics and a mission all its own. But while the Progressive historians were as nationalistic as the patrician school, their nationalism was different in nature. The patricians had conceived of nationalism as a stabilizing force, preserving order and thus assuring the continued ascendancy of the aristocratic element in American life. The Progressives, on the other hand, considered nationalism a dynamic force. To them the fulfillment of democracy meant a continued and protracted struggle against those individuals, classes, and groups who had barred the way to the achievement of a more democratic society in the past.

In changing the direction of American historical writing, Progressive scholars drew upon the reform tradition that had grown out of the effort to adjust American society to the new demands of an urban-centered and industrialized age. This tradition had originated in the 1890s and reached maturity in the early part of the twentieth century with the Progressive movement. Drawing upon various sources, the adherents of the Progressive movement rejected the idea of a closed system of classical economic thought which assumed that certain natural laws governed human society. Society, these reformers maintained, was open-ended and dynamic; its development was determined not by immutable laws, but by economic and social forces that grew out of the interaction between individuals and their environment.

Reacting against the older emphasis upon logic, abstraction, and deduction, these reformers sought a meaningful explanation of human society that could account for its peculiar development. Instead of focusing upon immutable laws, they began viewing society and individuals as products of an evolutionary developmental process. This process could be understood only by reference to the past. The function of the historian, then, was to explain how the present had come to be, and then to try and set guidelines for future developments. As a result of this approach, history and the other social sciences drew together, seeking to explain the realities of social life by emphasizing the interplay of economic, technological, social, psychological, and political forces.

History, according to its Progressive practitioners, was not an abstract discipline whose truths could only be contemplated. On the contrary, historians had important activist roles to play in the construction of a better world. By explaining the historical roots of contemporary problems, historians could provide the knowledge and understanding necessary to make changes which would bring further progress. Like the Enlightenment philosophes, historians could reveal prior mistakes and errors and thus liberate men from the chains of tyranny and oppression of the past. When fused with the social sciences history could become a powerful tool for reform. “The present has hitherto been the willing victim of the past,” wrote James Harvey Robinson, one of the greatest exponents of Progressive history; but “the time has now come when it should turn on the past and exploit it in the interests of advance.”5

Clearly, the sympathy of this school lay with change and not with the preservation of the status quo. Committed to the idea of progress, they saw themselves as contributing to a better and more humane world for the future. Consequently they rejected the apparent moral neutrality and supposed objectivity of the scientific school in favor of a liberal philosophy of reform. In so doing they rewrote much of American history, greatly widening its scope and changing its emphasis. Instead of focusing on narrow institutional studies of traditional political, diplomatic, and military history, they sought to delineate those determinant forces that underlay human institutions. In their hands American history became a picture of conflict—conflict between polarities of American life: aristocracy versus democracy; economic “haves” versus “have-nots”; politically overprivileged groups versus those underprivileged; and between geographical sections, as the East versus West. In short, the divisions were between those dedicated to democratic and egalitarian ideals and those committed to a static conservatism.

Believers in inevitable progress, the Progressive historians assumed that America was continually moving on an upward path toward an ideal social order. Not only was American society growing in affluence, but in freedom, opportunity, and happiness as well. The primary determinant of progress was the unending conflict between the forces of liberalism and those of conservatism. Thus all periods in American history could be divided into two clear and distinct phases: periods of active reform and periods of conservative reaction. As Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr., wrote in 1939: “A period of concern for the rights of the few has been followed by one of concern for the wrongs of the many.”6

Turner, a transitional figure between the scientific and Progressive historians, with Charles A. Beard and Vernon L. Parrington, best presented the Progressive point of view. After his epochal essay on the frontier in 1893—an essay that emphasized unity rather than conflict—Turner’s interest turned elsewhere, particularly to the idea of sectional conflict. From the late 1890s until his death in 1932, he elaborated and refined his sectional conflict hypothesis. Turner and his students attempted to understand not only how a section came into being, but also the dynamics of conflict that pitted the East against West, North against South, labor against capital, and the many against the few. Under Turner’s guiding hand American scholars wrote a series of brilliant monographs as well as broad interpretive studies that emphasized the class and sectional divisions in American society. Although a few favored the conservative side, the overwhelming majority of historians made clear their preference for democratic liberalism and progress.

While Turner was developing and elaborating his sectional approach, Charles A. Beard was applying the hypothesis of an overt class conflict to the study of American institutions. His An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution, written in 1913, was perhaps the most influential historical work of the twentieth century. Beard attempted to demonstrate that the Constitution, far from representing a judicious combination of wisdom and idealism, was actually the product of a small group of propertied individuals who were intent upon establishing a strong central government capable of protecting their interests against the encroachments of the American masses. In a series of books climaxed by The Rise of American Civilization in 1927, Beard argued that American history demonstrated the validity of the class conflict hypothesis between “haves” and “have-nots.” Time and again, he showed the paramount role that economic factors played in determining human behavior. Fusing his ardent faith in progress with a qualified economic determinism, Beard made clear that his sympathies lay with the forces of democracy as opposed to those of reaction and privilege.

The culmination of the Progressive interpretation came with the publication of Vernon L. Parrington’s Main Currents in American Thought. Using literature as his vehicle, Parrington portrayed American history in clear and unmistakable terms. The two central protagonists of Parrington’s work were Jefferson and Hamilton. Jefferson stood for a decentralized agrarian democracy that drew its support from the great masses of people. Hamilton, on the other hand, represented a privileged and aristocratic minority seeking to maintain its dominant position. American history, according to Parrington, had witnessed a continual struggle between the liberal Jeffersonian tradition and the conservative Hamiltonian one. Underlying Parrington’s approach was one major assumption that had also governed the thought of Turner and Beard: that ideology was determined by the materialistic forces in history. Like Turner and Beard, Parrington clearly preferred the forces of reform and democracy, but there were times when he was much less certain of their eventual triumph than his two intellectual companions.

The Progressive point of view generally dominated the field of American historical scholarship down to the end of World War II. Class and sectional conflict, Progressive historians implied, was a guarantor of progress. Even during those eras in American history when the forces of reaction triumphed—as in the post-Civil War period—their victory was only temporary; ultimately the forces of progress and good regrouped and thereby gained the initiative once again. Such an approach, of course, led to broad and sweeping interpretive syntheses of American history, for the basic framework or structure was clear and simple, and the faith of historians in the ultimate triumph of good over evil remained unquestioned.

Beginning in the 1930s, however, some American scholars began to question the idea of progress that was implicit in this view. The rise of Nazism in the 1930s and 1940s, and the menace of communism in the 1950s and 1960s, led to a questioning of older assumptions and generalities. How, some asked, could one subscribe to the optimistic tenets of liberalism after the horrors of Auschwitz, Buchenwald, Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and the threat of modern totalitarianism? Indeed, had not American historians, through their own optimistic view of history and their faith in progress, failed to prepare the American people for the challenges and trials that they would face during the middle of the twentieth century? Parrington himself had recognized as early as 1929 that the Progressive faith was under attack by those who did not subscribe to its basic tenets. “Liberals whose hair is growing thin and the lines of whose figures are no longer what they were,” he wrote, “are likely to find themselves today in the unhappy predicament of being treated as mourners at their own funerals. When they pluck up heart to assert that they are not yet authentic corpses, but living men with brains in their heads, they are pretty certain to be gently chided and led back to the comfortable armchair that befits senility. Their counsel is smiled at as the chatter of a belated post-Victorian generation that knew not Freud, and if they must go abroad they are bidden take the air in the garden where other old-fashioned plants—mostly of the family Democratici—are still preserved.”7

Following the end of World War II, a third generation of professional historians appeared on the scene to challenge the Progressive point of view. They were sometimes called neoconservatives because they seemed to hark back to the conservative historical position that had prevailed prior to Turner and Beard. Their rise was partly a result of pressures—both external and internal—upon the historical profession in the postwar era.

External pressures resulting from changing political conditions in the world at large brought about a major change in the mood of many Americans. Some neoconservative historians reflected, either consciously or unconsciously, an outlook that prevailed in the United States as the nation assumed the sober responsibility of defending the world against the threat of communism. During the Cold War era, when the country felt its security endangered from abroad, these scholars wanted, perhaps, to present an image to the rest of the world of an America that had been strong and united throughout most of its history. Hence, the neoconservative scholars pictured American history in terms of consensus rather than conflict.

Internal pressures within the profession itself likewise brought changes. Particular points of view expressed in any academic discipline seem to have an inner dynamism of their own. After subscribing to a given interpretation for a time, scholars often sense that they have pushed an idea to its outermost limits and can go no farther without risking major distortion. A reaction inevitably sets in, and revisionists began working in a different direction. Such was the case of the Progressive interpretation of history. Having written about American history from the standpoint of conflict and discontinuity, scholars now began to approach the same subject from an opposite point of view—that of consensus and continuity.

One way this new group of scholars differed from the Progressives was in their inherent conservatism. Progressive historians had had a deep belief in the idea of progress. Neoconservative historians, on the other hand, often rejected progress as an article of faith. Skeptical of the alleged beneficial results of rapid social change, they stressed instead the thesis of historical continuity.

Given their emphasis on continuity the neoconservatives were less prone to a periodized view of American history. Progressive scholars had seen American history in terms of class or sectional conflicts marked by clearly defined turning points—the Revolution, the Constitution, the Jeffersonian era, the Jacksonian period, the Civil War, and so forth. These periods represented breaks, or discontinuities, from what had gone on before. For the Progressives, American history was divided into two distinct phases that followed one another in a cyclical pattern: periods of reform or revolution when the popular and democratic forces in society gained the upper hand and forced social changes, and periods of reaction and counterrevolution, when vested interests resisted such changes. For the neoconservative scholars, however, the enduring and unifying themes in history were much more significant. To them the continuity of common principles in American culture, the stability and longevity of institutions, and the persistence of certain traits and traditions in the American national character represented the most powerful forces in history.

Consensus, as well as continuity, was a characteristic theme of the neoconservative historians. Unlike the Progressives, who wrote about the past in terms of polarities—class conflicts between rich and poor, sectional divisions between North and South or East and West, and ideological differences between liberals and conservatives—the neoconservatives abandoned the conflict interpretation of history and favored instead one that viewed American society as stable and homogeneous. The cement that bound American society together throughout most of its history was a widespread acceptance of certain principles and beliefs. Americans, despite their differences, had always agreed on the following propositions: the right of all persons in society to own private property; the theory that the power of government should always be limited; the concept that men possessed certain natural rights that could not be taken from them by government; and the idea of some form of natural law.

One of the foremost neoconservative historians writing in the 1950s was Louis Hartz. In The Liberal Tradition in America, Hartz took issue with those Progressive historians who had viewed the American Revolution as a radical movement that fundamentally transformed American society. America had come into being after the age of feudalism, Hartz claimed, and this condition had profoundly shaped its development. Lacking a feudal past, the country did not have to contend with the established feudal structure that characterized the ancien régime in Europe—a titled aristocracy, national church, national army, and the like. Hence, America was “born free” and did not require a radical social revolution to become a liberal society—it was one already. What emerged in America, according to Hartz, was a unique society characterized by a consensus upon a single tradition of thought—the liberal tradition. The absence of a feudal heritage enabled the liberal-bourgeois ideas embodied in the political principles derived from John Locke to flourish in America almost unchallenged. “The ironic flaw in American liberalism,” wrote Hartz, “lies in the fact that we have never had a conservative tradition.”8

What, then, of the “conservatives” in American history about whom the Progressive scholars had written? When viewed within the context of comparative history, Hartz said, American conservatives had much more in common with their fellow American liberals than with their European counterparts. Many of the presumed differences between so-called American conservatives and liberals was in the nature of shadowboxing rather than actual fighting, he concluded, because both groups agreed on a common body of liberal political principles. The Federalists, for example, were not aristocrats but whiggish liberals who misunderstood their society—they misread the Jeffersonian Democrats as being “radicals” rather than recognizing them as fellow liberals. What was true of the Federalists and Jeffersonians held for the other political confrontations in American history; if measured in terms of a spectrum of thought that included European ideologies, the American conflicts took place within the confines of a Lockean consensus.

Daniel J. Boorstin, another major neoconservative historian, also offered a grand theory which pictured American history in terms of continuity and consensus. Boorstin, like Hartz, stressed the uniqueness of American society, but he attributed this development to other causes. A neo-Turnerian, Boorstin postulated an environmental explanation of the American national character. To him the frontier experience was the source of America’s conservatism.

In two books written in the 1950s—The Genius of American Politics and The Americans: The Colonial Experience—Boorstin denied the significance of European influences and ideas upon American life. Boorstin’s premise was that the Americans were not an “idea-centered” people. From the very beginning Americans had abandoned European political theories, European blueprints for utopian societies, and European concepts of class distinctions. Americans concerned themselves instead with concrete situations and the practical problems experienced by their frontier communities. Thus they developed little knack for theorizing or any deep interest in theories as such. The “genius of American politics” lay in its emphasis on pragmatic matters—its very distrust of theories that had led to radical political changes and deep divisions within European societies.9

The American way of life which evolved during the colonial period, wrote Boorstin, set the pattern for the nation’s later development. That pattern placed a premium on solutions to practical problems, adaptations to changing circumstances, and improvisations based upon pragmatic considerations. Lacking a learned class or professional traditions, the colonists were forced to create their own ways of doing things in the areas of education, law, medicine, science, diplomacy, and warfare. During this process the “doer” dominated over the “thinker” and the generalist over the specialist. Over the course of time this nontheoretical approach developed into a distinctive American life-style—one characterized by a naive practicality that enabled Americans to unite in a stable way of life and to become a homogeneous society made up of undifferentiated men sharing the same values.

The “cult of the ‘American Consensus,’” as one scholar called it, made the nation’s past appear tame and placid; it was no longer a history marked by extreme group conflicts or rigid class distinctions.10 The heroes in America’s past—Jefferson, Lincoln, Wilson, and Franklin D. Roosevelt—became less heroic because there occurred no head-on clash between individuals on the basis of ideology since all Americans shared the same middle-class Lockean values. Conversely, the old villains—Hamilton, Rockefeller, and Carnegie—became less evil and were portrayed as constructive figures who contributed much to their country. The achievements of the business community in particular were glorified. Without the material achievements of American entrepreneurs, according to some scholars, the United States could not have withstood the challenges to democracy during World War I and World War II. The underdogs in American history—the reformers, radicals, and working class—were presented as being less idealistic and more egocentric as neoconservative scholars sought to demonstrate that the ideology of these elements in society was no less narrow and self-centered than that of other elements. The “cult” of the neoconservatives continued into the 1960s—though “cult” was perhaps too strong a term, and implied a unanimity rarely found in the historical profession.

Besides Boorstin and Hartz, other neoconservative scholars published specialized studies which revised the Progressive point of view in virtually every period of American history. The neoconservative trend, marked by a new respect for tradition and a de-emphasis on class conflict, brought many changes in American historiography: the revival of a sympathetic approach to the Puritans; the treatment of the American Revolution as a conservative movement of less significance; the conclusion that the Constitution was a document faithfully reflecting a middle-class consensus; the favorable, if not uncritical, attitude toward the founding fathers of the new republic; the diminution of the traditional ideological differences between Hamiltonianism and Jeffersonianism; the consensus interpretation of the Jacksonian era; the enhanced reputation of America’s business tycoons; a renewed appreciation of such controversial political leaders as Theodore Roosevelt; the inclination to play down the more radical aspects of the Progressive and New Deal periods; the predisposition to support the correctness of America’s recent foreign policy; and the tendency to view American society as being satisfied, unified, and stable throughout most of the nation’s history. Implicit in the neoconservative approach was a fear of extremism, a yearning to prove that national unity had almost always existed, and a longing for the security and way of life America presumably had enjoyed before becoming a superpower and leader of the free world.

During the decades of the 1960s and 1970s the assumptions and conclusions of the neoconservative historians were rudely overturned by two major developments. First, the mood of the American people shifted markedly as the seemingly placid decade of the 1950s was succeeded by tumultuous events in America’s foreign and domestic affairs. Second, within the historical profession itself a reaction to the neoconservative point of view led to the rise of many revisionist interpretations. The result was a pronounced fragmentation in the field of American historiography.

The prevailing mood among the American people shifted dramatically in the 1960s and 1970s because of a series of shattering events on the domestic scene. Gone were the complacency, national self-confidence, optimism, and moral composure that seemed to have characterized the 1950s. Many historians were stirred by the great social upheavals that undermined previously held assumptions. A marked trend toward racial divisions within American society appeared with the newfound militancy among blacks during the civil rights movement. The resulting hostility to integration among many whites showed that American society was hardly as homogeneous as had been previously believed. At the same time, an increased tendency toward violence during the urban riots in the 1960s indicated that Americans were not always committed to the idea of peaceful compromise. President Kennedy’s assassination in 1963 followed by that of Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy revealed that the United States was as vulnerable to political terrorism as other societies. There was also a renewed awareness of poverty with the economic downturn in the 1970s, and some scholars began voicing doubts about the supposed social mobility within American society, the virtues of technological change, and the benefits of economic growth.

The appearance of numerous social-protest movements during those two decades also made many American historians more conscious of the importance of minority groups in the nation’s past. Having witnessed protest movements by the blacks, the poor, and the women’s liberation movement, some scholars took a greater interest in black history, women’s history, and in protest groups like the Populists and IWW. Generally speaking, historians became more sympathetic to the role of the underdog in American history.

Changes in America’s foreign affairs during these decades similarly had a profound effect on the writing of history. The Vietnam War, above all, divided the American people. Students participated in large-scale antiwar demonstrations, and college campuses were transformed into centers of political protest and activism. Many intellectuals grew disenchanted with the government’s military policy and became increasingly suspicious of the political establishment in general. The Vietnam War also exposed the dangers of what one historian termed “the imperial presidency.” President Nixon and the Watergate scandal revealed further the threat posed to constitutional government by this concept of the presidency. As some historians grew more critical of America’s foreign policy, they began to question the credibility of the government both in the present and past.

During the course of the 1960s and 1970s scholars were affected also by sweeping intellectual changes within the historical profession itself. Some began by challenging the traditional approach to history—one that assumed the discipline was separate and self-contained. Acting on the premise that the other social sciences—psychology, sociology, anthropology, and political science—could contribute to the study of history, they turned more to an interdisciplinary approach. In doing so, these historians applied concepts, laws, and models from other social sciences in order to understand the conduct of individuals and social groups in the past. This interdisciplinary approach could hardly be called new for it had been employed during the first half of the twentieth century. Still, there was a strong tendency among scholars to apply social science techniques during these two decades.

A second major development was the use of new methodological approaches to the study of history. Some historians began relying more on quantative techniques in their efforts to derive scientifically measurable historical data to document their studies. Other scholars turned to a comparative history approach—comparing entire societies or segments of societies—to illuminate the American past. Quantitative and comparative history were but two of a number of methodological approaches which were employed with greater frequency in the 1960s and 1970s.

It was within this general context that there arose a significant challenge to the neoconservative historians in the 1960s from a group of younger radical scholars known as the New Left. Like the older Progressives, these historians sought to fuse historical scholarship with political activism, and might be called neo-Progressives. Unlike the neoconservatives who emphasized consensus, continuity, and stability, the New Left saw social and economic conflict as the major theme in American history. Of all historians, the individuals identified with the New Left were the most disenchanted with the course of events in recent American history. As a result they presented a radical critique of American society and took a more jaundiced view of the American past.

These scholars reinterpreted American history along more radical lines and insisted that their colleagues pay far greater attention to the lower classes and minority groups of all kinds. Members of the New Left were exceedingly critical in particular of those neoconservative scholars who tended to celebrate the virtues and achievements of the American people. Because the neoconservatives had excluded conflict in their interpretation, the New Left argued, the American people were unprepared to cope with the social upheavals that occurred in the 1960s. These younger historians declared that the resort to violence by social groups to achieve their goals was a theme that had deep roots in the American past. The New Left historians sought to create a “usable past”—a history that would account for the country’s social problems, such as racism, militarism, economic exploitation, and imperialism, and would serve as the basis for reforming American society. American history had too often been written from “the top down”—that is, from the point of view of elites and the articulate like Washington, Lincoln, and Franklin D. Roosevelt. History, they argued, should be written “from the bottom up,” a perspective which would reflect the concerns of the common people, the inarticulate masses, and nonelites. Viewing history in this way, scholars would discover the radicalism inherent in the American past.

In their treatment of America’s foreign policy, for example, the New Left developed a much more critical interpretation than previous historians. America from its beginnings, they argued, had been an aggressive, expansionist, and imperialist nation. It expanded first at the expense of the Indians, and then later at the expense of its weaker neighbors like Mexico. The United States turned subsequently to an overseas imperialist foreign policy based on its need for foreign markets, raw materials, and investment opportunities, This expansionist foreign policy had global ramifications, the New Left claimed. America had played a major role in precipitating two world wars and was primarily responsible for bringing about the Cold War. The Vietnam War, according to the New Left, was simply a logical extension of America’s aggressive and expansionist foreign policy.

The New Left view of American history never attained the importance of cohesion of either the Progressive or the neoconservative interpretation. One reason was that few Americans were prepared to accept either the analyses or the solutions proposed by these radical historians. Another was that the American withdrawal from Vietnam and the economic downturn of the 1970s brought a halt to most radical protest movements. Although New Left scholarship failed to develop the potential many had expected of it, some of its insights and concerns were absorbed by nonradical historians seeking to break out of the mold and limitations of the neoconservative approach of the 1950s.

A more significant challenge to both the older school of Progressive historians and the neoconservatives came from the “new social historians,” who transformed the writing of American history between the 1960s and the 1990s. Generally speaking, the main focus of these scholars was on the American social structure and the changes this structure underwent over the course of time. The “new social historians” claimed they differed from more traditional historians in four ways: their approach to history; their subject matter, the nature of their evidence; and the methodologies and philosophies of history they employed.11

The “new social historians” claimed that their approach to history was more analytical. Traditional historians, they argued, had written descriptive, narrative history in narrow terms, and depicted historical events in isolation from broad conceptual considerations. The “new social historians” declared that social, political, and economic events were inevitably related to changes in America’s social structure, and that such events could be traced back to that structure in an analytical way.

Regarding the subject matter treated, the “new social historians” charged that traditional historians had focused on political events, diplomacy, revolutions, and wars. The new scholars insisted that they studied a much broader spectrum of human affairs. Thus, they focused more on social groups rather than individuals, on the masses rather than on elites, and on ordinary folk rather than prominent people. They were interested in exploring the consciousness and actions of various groups—women, races, workers, ethnics, immigrants, and national minorities. They concentrated more on the activities of ordinary people and sought to present events “from the bottom up.” By doing so, they could view the masses not as inarticulate and impotent with no control over events and constantly at the whim of impersonal forces, but rather as actors in their own right building a culture or subcultures, creating strategies of survival, and influencing events as much as they were influenced by them.

The “new social historians” argued also that the traditional historians had made generalizations based on vague and fuzzy evidence. Historical evidence, they said, should be more precise and approached in a scientific manner. Numerical evaluations expressed in such vague terms as “some,” “few,” and “many,” were unacceptable. Such evidence where possible should be set forth in quantitatively verifiable terms to provide greater precision. Moreover, evidence of this sort should be employed to test in a systematic way broad conceptual hypotheses about human behavior advanced by other social science disciplines.

The “new social historians” focused more on material matters. They were interested more in material considerations such as geography, demography, economics, and technology, and somewhat less in ideology. Institutions concerned with the socialization of individuals—the family, schools, factories, prisons and asylums—were also apt to draw their attention. Their greatest interest, perhaps, was in the processes affecting social change—sexism, racism, classism—and in social and geographical mobility. A more materialistic approach, they declared, would lead to a richer synthesis of American history.

The “new social historians” also applied new methodologies in their studies. To reconstruct meaningful patterns of behavior about the so-called inarticulate masses, they borrowed methods from the other social and behavioral sciences—psychology, sociology, and anthropology. At the same time they resorted to different methodological techniques, including model-building and the use of paradigms, and also were prone to analyze large data sets and to use computers.

Finally, some “new social historians” raised anew the question of epistemology: How do historians know what they know? There was disagreement about how objective historians could be; whether objectivity was possible at all; what the relationship between historians and their subject matter should be; and what interpretive strategies should be employed in research.12

Several important influences affected the rise of the “new social history” in America. First, French scholars since the 1930s had been moving away from narrow political and institutional studies, and raised new questions or resorted to novel methodologies. The most significant outlet for the work of these European scholars was the Annales, a French journal. The aim of this distinguished publication was to break down traditional disciplinary barriers and to create a new and more unified approach to understanding the totality of human experience. Under the editorship of Lucien Febvre and Marc Bloch, the Annales became the leading journal in creating the new field of social history. Continuing such innovative studies after World War II, the Annales increasingly served scholars who used quantitative techniques or multidisciplinary approaches. Slowly but surely, the influence of this French scholarship made itself felt in England and the United States.

A second influence on history was work in the behavioral and social sciences on history after World War II. Behavioral and social science methodologies were applied increasingly in other fields to attack certain contemporary social problems. Such issues included race relations, sexism, family problems, child-rearing, patterns of social and geographical mobility, crime, and the improvement of educational and employment opportunities. American historians inevitably began to examine the historical roots of such problems and to study them with the aid of insights derived from other disciplines.

A third influence came from the powerful protest movements that swept through American society during the troubled decades of the 1960s through the 1980s. Scholars shifted their focus to the history of social groups that heretofore had been largely “invisible” in American history—women, blacks, Indians and the poor, among many others. By becoming visible in the public eye, such social groups became more visible to historians. Scholars responded by writing history that was directly relevant to the expressed needs for these social movements. Thus, the women’s liberation movement stimulated interest in women’s history and the civil rights movement spurred black history.

The fourth and final major influence on the “new social historians” was the use of new quantification techniques and computers. These methods permitted the “new social historians” to analyze historical evidence from previously unusable sources. Before the advent of computers, scholars found it almost impossible to analyze massive amounts of data. Historians, for example, had been unable to make much of manuscript census schedules that formed the basis for published federal and state censuses. These census schedules, which furnished information about individuals, families, and households in the past, had remained untouched because of problems encountered in reducing the mass of discrete information to usable data. Computers made it possible to collect and manipulate these data, while new quantitative techniques enabled researchers to analyze the information in more meaningful ways. New quantification techniques that made use of computers also made it possible to pose and answer historical questions in new and different ways.

Although the “new social historians” were loosely united in their efforts to examine the American social structure, they did not constitute a coherent coalition of scholars. They were fragmented instead into separate groups and divided along different lines in terms of subject matter. As Thomas Bender pointed out, the groups were assumed to be autonomous, and there was no organizing synthesis to show how the various parts might be related to some whole.13

The “new social history” was only one part of a totality that came to be called “the new history.” American history as a whole was splintered into different specialties: the “new political history,” “new economic history,” “new intellectual history,” “new women’s history,” “new labor history,” and “new urban history,” among others. Some disciplines, like the “new women’s history,” in turn, split into subfields like “family history.” This bewildering array of specialties and subdisciplines was identified under the general broad heading of the “new history.”

The “old history,” by way of contrast, differed somewhat from the “new history.” It was concerned with politics—administration, regimes, and legislation—diplomacy and foreign policy, wars, revolutions, and intellectual movements in a more traditional way. Its method was usually narrative in form. Its cast of characters often hailed from elite groups—presidents, politicians, and important leaders in public life. It was sometimes described as elitist history written “from the top down.” It tended to place greater emphasis on the role of individuals in history rather than on the workings of impersonal forces. And it often stressed more the idealist rather than the materialist approach to history.

The “new history” began initially as a revolt against the “old.” But as is so often the case, what started as rebellion ended up as orthodoxy. Within the historical profession, the “new history” soon triumphed over the “old.” The “old history,” once at the center of the profession, was relegated to the periphery.

Despite the differences, the “old” and “new” histories did not constitute mutually exclusive categories. Some eminent senior historians writing so-called “old history” used methodologies and approaches usually associated with “new history.” By the same token, some enterprising younger scholars simply applied new methodologies to old and more traditional topics. Nevertheless, the degree of emphasis and intent was sufficiently different to justify making the distinction between “old” and “new” history.14

An example of how the “old history” was transformed to the “new” could be seen in intellectual history. Older intellectual historians, like Perry Miller, had been interested in ideas, but ideas largely disembodied from their social and economic origins. The “new intellectual historians” took a different approach. Many of them employed a new concept of ideology advanced by Clifford Geertz, a cultural anthropologist. Geertz insisted upon viewing ideology in a new way, as a cultural system—a set of symbols, values, and beliefs that enabled members of a society to give meaning and find order in their political and social lives. Ideology, in Geertz’s terms, reflected the way of life of an entire society, not just the status and thought of a particular group. Puritanism, for example, was viewed in such terms by recent scholars like Kenneth Lockridge, who published a study of society in Dedham, Massachusetts. The “republican synthesis” postulated by J.G.A. Pocock, discussed later in this volume, was also in this mode. Eugene Genovese’s work on the plantation ideology in the slave South, however, cited the Italian theorist Gramsci. These new approaches to ideology changed the older tradition by insisting more on the primacy of the social structure when dealing with ideas.15

Another example of the “new intellectual history” was what one historian termed the “emerging organizational synthesis.” This hypothesis presupposed the triumph of a new bureaucratic ideology based on the needs and values of large-scale management in the American economy. In some accounts this ideology arose as an inevitable response to the modernization and centralization of American society in the nineteenth century. It provided a framework of belief appropriate for living in a mature industrial state where business, labor, and government were all organized on a national scale. Its practitioners were scholars such as Robert Wiebe, Alfred Chandler, Louis Galambos, and Samuel P. Hays. These scholars emphasized that the behavior of individuals might be better understood when seen within such an organizational context.16

But the dominance of the “new history” did not eliminate older and more traditional approaches that were continued. First, as previously mentioned, the old Progressive tradition was carried on after World War II by a group of scholars down as the neo-Progressives. These historians, who included among them the populist-oriented New Left, continued to interpret American history in ways similar to those of their Progressive predecessors.

A second development—comparative history—likewise represented an extension of an older tradition that was continued. Comparative historians usually studied the histories of two or more countries in search of similarities and differences in national experiences. Their approach was often transnational in character; this goal was to shed light on the origins and destiny of the modern world. At other times they compared ideas and concepts like democracy, nationalism, and imperialism to discover what effects these concepts had and whether they operated the same or differently within diverse historical settings.

A third development—the Marxist or neo-Marxist tradition—was also continued among some American historians. Many of them were influenced by the writings of two English radical historians—Eric Hobsbawm and Edward P. Thompson. But the collapse of communist ideology worldwide during the 1980s decade dealt a severe setback to this tradition.

The result of all this intermingling of “new” and “old” history led to intellectual confusion, particularly when dealing with subjects and methodologies. Some approached the discipline of history differently in terms of subject matter and studied a major specialty such as the “new economic history” or “new political history.” Others studied an older subfield (community studies), or new subfields (women’s or black history). Scholars resorted also to different new methodologies, including quantitative techniques and linguistic theories to tackle historical problems. Such eclecticism led to the charge that history had become so fragmented as to be incoherent as a separate discipline. History, it was said, was “a discipline in crisis.”

What is the status of American history, and just where does the field stand at the beginning of the 1990s? Fragmentation is its hallmark; any unifying or synthesizing theme is lacking. There is a diversity and disparity of both subjects and methods. Part of the problem arises from the intense specialization within the field. The “new social history” in particular has given rise to a loose coalition of scholars in subdisciplines or subfields analyzing a variety of discrete problems rather than a community of scholars, a community which can agree on what is worth investigating and how the results of research should be evaluated.

First, there is fragmentation in the subjects studied. Greater specialization, to be sure, has opened up new areas of research, led to new methodologies, and produced more sophisticated interpretations. But at the same time, overspecialization posed difficulties for scholars seeking to maintain some coherence within the discipline as a whole.

Secondly, fragmentation arises from the application of new and different methodologies. Quantification is a case in point. The issue was not over quantification as a technique; it raised instead a profound epistemological question regarding the meaning of reality itself. On one side were the materialists, who sought to prove their theories by statistical exactness, replicable precision, and generalized knowledge. On the other were historians seeking to restore the role of the individual in history, or to discover meaning through an intuitive personal study of mentalités—that is, the study of popular beliefs, customs, sentiments and modes of behavior within society.17

Another cause of fragmentation was the presence of two other broad competing sets of historians in certain areas—those committed to radical change, and those who believed in the use of concepts and methods drawn from the social and behavioral sciences. They overlapped and often could be identified with the groups of scholars already discussed. At issue between them were two competing paradigms of historical understanding. The radicals—social democrats of different persuasions—were highly critical of American society and skeptical of its presumed liberalism. They distrusted also the use of computers. They saw them as conservative instruments created by what they called America’s ruling class. Those drawn toward the social sciences, on the other hand, relied more heavily on statistical methods, serial data, and computer analysis. What was significant in separating these two groups were four main issues: the character of American society regarding its liberalism or conservatism; the source and scope of theories of history to be applied; the proper methods of evaluating data and drawing conclusions; and the role that moral judgments should play in the writing of history.18 When writing on a given subject, the two groups often came to opposite conclusions because of divergent starting assumptions.

The attempts by certain scholars to turn history more in the direction of social sciences likewise led to greater fragmentation. Traditional-minded scholars successfully resisted such efforts for the most part. Many rejected these moves on the grounds that a dangerous reductivism was inherent in the social science approach.

The process of fragmentation was exacerbated, moreover, by the tendency of historians to apply methodologies borrowed from the other behavioral sciences. Social theories from other disciplines—psychology, sociology, and increasingly of late, anthropology—often enabled historians to develop new insights. At the same time, however, these methodologies were derived from certain behavioral sciences that were themselves in intellectual disarray. Thus, fragmentation in the other disciplines sometimes compounded the problems historians were encountering in their own profession.

The result of all this fragmentation led to a loss of direction and any sense of coherence. As John Higham has argued, somewhere in the late 1960s the ruling paradigms of homogeneity and consensus were replaced by the paradigms of fragmentation and heterogeneity. He described historians, perhaps too harshly, as a field of solitary gophers, each digging its own hole.19

Despite the diversity and confusion within the historical profession, there were some signs that suggested a more fruitful reconceptualization may be in the offing. One was the greater emphasis the “new social history” placed on various so-called minority groups—women, blacks, Indians and immigrants—and less stress laid on more elite groups—mostly whites, males, and prominent persons. This change of focus brought about a better balance in American history; it incorporated into the story social groups that had been neglected before. It also emphasized the ties, values, and experiences of family, sisterhood, fraternity, and sense of community that bound together these subordinate social groups and gave them a sense of group consciousness. What needs to be explored now is a new agenda: the relationship of these groups to public life and to society as a whole.20

A second sign has been the call for a return to narrative history voiced by two leading historians in America—Bernard Bailyn and Lawrence Stone—among others. Both called on scholars to emphasize more narrative effects, readability, and human interest aspects in their writings. Such a narrative approach would arouse and hold reader interest and recapture the wider audience once held.21

A third sign might be seen in Carl Degler’s presidential address to the American Historical Association in 1987, when he called upon historians to rediscover our national unity and national identity. This could be done, he suggested, by using as a framework the following broad question: “What does it mean to be an American, that is, a citizen of the United States?” By framing this question, Degler hoped to integrate traditional emphases with findings in the “new history.”22

To return, then, to the main issue: What is the status of American history?23 The finest answer is that with fragmentation has come reform. Scholars instead of worrying about the “crisis” in the discipline should take some solace in how far they have come. At the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries, scholars were writing a narrowly conceived history. This history was conceptualized mostly as the history of liberty on an onward and upward course, its concern was mainly with high politics, wars, and diplomacy, and its actors were mostly white, males, and prominent persons. Since the end of World War II, however, scholars have broadened the field both in terms of subjects and methodologies. They have been more creative, perhaps, than at any other time in American history. This exciting change, to be sure, was achieved at some cost—the loss of hegemony, diminution of the narrative form, and decline in a wide reading public. But as Joan W. Scott has observed, history has always been a changing field, and she concluded that “those who expect moments of change to be comfortable and free of conflict have not learned their history.”24

A second answer is the possible effect that the collapse of socialist and communist movements throughout the world in the 1980s will have upon American scholars. The shattering events of the revolutions in Europe in 1989 and the break-up of the Soviet empire in 1990 will, no doubt, affect the views of American scholars. We have seen that American historians in the past have been influenced by their writings by developments taking place outside their library studies; we may safely assume that in this instance history will repeat itself.

In conclusion, it may be said that two provocative questions will continue to pose challanges to American historians in future years: Who has the right to write about whom in American history? Is it possible to write a history of our country which is convincing, or at least plausible, to us all?
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The American Businessman


INDUSTRIAL INNOVATOR OR
ROBBER BARON?

For many students of American history, the problems of war and peace appear to be the dominant ones in the years from 1850 to 1877. Yet during this same period the country was undergoing an industrial and urban transformation that inevitably resulted in profound changes in the structure of American society. Few individuals or institutions remained unaffected by the forces at work, and the nation as a whole was destined to experience fundamental changes which enabled it to emerge as a leading world power by the close of the nineteenth century. “The old nations of the earth,” Andrew Carnegie observed in 1886 with considerable pride, “creep on at a snail’s pace; the Republic thunders past with the rush of the express. The United States, [in] the growth of a single century, has already reached the foremost rank among nations, and is destined soon to outdistance all others in the race. In population, in wealth, in annual savings, and in public credit; in freedom from debt, in agriculture, and in manufactures, America already leads the civilized world.”1 Industrial growth and the accumulation of wealth, Carnegie suggested, would lay the cornerstone of a better America: Ultimately, material progress would lead to spiritual and intellectual progress.

Although this new burst of industrialism gave the United States one of the highest standards of living in the world, it was not always greeted with unrestrained enthusiasm. To some the new industrialism was destroying the very traits that had given American immunity from class strife, internal divisions, and rivalries that had long plagued Europe. Others feared the greed and ugliness that accompanied the industrial transformation. Walt Whitman, in “Democratic Vistas,” summed up the opposition: “The depravity of the business classes of our country is not less than has been supposed but infinitely greater. The official services of America, national, state, and municipal, in all their branches and departments, except the judiciary, are saturated in corruption, bribery, falsehood, mal-administration; and the judiciary is tainted. The great cities reek with respectable as much as nonrespectable robbery and scoundrelism…. In business (this all-devouring modern word, business), the one sole object is, by any means, pecuniary gain…. [M]oney-making is our sole magician’s serpent, remaining today sole master in the field…. I say that our New World democracy, however great a success in uplifting the masses out of their sloughs, in materialistic development, products, and in a certain highly deceptive superficial popular intellectuality, is, so far, an almost complete failure in its social aspects, and in really grand religious, moral, literary, and esthetic results.”2 In short, America was adversely affected by the material forces at work.

The differences between the views of Carnegie and Whitman were by no means atypical; Americans have always been ambivalent in their attitudes toward material affluence. While emphasizing the virtues of acquisitiveness, individualism, and competition, they have been unable to throw off the influence of their religious heritage and the sense that the nation as a whole has a mission. At times this dual heritage has created an internal conflict because attempts to harmonize American materialism and idealism have not always succeeded. Some Americans have dealt with this conflict by proclaiming that material well-being is a prerequisite of spiritual and intellectual achievement; others have criticized a system that emphasizes material values at the expense of other values; still others have insisted that America’s abundance was proof of its superior moral character.

This ambivalent attitude toward our heritage has exercised a profound impact on the writing of American history. Historians, on the whole, have also displayed divided attitudes when studying the rise of industry and its implications for American society. Nowhere can this dichotomy of thought be better seen than in the changing image of such great entrepreneurs as Rockefeller and Carnegie. To many historians these captains of industry represented more than the rise of industrialism; they symbolized some of the basic characteristics of modern American culture.

The first attempts to evaluate the achievements of these industrial giants occurred at the beginning of the twentieth century. Many of the early studies took their cue from the writings of Henry Demarest Lloyd. A journalist and a scholar, Lloyd, until his death in 1903, played a significant part in reform movements that developed out of the social and economic unrest of that era. Critical of laissez-faire corporate monopoly he insisted that the American people were confronted with a choice between reform or revolution. Public ownership of monopolies and an increased role for government were absolutely necessary, according to Lloyd, if the American people were to avoid the fratricidal class struggles that had wracked other nations in the Western world.

In 1894 Lloyd spelled out his case in Wealth Against Commonwealth, a book that anticipated the writings of later muckrakers and Progressive journalists and also set the stage for much of the controversy among historians over the captains of industry. The book ostensibly was a study of the Standard Oil Company and the techniques used by John D. Rockefeller to gain a virtual monopoly over the petroleum industry. Actually Wealth Against Commonwealth was an indictment of the entire capitalistic system as it then existed. Businessmen, wrote Lloyd, paid lip service to the ideal of competition, but their true purpose was to achieve monopoly. If the captains of industry continued to have their way, the result would probably be a violent and bloody class struggle. There was little time to act, declared Lloyd, for the nation was already faced with “misery, plagues, hatreds, [and] national enervation.”3

While Lloyd’s principal purpose was to issue a call for national regeneration, he had drawn an unfavorable yet influential portrait of the typical industrial tycoon to make his point. His stereotype of the American businessman was in many respects similar to the one held by other American reformers, including the Populists, as well as many Progressives. Much of the debate over reform in the years from 1900 to 1917, indeed, centered about the unbridled power and selfishness of the captains of industry—a group, many claimed, who were motivated only by a desire to amass great wealth regardless of the cost to the American people. The specific political issues of the Progressive era—monopolies, trusts, federal regulation—were all based upon the proposition that Americans could no longer afford to permit these autocratic barons to shape the nation’s destiny.

Many of the studies dealing with the American businessman written prior to World War I were done not only by historians, but by social scientists and, to a lesser extent, socialists seeking to prove that the system of capitalism was identified with social and individual selfishness and egoism. Among the social scientists were economists and sociologists such as Thorstein Veblen and E. A. Ross, who implicitly denounced the predatory, profit-seeking, amoral businessman for refusing to recognize the pressing needs of society. In the latter category were Gustavus Myers and Algie Simons, who portrayed businessmen as malefactors of wealth and looked forward to their eventual extinction as the historical process reached its inevitable destiny in the emergence of a socialist utopia.

While the interpretation of the businessman as robber baron was being etched in the public’s imagination, historians, under the influence of the New History, were themselves beginning to inquire into the economic realities of capitalism in order to buttress their own predilection for democracy and reform. But not until the 1920s—a decade that was notable for the debunking activities of a small group of intellectuals—did historians turn their full attention to the study of the rise of American industry. With the publication in 1927 of Charles and Mary Beard’s Rise of American Civilization and the first volume of Vernon L. Parrington’s monumental Main Currents in American Thought, the scene was set for a radical reevaluation of the role of the businessman in American history.

Although the Beards refrained from any direct or outward condemnation of the industrial tycoon in their panoramic study of American civilization, their description suggested the analogy of a medieval baron—an individual who was despotic and autocratic within his own sphere. The story of American industry, they wrote, is “the story of aggressive men, akin in spirit to military captains of the past, working their way up from the ranks, exploiting natural resources without restraining, waging economic war on one another, entering into combinations, making immense fortunes, and then, like successful feudal chieftains or medieval merchants, branching out as patrons of learning, divinity and charity. Here is a chronicle of highly irregular and sometimes lawless methods, ruthless competition, menacing intrigues, and pitiless destruction of rivals.”4

Parrington, on the other hand, was much clearer and far less ambiguous in his description of postwar industrial developments. Writing within a Jeffersonian agrarian framework, which stressed individualistic values, he sought to defend his particular vision of liberalism. In Parrington’s eyes the predatory and materialistic tycoon of industry represented the greatest threat to those humane and democratic values that had made America great. Businessmen had created the America of the present, with “its standardized life, its machine culture, its mass-psychology—an America to which Jefferson and Jackson and Lincoln would be strangers.” These giants of industry, Parrington wrote in colorful and emotion-laden terms, “were primitive souls, ruthless, predatory, capable; single-minded men; rogues and rascals often, but never feeble, never hindered by petty scruple, never given to puling or whining—the raw materials of a race of capitalistic buccaneers.”5

The debunking atmosphere of the 1920s and depression years of the 1930s provided a favorable climate of opinion for the growing idea of the businessman as a robber baron. For decades the business community had taken great pains to convince the American people that the nation’s greatness rested on the achievements of ambitious and energetic entrepreneurs. A. C. Bedford, a tycoon in the oil industry, made this point very clear in 1925. In his eyes work was even of more importance than love, learning, religion, or patriotism. “I have come to the conclusion,” he wrote, “that industry is the fundamental basis of civilization. The high office of civilization is to train men to productive efforts.”6 Other business leaders during the 1920s echoed Bedford’s observations, if anything they were even more ecstatic in extolling the contributions of business to American civilization. With the exception of a dissenting minority of reformers, many Americans agreed with President Coolidge’s dictum that “The business of America is business.”

Having taken credit for the apparent prosperity of the 1920s the business community, ironically enough, was forced to accept responsibility for the catastrophic depression of the 1930s. The capitalist free enterprise system, which supposedly accounted for the greatness of America, seemingly failed in 1929. Millions who sought work were unable to find jobs; bankruptcies increased at an astounding rate; and many Americans even faced a real threat of starvation. Indeed, the United States appeared to be on the threshold of disaster. For once the business community found that the time-honored cliché that wealth was the product of ambition, talent, and drive, no longer held true. Capitalism and free enterprise perhaps had come to the end of the road, many argued, and new approaches were required if the needs of a modem, complex industrial society in America were to be satisfied.

Given these conditions it was not surprising that much of the historical scholarship of the 1930s took an antibusiness turn. Beard and Parrington had anticipated this development; their writings during the late 1920s echoed some of the critical literature of this era. Sinclair Lewis’s unforgettable portrait of Babbitt, while not wholly intended to debunk businessmen, contributed to a stereotype already widely held. The massive attack on the image of the American businessman, however, came in the Great Depression. During the 1930s the robber baron idea came to full bloom.

In presenting a highly unfavorable portrait of the industrial tycoon most writers in this tradition were implicitly attacking an economic system that they thought had failed to live up to its promises and expectations. Oddly enough many—though not all—of the critical studies during the 1930s were written by nonacademic figures who were critical of capitalism rather than by academic historians. Thus Lewis Corey, a socialist, in his The House of Morgan (1930), detailed the techniques whereby a major banking and investment concern exercised near dictatorial control over corporations having assets well in excess of twenty billion dollars. His lesson was not lost upon his readers. It was Corey’s purpose to marshal as much evidence as possible to demonstrate the evil, selfish, and corrupting nature of industrial and finance capitalism. Other historical and literary writers, attracted by Marxian ideas, lent support to the growing body of critical studies of the American economic system.

The book that did the most to fix in American historical scholarship the enduring stereotype of the late nineteenth-century industrialist, however, was Matthew Josephson’s brilliantly written The Robber Barons: The Great American Capitalists 1861-1901, which appeared in 1934. Fittingly enough, Josephson dedicated his book to Charles and Mary Beard, who themselves had interpreted American history in terms of a struggle between haves and have-nots, debtors and creditors, agrarians and industrialists, workers and capitalists. Josephson set the tone of his work in his introduction. “This book,” he began, “attempts the history of a small class of men who arose at the time of our Civil War and suddenly swept into power…. These men more or less knowingly played the leading roles in an age of industrial revolution…. Under their hands the renovation of our economic life proceeded relentlessly: large-scale production replaced the scattered, decentralized mode of production, industrial enterprises became more concentrated, more ‘efficient’ technically, and essentially ‘cooperative,’ where they had been purely individualistic and lamentably wasteful. But all this revolutionizing effort is branded with the motive of private gain on the part of the new captains of industry. To organize and exploit the resources of a nation upon a gigantic scale, to regiment its farmers and workers into harmonious corps of producers, and to do this only in the name of an uncontrolled appetite for private profit—here surely is the great inherent contradiction whence so much disaster, outrage, and misery has flowed.” Josephson conceded that the robber barons had many imposing achievements to their credit. On the other hand the debits far outweighed the credits. Ultimately, he concluded, the “extremes of management and stupidity would make themselves felt…. The alternations of prosperity and poverty would be more violent and mercurial, speculation and breakdown each more excessive; while the inherent contradictions within the society pressed with increasing intolerable force against the bonds of the old order.” The implications of Josephson’s ideas were obvious. The unfavorable portrait of the businessman has in muted form persisted as a theme in American historical writing.7

At the same time the robber baron concept was reaching maturity another school of thought was emerging. Although it is difficult to give this school a particular name, the designation “business history” is not wholly inaccurate. The foundation of business history had already been laid by the 1930s. As a result of the work of Norman S. B. Gras and others at the Harvard Graduate School of Business Administration as well as the publication of a number of sympathetic biographies of individual business leaders, some historians and economists began to depart from the unfavorable stereotype of the American industrialist. Business history, however, was not merely a reevaluation of the contributions of industrialists; it represented a radically new approach to the study of American economic history. Indeed, business historians by the 1950s—because of their differences with other academic historians—had created their own professional organization, developed a new vocabulary and research techniques, published their own journal, and in some cases had even founded new departments within the university separate from regular history departments.

Generally speaking business historians insisted that the careers of industrial leaders were far more complex than earlier scholars had realized. Business leaders were not predatory money seekers. Indeed, in many cases they were talented individuals whose creative contributions to the economy—and to American society as a whole—were very great. Allan Nevins, who published a major revisionist biography of John D. Rockefeller in 1940, argued that much of the blame heaped on this man was unwarranted. It was true, Nevins conceded, that Rockefeller used methods that were of dubious moral character. On the other hand the kind of monopoly control attained by Standard Oil was a natural response to the anarchical cutthroat competition of the period and reflected the trend in all industrial nations toward consolidation. To Nevins Rockefeller was not a robber baron; he was a great innovator who imposed upon American industry “a more rational and efficient pattern.” Rockefeller’s objective was not merely the accumulation of wealth; he and others like him were motivated by “competitive achievement, self-expression, and the imposition of their wills on a given environment.”8

Thirteen years later Nevins pushed this thesis even further when the published a second biography of Rockefeller. He was, Nevins forcefully argued, an “innovator, thinker, planner, bold entrepreneur.” Taking a confused and disorganized industry, Rockefeller organized it with completeness, efficiency, and constructive talent; in his philanthropy he set a model for all to follow. Had it not been for men like him—men who helped to create within a brief span of time great and powerful industrial units in steel, oil, textiles, chemicals, electricity, and automotive vehicles—“the free world might have lost the First World War and most certainly would have lost the Second.”9

The points that Nevins made about Rockefeller were not fundamentally different from those made by other students of business history. The great nineteenth-century entrepreneurs, business historians emphasized, actually played a vital role in making the United States the greatest industrial power in the world and giving its people the highest standard of living. Far from being immoral, unethical, or evil individuals—although sometimes their methods involved questionable tactics—these industrial statesmen stepped into a disorganized, unstructured, anarchic economy, restored order and rationality, created giant organizations that were in a position to exploit fully the great natural resources of the nation, and took full advantage of the potentialities of the American economy.

Like students in the robber baron tradition of American historiography, business historians began with certain underlying assumptions that undoubtedly influenced the way in which they approached their subject. It is quite clear that they rejected the hostile critique of Progressive historians who believed that the social and economic costs of late-nineteenth-century industrialization could have been far lower and less painful and degrading to the mass of Americans, and that the result need not have been a dangerous centralization of economic power that ostensibly threatened freedom and democracy. On the contrary business historians tended to eulogize rather than to disparage the American economic system. Did not the growth and development of the large corporation, they maintained, give the American people the highest standard of living in the world and make possible the victory against totalitarianism? Was not America’s industrial capacity responsible for the strength of a large part of the free world in the struggle with communism? To put it another way these historians concluded that the large corporation, despite its monopolistic and oligopolistic position, was far more of an asset than a liability, Unlike Progressive historians who defined the problem in terms of a tension between democracy and the menace of the concentration of economic power in the hands of a few, business historians minimized the threat of such dangers and opposed efforts to employ historical analysis as an ideological anticorporation weapon.

Perhaps the most sophisticated example of recent developments in business history is the work of Alfred D. Chandler, Jr. Unlike Nevins, Chandler was essentially disinterested in the biographical approach that sought to vindicate the career of an individual against his detractors. He was more concerned in the process whereby new forms, methods, and structures came into being in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In a major work issued in 1962 Chandler identified four stages in the development of large industrial enterprises. First came a period of expansion and the accumulation of resources. During the second period these resources were “rationalized.” In the third phase the organization expanded its operations to include new products in order to ensure the most efficient use of existing resources. In the fourth and final phase new structures were created to promote effective use of resources in order to meet immediate and long-range demands. Borrowing heavily from work in the social sciences Chandler saw large corporations as complex economic, political, and social systems with common administrative problems. He insisted, moreover, that most large firms went through similar stages of development. “Strategic growth,” he noted, “resulted from an awareness of the opportunities and needs—created by changing population, income, and technology—to employ existing or expanding resources more profitably. A new strategy required a new or at least refashioned structure if the enlarged enterprise was to be operated efficiently.”10 The result was the large, decentralized, multidivisional corporation.

Less interested in the moral dimensions of industrial entrepreneurship, Chandler attempted to analyze the forces that led businessmen to develop new products, new markets, and new sources of raw materials. By 1900, he pointed out, these industrial leaders had created the modern corporation, which integrated the functions of purchasing, manufacturing, marketing, and finance. Each of the major processes was managed by a separate department, and all were coordinated and controlled by a central office. Such a complex organization was a response to the emergence of the urban market that followed the creation of a national transportation system. Minimizing the role of technological innovation Chandler concluded that entrepreneurs like Rockefeller and others were successful because they accurately analyzed the economic situation and responded in a creative manner. Their contributions, he suggested, played an important role in the dramatic growth of the economy and the creation of an affluent society.11 The first selection in this chapter is an article by Chandler on the role of business in American society.

In a subsequent Pulitzer Prize-winning book, The Visible Hand, Chandler analyzed the manner in which the development of large-scale vertically organized corporations altered the American economy between the Civil War and the depression of the 1930s. He once again reiterated the crucial role of management and business executives in guiding these changes, and suggested that Adam Smith’s concept of the market as the decisive element in the economy was no longer applicable to the present. Nevertheless The Visible Hand also paid tribute to the crucial role of technology. Indeed, Chandler argued that modern business first appeared, grew, and flourished in industries characterized by new and advancing technology and by expanding markets.12

Business historians have also dealt with the role of individuals in modern economic development. Harold C. Livesay, for example, noted that the rise of bureaucratic structures did not stifle the creative and innovative processes that are the hallmark of capitalism and free enterprise. Bureaucracy, he concluded, did not necessarily obliterate the entrepreneurial spirit nor did it blur (as Joseph Schumpeter suggested) the differences between mature capitalist and socialist systems. Some individuals make institutions; in this sense human beings are not helpless captives of impersonal social and economic systems and structures. In a recent study of the Morgans, Vincent and Rose Carosso emphasized the importance attributed to character and personal ties that characterized the House of Morgan as well as its innate conservatism.13

Business historians tended to see the large corporation as essentially an economic organization. Other scholars, however, were less concerned with understanding the corporation in structural and functional terms; they were more concerned with the political aspects of business and the threat to democratic institutions posed by such huge conglomerations. This concern took two different forms in the 1950s and 1960s. The first was a sophisticated body of scholarship that examined business in a critical vein, though not with a view that sought the end of capitalism and the establishment of a socialist society. Typical of this approach was the work of Carl Kaysen, an economist who also served for a time as the director of the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, New Jersey. Kaysen noted the overwhelmingly disproportionate importance of large corporations in the economy. Because of their size these large units were less influenced by changes in economic activity and exercised considerable power over their smaller suppliers and customers. Their investment decisions and research activities, moreover, had important implications for society. The bigger market power that absolute and relative size gave to the large corporation also resulted in political and social as well as economic power. Kaysen noted that American society possessed three alternate ways of controlling business power: the promotion of competitive markets, control by agencies external to business, and institutionalization within the firm of responsibility for the exercise of power. Traditionally the United States relied on the first in the form of antitrust activities, although far more could have been done along this line. Kaysen’s conclusions were equivocal, for he felt that effective control of business power remained an unfinished task.14

Scholars like Kaysen were essentially in a reform tradition; they sought to eliminate imperfections in American society rather than overthrow it. By the early 1960s, however, a small but growing number of scholars in a variety of disciplines were coming to the conclusion that American society was fundamentally immoral and that a radical change in its structure was required. This point of view was best expressed by historians associated with the New Left. War, poverty, racism, they argued, were direct outgrowths of American capitalism. If this were so then only the abolition of capitalism could make possible the establishment of a just and peaceful society. This belief, of course, led to a rejection of those scholars who had defended business as well as those who were critical of it but did not seek its destruction.

One of the first monographs embodying a New Left approach was Gabriel Kolko’s The Triumph of Conservatism: A Reinterpretation of American History, 1900-1916, which appeared in 1963. Kolko argued that the distinctive feature of American society—what he designated as political capitalism—dated only from the first two decades of the twentieth century. Rejecting the belief that large-scale business enterprise was inevitable, Kolko maintained that competition was actually increasing at the turn of the century. Even the merger movement and the capitalization of new combinations on an unprecedented scale failed to stem the tide of competitive growth. Corporate leaders, therefore, turned to government to control competition and to prevent the possibility of a formal political democracy that might lead to a redistribution of wealth. The result was a synthesis of business and government, with the former emerging as the dominant element. In contrast to Chandler, Kolko believed that large-scale units turned to government regulation precisely because of their inefficiency. The lack of a viable alternative to political capitalism at that time made its victory a certainty, for neither the Populists nor the socialists (who themselves accepted the necessity of centralization) understood that the Progressive movement—far from being antibusiness—was actually a movement that defined the general welfare in terms of the well-being of business.15

Kolko’s controversial thesis did not persuade other scholars, many of whom rejected his radical ideological assumptions and questioned his conclusions. Shortly after Kolko published his study of railroad regulation in 1965, Edward A. Purcell, Jr., criticized his thesis that businessmen favored government regulation because they feared competition and desired to forge a government-business coalition in which they would be the dominant partner. In an examination of the attitudes of businessmen during the passage of the Interstate Commerce Act of 1887 Purcell came to a quite different conclusion. Rejecting the idea that the actions of businessmen grew out of a particular ideology, he insisted that entrepreneurs and managers were more interested in solving particular problems than they were in adhering to any coherent body of thought. Hence some favored regulation while others opposed it. In general, Purcell concluded, diverse economic groups who felt threatened by the new national economy and rate discrimination turned to the federal government in the hope of protecting their interests. Political control of the economy was not their ultimate goal; they simply wanted to protect their own interests.16

More recently the history of American business and the history of technology have drawn closer, if only because of the intimate relationship between industrial growth and technology. Even Alfred D. Chandler—whose work dealt largely with the origins and development of business organizations—gave technology a more important place. In focusing on technology historians have raised new and difficult issues. What is responsible for technological innovations? How has technology shaped or been shaped by the social and economic organization of modern society?

Business historians, of course, tended to see technology as a positive force in its own right.17 Others have come to very different conclusions. David F. Noble, for example, argued that machines and technology are never by themselves “the decisive forces of production.” At every point technology was mediated by “social power and domination, by institutional fantasies of progress, and by the contradictions rooted in the technological projects themselves and the social relations of production.” In America by Design Noble attempted to demonstrate how engineering failed to develop an independent point of view, and thus came to serve the needs of corporate capitalism. In a subsequent work he specifically rejected the allegation that technology was an independent variable. Implicit in his work was a political point: that the social relations of production rather than technological determinism were crucial, and only a movement from below could liberate the mass of workers from an economic system that degraded rather than enhanced their lives. Noble’s work is a recent restatement of an older antibusiness tradition from the perspective of the modern political left.18

More recently James Livingston has emphasized the flaws in traditional interpretations of the triumph of big business. To be sure, administrative responses to market integration as well as technological innovation played a role in altering social relations. Yet Livingston suggested that neither structural nor technological forces were decisive. Employing quasi-Marxian categories and borrowing from the “new social history” and the “new economic history,” he insisted that the victory of corporate capitalism was neither inevitable nor easy. The working class, for example, was capable of logical collective action and winning many of its struggles against big business in the decades before 1900; its members were neither powerless nor irrational. During these same years prices, profits, per capita output, and labor productivity growth were declining; the determination of prices remained with the demand side. Hence efforts to reduce wages, regulate output, and increase profits led to bitter and acrimonious conflict, and big business found itself in a precarious position and unable to impose its hegemony. Its “solution” included three elements: weakening if not eliminating individual entrepreneurs; forging a novel and asymmetrical relationship that shifted control of the labor process from workers to employers; and creating a new class of corporate capitalists. The rise of corporate capitalism, then, represented an economic solution to a social stalemate. Livingston’s analysis of social and economic change in late nineteenth-century America is reprinted as the second selection in this chapter.

In assessing businessmen and the rise of corporate capitalism in the late nineteenth century it is important to understood that differing interpretations often reflect diverging viewpoints regarding the nature of economic development and the impact of technological innovation. Ironically enough, adherents of the robber baron and New Left school implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) extol the virtues of a competitive economy when they criticize the monopolistic objectives of most entrepreneurial and financial leaders. Business historians, on the other hand, tend to argue that the movement toward consolidation arose out of a cutthroat and disorganized economy whose productive potential could never have been realized without the large, decentralized, multidivisional corporation. Still others see the problem within a far more complex framework involving a fundamental shift in class relations.

Which of these viewpoints is justified? Was consolidation a necessary prerequisite for the emergence of a complex industrial economy? Is bigness synonymous with efficiency? Was technology a beneficent or a destructive force? Did the rise of corporate capitalism reflect a fundamental shift in class and social relations? On all these issues opposing schools of thought give very different answers. The upholders of the robber baron and New Left approach insist that the monopolistic control that often accompanies large productive units frequently reflects the inability of these units to meet the challenges of smaller competitors who do not have high overhead and fixed costs. Thus consolidation actually reflects inefficiency rather than efficiency. Some of these historians, moreover, argue that the movement toward consolidation was the result of bureaucratic business reorganizations rather than an effort to increase efficiency. Similarly, a specific use of technology ensured the dominance of capitalism. Most business historians, on the other hand, reject this interpretation. They tend to correlate consolidation with order and efficiency; the most innovative entrepreneurs are those who combined a profit motive with an interest in productive efficiency. Technology, which is both shaped by and shapes the economic environment, is generally considered a positive force by most business historians.

In the final analysis any interpretation of the careers and accomplishments of American industrialists and the role of the large corporation will depend in part on the starting assumptions and values of the scholars making a particular judgment. Despite claims of objectivity it is difficult, if not impossible, for historians to divest themselves of beliefs and standards that influence their analysis of this problem. In some ways an evaluation of business and businessmen is even more controversial than other problems in American history. For underlying such an evaluation is the larger issue of the quality and meaning of the American experience. To some historians the significance of America is directly related to its productive capacity. America, they maintained, has demonstrated to the world that it is possible to create an affluent society within a democratic capitalist framework. Thus the American economy—a creation of industrial pioneers and bold entrepreneurs—should be given credit. Similarly technology, although not without risks, has been a positive force. Other historians, however, pursue quite different lines of thought. The social costs of industrialism, they maintain, could have been far lower had it not been for the greed and quest for power by businessmen. By placing a premium on acquisitive and amoral values and by creating an economic system characterized by gross inequality, they insist, these entrepreneurs and their large corporations contributed to a narrow materialistic spirit. Political capitalism, they allege, was responsible for the wars, racism, and poverty that characterized much of the twentieth century. The use of technology for business purposes also tended to dehumanize rather than enrich the lives of millions of Americans. Any judgment on the role of business, then, often becomes a judgment on the nature and quality of American civilization itself.
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For a paper on the historical role of business in America to provide a solid foundation for discussions of the present and future, it must examine a number of questions: Who were the American businessmen? How did they come to go into business? How were they trained? How broad was their outlook? And, of even more importance, what did they do? How did they carry out the basic economic functions of production, distribution, transportation, and finance? How was the work of these businessmen coordinated so that the American economic system operated as an integrated whole? Finally, how did these men and the system within which they worked adapt to fundamental changes in population, to the opening of new lands, resources, and markets, and to technological developments that transformed markets, sources of supply, and means of production and distribution? The answers to these questions, as limited as they may be, should help to make more understandable the present activities and future capabilities of American business.

The Colonial Merchant

The merchant dominated the simple rural economy of the colonial period. By the eighteenth century he considered himself and was considered by others to be a businessman. His economic functions differentiated him from the farmers who produced crops and the artisans who made goods. Although the farmers and artisans occasionally carried on business transactions, they spent most of their time working on the land or in the shop. The merchant, on the other hand, spent nearly all his time in handling transactions involved in carrying goods through the process of production and distribution, including their transportation and finance.
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The colonial merchant was an all-purpose, non-specialized man of business. He was a wholesaler and a retailer, an importer and an exporter. In association with other merchants he built and owned the ships that carried goods to and from his town. He financed and insured the transportation and distribution of these goods. At the same time, he provided the funds needed by the planter and the artisan to finance the production of crops and goods. The merchant, operating on local, inter-regional, and international levels, adapted the economy to the relatively small population and technological changes of the day and to shifts in supply and demand resulting from international tensions.

These men of business tended to recruit their successors from their own family and kinship group. Family loyalties were important, indeed essential, in carrying on business in distant areas during a period when communication between ports was so slow and uncertain. Able young clerks or sea captains might be brought into the family firm, but sons and sons-in-law were preferred. Trading internationally as well as locally, the merchants acquired broader horizons than the farmer, artisan, and day laborer. Only a few of the great landowners and leading lawyers knew the larger world. It was the colonial merchants who, allied with lawyers from the seaport towns and with the Virginia planters, encouraged the Revolution, brought about the ratification of the Constitution, and then set up the new government in the last decade of the eighteenth century.

The Rise of the Wholesaler, 1800-1850

During the first half of the nineteenth century, although the American economy remained primarily agrarian and commercial, it grew vigorously. The scope of the economy expanded as the nation moved westward into the rich Mississippi Valley, and as increasing migration from Europe still further enlarged its population. Even more important to American economic expansion were the technological innovations that occurred in manufacturing in Great Britain. Without the new machines of the Industrial Revolution, the westward movement in the United States and the migration to its shores would have been slower. These innovations reshaped the British textile industry, creating a new demand for cotton from the United States. Before the invention of the water frame, the spinning jenny, the mule, and then the power loom, cotton had never been grown commercially in the United States, but by 1800 it had become the country’s major export. The new plantations in turn provided markets for food grown on the smaller farms in both the Northwest and Southwest. The growth of eastern commercial cities and the development of the textile industry in New England and the middle states enlarged that market still further. The titanic struggle between Great Britain and Napoleon obscured the significance of these economic developments, but shortly after 1815 the economy’s new orientation became clear.

The merchants who continued to act as economic integrators had the largest hand in building this new high-volume, regionally specialized, agarian-commercial system. The merchants of Philadelphia, Baltimore, and New York took over the task of exporting cotton, lumber, and foodstuffs and of importing textiles, hardware, drugs, and other goods from Great Britain and the Continent. Those in the southern coastal and river ports played the same role in exporting cotton and importing finished goods to and from the eastern entrepôts; those in the growing western towns sent out local crops and brought in manufactured goods in a similar way. At first the western trade went via rivers of the Mississippi Valley and New Orleans. Later it began to be transported east and west through the Erie Canal and along the Great Lakes. To meet the needs of the expanding trade, the merchants, particularly those of the larger eastern cities, developed new forms of commercial banking to finance the movement of crops, set up packet lines on “the Atlantic Shuttle” between New York and Liverpool to speed the movement of news and imports, founded specialized insurance companies, and helped to organize and finance the new canals and turnpikes that improved transportation between them and their customers.

These innovations enabled the merchants to handle still more business, and the high-volume trade in turn forced the merchants to alter their functions and, indeed, their whole way of life. They began to specialize, becoming primarily wholesalers or retailers, importers or exporters. They came to concentrate on a single line of goods—dry goods, wet goods, hardware, iron, drugs, groceries or cotton, wheat or produce. Some became specialists in banking and insurance and spent their time acting as managers for these new financial corporations.

Of the new specialists, the wholesalers played the most influential role, taking the place of the colonial merchants as the primary integrators and adaptors of the economy. More than the farmers or the retailers, the wholesalers were responsible for directing the flow of cotton, corn, wheat, and lumber from the West to the East and to Europe. More than the manufacturers, they handled the marketing of finished goods that went from eastern and European industrial centers to the southern and western states.

Moreover, the wholesalers financed the long-term growth of the economy. Enthusiastic promoters of canals, turnpikes, and then railroads, they provided most of the local capital for these undertakings. They pressured the state and municipal legislatures and councils (on which they or their legally trained associates often sat) to issue bonds or to guarantee bonds of private corporations building transportation enterprises. At times they even persuaded the state to build and operate transport facilities.

The wholesalers also encouraged the adoption of the new technology in manufacturing. In Boston, the Appletons, the Jacksons, and the Cabots financed the new textile mills of Lowell and Lawrence. In New York, the Phelps and the Dodges started the brass industry in the Connecticut Valley, while in Philadelphia and Baltimore wholesalers like Nathan Trotter and Enoch Pratt financed the growing Pennsylvania iron industry. They not only raised the funds for plants and machinery, but also supplied a large amount of the cash and credit that the new manufacturers needed as working capital to pay for supplies and labor.

Although the wholesalers made important contributions to early-nineteenth-century economic life, they played a less dominant role in the economy than had the colonial merchant of the eighteenth century. The economic system had become too complex—involving too many units of production, distribution, transportation, and finance—for one group to supervise local, inter-regional, and international flows. Nonetheless, the wholesalers had more influence in setting prices, managing the flow of goods, and determining the amount and direction of investment than had other groups—the farmers, manufacturers, retailers, and bankers.

As the economy expanded, the recruitment of businessmen became more open than it had been in the colonial period. At the same time, the outlook of even the most broad-gauged businessmen grew narrower. Family and family ties became less essential, although they could still be a useful source of capital. Businessmen began to place more value on personal qualities, such as aggressiveness, drive, and self-reliance. Nor did one need any lengthy training or education to set up a shop as a wholesaler. Because of their increasing functional specialization, this new breed of wholesalers rarely had the international outlook of the colonial merchants. Not surprisingly, they and the lawyers and politicians who represented them saw their needs in sectional rather than national terms—as did so many Americans in the years immediately prior to the Civil War.

The Rise of the Manufacturer Before 1900

By mid-century the American agrarian and commercial economy had begun to be transformed into the most productive industrial system in the world. The migration of Americans into cities became more significant in this transformation than the final settling of the western frontier. Immigration from Europe reached new heights, with most of the new arrivals staying in the cities of the East and the old Northwest. By 1900, therefore, the rate of growth of the rural areas had leveled off. From then on, the nation’s population growth would come almost wholly in its cities.

The second half of the nineteenth century was a time of great technological change—the age of steam and iron, the factory and the railroad. The steam railroad and the steamship came quickly to dominate transportation. In 1849 the United States had only six thousand miles of railroad and even fewer miles of canals, but by 1884 its railroad corporations operated 202,000 miles of track, or 43 per cent of the total mileage in the world. In 1850 the factory—with its power-driven machinery and its permanent working force—was a rarity outside the textile and iron industries, but by 1880 the Bureau of the Census reported that 80 per cent of the three million workers in mechanized industry labored in factories. And nearly all these new plants were powered by steam rather than by water.

America’s factories made a vital contribution to the nation’s economic growth. By 1894 the value of the output of American industry equalled that of the combined output of the United Kingdom, France, and Germany. In the next twenty years American production tripled, and by the outbreak of World War I the United States was producing more than a third of the world’s industrial goods.

As manufacturing expanded, the wholesaler continued for many years to play a significant role in the economy. The period up to 1873 was one of increasing demand and rising prices. The manufacturers, concentrating on building or expanding their new factories, were more than happy to have the wholesalers supply then with their raw and semifinished materials and to market their finished goods. In addition, wholesalers continued to provide manufacturers with capital for building plants, purchasing equipment and supplies, and paying wages.

After the recession of 1873, however, the manufacturers began to replace the wholesaler as the man who had the most to say about coordinating the flow of goods through the economy and about adapting the economy to population and technological changes. The shift came for three reasons. First, the existing wholesale network of hundreds of thousands of small firms had difficulty in handling efficiently the growing output of the factories. Secondly, the manufacturer no longer needed the wholesaler as a source of capital. After a generation of production, he was able to finance plant and equipment out of retained profits. Moreover, until 1850 the commercial banking system had been almost wholly involved in financing the movement of agricultural products, but about mid-century it began to provide working capital for the industrialist. Commercial banks also began to provide funds for plant and equipment, particularly to new manufacturing enterprises.

The third and most pervasive reason why the manufacturer came to a position of dominance resulted from the nature of factory production itself. This much more efficient form of manufacturing so swiftly increased the output of goods that supply soon outran demand. From the mid-1870’s to the mid-1890’s, prices fell sharply. Moreover, the large investment required to build a factory made it costly to shut down and even more expensive to move into other forms of business activity. As prices fell, the manufacturers organized to control prices and the flow of goods within their industries. If the wholesalers would and could help them in achieving such control, the manufacturers welcomed their cooperation. If not, they did it themselves. In most cases, the industrialist came to play a larger role than the wholesalers in integrating the economy.

The wholesaler was pushed aside in transportation before he was in manufacturing. Railroad construction costs were high, and after 1849 when railroad expansion began on a large scale, the local merchants simply could not supply the necessary capital. Modern Wall Street came into being during the 1850’s to meet the need for funds. By 1860 the investment banker had replaced the wholesaler as the primary supplier of funds to American railroads.

In the 1850’s and 1860’s the railroads also captured many of the merchant’s functions. They took over freight forwarding in large towns and eliminated the merchant by handling through traffic in many commercial centers along the main routes west and south. Indeed, during the 1860’s the railroads had absorbed most of the fast freight and express companies developed earlier by the wholesalers in order to use the new rail transportation. By the 1870’s the coordination of the flow of most inter-regional transportation in the United States had come under the direction of the traffic departments of a few large railroads.

OEBPS/images/img01_1-2.png





OEBPS/images/img03_1-3.png
|






OEBPS/images/9781451602340_ci_std.jpg
¥

Interpretations of
American History

PATTERNS AND PERSPECTIVES

VOLUME II: SINCE 1877

SIXTH EDITION

EDITED BY

Gerald N. Grob
George Athan Billias

%]

THE FREE PRESS








OEBPS/images/img02_1-2.png






