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PREFACE


THE following pages are frankly fragmentary. They are designed to suggest new lines of historical research rather than to treat the subject in an exhaustive fashion. This apology is not intended as an anticipation of the criticism of reviewers, but as a confession of fact. No one can appreciate more fully than I do how much of the work here outlined remains to be done. The records of the Treasury Department at Washington, now used for the first time in connection with a study of the formation of the Constitution, furnish a field for many years’ research, to say nothing of the other records, printed and unprinted, which throw light upon the economic conditions of the United States between 1783–1787.


If it be asked why such a fragmentary study is printed now, rather than held for the final word, my explanation is brief. I am unable to give more than an occasional period to uninterrupted studies, and I cannot expect, therefore, to complete within a reasonable time the survey which I have made here. Accordingly, I print it in the hope that a few of this generation of historical scholars may be encouraged to turn away from barren “political” history to a study of the real economic forces which condition great movements in politics.


Students already familiar with the field here surveyed will discover that I have made full use of the suggestive work already done by Professor Turner, Drs. Libby, Ambler, and Scbaper.


I am indebted to Mr. Merwin of the Treasury Department for his great courtesy in making available the old records under his jurisdiction; to Mr. Bishop, of the Library of Congress, for facilitating the examination of thousands of pamphlets as well as for other favors; and to Mr. Fitzpatrick, of the Manuscript Division, for keeping his good humor while bringing out hundreds of manuscripts which seemed to yield results wholly out of proportion to the labor entailed.


I am under deep obligation to two friends, nameless here, without whose generous sympathy and encouragement, this volume could not have been written.


CHARLES A. BEARD.


WASHINGTON, D.C.,
February, 1918.





A NEW INTRODUCTION



by Forrest McDonald


IT was a central tenet of the historical philosophy of Charles A. Beard, in his maturity, that we never learn from the study of history. Rather, he came to believe, we simply project upon the past our ever-changing present preoccupations and reinterpret the past through the prism they form,1 Beard’s own historical scholarship, however, while partially confirming his philosophy, also gives it the lie. We do learn, we have learned, we shall learn; and in no small measure we have learned because of him.


The validity of the proposition is evident from a comparison of the store of knowledge that was readily available in 1913, when Beard’s pioneering An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution first appeared, with what is known about the subject today. The book was one of several he published during a five-year span in which he attempted to demonstrate that “barren political history,” as it had largely been written until that time, was barren indeed, and that political events are incomprehensible unless they are considered in the context of their underlying social and economic “realities.” Because earlier historians had so neglected those realities, and also because the primary source materials were so difficult of access, Beard’s study was necessarily somewhat simplistic and uninformed. We can make that statement, however, only because of the illuminating research that his work ultimately inspired.


A few examples will illustrate the point. The distribution of property holdings among advocates and opponents of the Constitution was pivotal to Beard’s interpretation. Specifically, he contended that merchants, money lenders, public security holders, and other “personalty” (personal property) interests originated and carried through the movement for the Constitution, over the opposition of “realty” interest groups—farmer-debtors in general and advocates of cheap paper money in particular. But historians of the time did not know what modern legal historians have made clear, that the forms and nature of rights in property had undergone a radical transformation during the nineteenth century.2 For Beard to impose twentieth-century concepts of property rights upon the eighteenth century was therefore not to place political events in context but to wrench them from context. Again, Beard’s interpretation rests to some extent on the propaganda for and against the Constitution, which seems to confirm his view that the split was between a commercial and monetary interest and an agrarian interest. What was not generally known in 1913, but what modern intellectual historians have brought to light, is that Federalists and anti-Federalists were couching their arguments in a political rhetoric that had been formulated in England six decades earlier, had been absorbed by American colonials, and was habitually employed irrespective of the subject of controversy or the nature of alignments regarding it.3 And yet again, Beard concluded that speculation in depreciated certificates of the Revolutionary War debts was an extremely dynamic element in bringing about the establishment of the Constitution. What he did not know, and what modern economic historians have discovered, was that most speculators were not betting on a rise in prices but were, in effect, “short” sellers who preferred that prices remain low or even decline so that they 4 might use cheap public securities to pay for public lands.


But if modern scholars have undermined Beard’s thesis as the explanation on the making of the Constitution, which he in fact never pretended it was, their work confirms rather than denies the ongoing importance of his book. Beard’s work was seminal, in the same way the work of Darwin and Freud was seminal: it created a new and broader mode of thought than what had existed before, and once one has read it, one can never return to an older and narrower pattern of thinking. And this is as true today as it was in 1913.


*  *  *


Various theories have been offered to explain how Beard was inspired to write this remarkable book, the most common being that he was simply one of the more articulate spokesmen for a larger movement—a “pragmatic revolt” or a “revolt against formalism”—that swept the intellectual community at the turn of the century.5 To interpret his work in that manner is to get things out of sequence, for he was exposed to the relevant intellectual currents only after he had become convinced that political events are but the external manifestations of the “real economic forces” which underlie them.


This concept evolved in his mind as part of the process of growing up; it was not an abstraction to him but a “given,” something taken for granted. “People often ask me,” Beard said, “why I emphasize economic questions so much. They should have been present in the family parlor, when my father and his friends gathered to discuss public affairs.” Beard’s father had been successful as a commercial farmer, as a land speculator, as a building contractor, and as president of a small-town bank. He was, in Beard’s description, a “copper-riveted, rock-ribbed, Mark Hanna, rue-blue Republican.” Beard added that “my father was named William Henry Harrison Beard, and you will understand better some of the differences in the approach of [the celebrated frontier historian] Frederick Jackson Turner and myself if I add that his father was named Andrew Jackson Turner.”6


What Beard was suggesting was that he grew up in the Whig tradition and its underlying Federalist tradition. He learned early, and never forgot, to share the skeptical view of mankind and the idealistic view of the United States that had been held in Alexander Hamilton, John Marshall, Nicholas Biddle, Daniel Webster, and Henry Clay. (In his chapter on the “Economic Interests of the Delegates” in An Economic Interpretation, Beard devotes almost a fifth of the space to an admiring treatise on Hamilton as the “colossal genius” of the constitutional system.) It was a cardinal feature of the Federalist-Whig tradition that private property rights are morally antecedent to government, and that all people, no matter what they pretend, so believe and so behave. The public good—the welfare of the nation—must also be served, but it could be served best by recognizing that men are motivated mainly by desire for power and property and by founding governmental institutions upon that recognition. American government was founded thus, and it followed that, when seeking to understand what government was doing in America, one must look beyond the public record and investigate the effected property interests.


In a manner of speaking, Beard’s formal education was a search for a body of theory that would rationalize and legitimate what he already knew. As an undergraduate student at DePauw he came under the influence of Colonel James R. Weaver, who introduced him to the writings of John Ruskin, Karl Marx, and other theorists of the industrial revolution, and Beard reread Marx at least twice afterward. Beard found Ruskin appealing, for Ruskin seemed to offer a solution to the evils of industrialization (which Beard had seen and been appalled by in the stockyards district of Chicago and later, while studying at Oxford, in the industrial cities of England’s “black country”); but Ruskin was too narrow to satisfy what William Appleton Williams has called Beard’s “search for a theory of causation.” As to Marx, we shall return to him later. For now, we can accept Williams’ judgment that Beard ultimately rejected Marx because he was seeking “an open-ended system of causal analysis,” and what Marx had to cover was only a “closed system of Utopian prophecy.”7


It was at Columbia University, where Beard took a Ph.D. and began to teach in 1904, that his intellectual development started its confluence with what would become a new mainstream of American thought. Among his kindred souls at Columbia was the economist E. R. A. Seligman, whose book, The Economic Interpretation of History, together with the writings of J. Allen Smith and the sociologist Algie Simons, helped stimulate Beard to undertake An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution. Beard also joined others, including historians Harry Elmer Barnes and James Harvey Robinson and philosopher John Dewey, to form a loosely knit group of pragmatists and reformers who directed the attention of scholars away from institutional forms and toward social and economic forces. In addition, Beard came into contact with several historians around the country who shared his discontent with the prevailing emphasis upon institutional history, the most important of whom were Turner and his students, notably Carl Becker and Orin G. Libby. Libby, indeed, had published a doctoral dissertation on the geographical distribution of the vote on the ratification of the Constitution, whose findings furnished much of the factual underpinning and some of the interpretive framework of Beard’s great work.8


What brought all these influences into a focus upon the Constitution was Beard’s discovery of James Madison’s theory of factions as elucidated in Federalist essay number 10. He had doubtless read The Federalist as a graduate student and perhaps earlier, but the emphasis in those days was upon the later essays, which are concerned with the structure of government and the formal distribution of powers; number 10 had been generally neglected by scholars. Beard found in that essay a theory of political behavior that would accommodate what he had learned in his father’s parlor. It has been charged, sometimes persuasively, that Beard distorted or misread Madison, but whether the charge is true or false is beside the point.9 What Beard saw in the tenth Federalist was an interpretive system that struck him as flexible, pluralistic, and in accordance with his own understanding of the realities of politics.


No discussion of the origins of Beard’s thinking would be adequate without a fuller consideration of Marxism than the passing reference made earlier. It was often charged that Beard’s interpretation was ultimately or immediately Marxist in nature, possibly the most vehement such charge by an academic historian being the attack on Beard delivered before the American Historical Association by Professor Theodore Clarke Smith in 1934. Beard takes notice of Smith’s attack in the “Introduction to the 1935 Edition,” devoting several pages to a refutation of the charge. Precisely because Beard was not a Marxist, however, he was unable to formulate a defense that was entirely convincing. It remained for Eugene D. Genovese, the preeminent American Marxist historian, to assay Beard’s work from a Marxist perspective.10


To Marxists, Genovese pointed out, the contours though not the details of historical development are determined by class relationships. “Marxists define social classes in terms of relationships to the means of production,” which is to say to property, but not in the sense in which Beard used the concept. Beard was absorbed with specific forms of property within a given labor system; Marxists are concerned with broader categories of property of which certain kinds of labor relations are distinguishing features. In Marxian political economy, the struggle for “control of society’s economic surplus” is pivotal; under capitalism, this is a “struggle for control of surplus-value, but other modes of production, such as ancient slavery or medieval seigneurialism, had their analogues.” Beard, according to Genovese, “fell into the error of viewing the agrarian reactions against commercial and industrial policies and excesses as evidence of class struggle,” whereas if he had meant classes in the Marxian sense when he wrote of classes, he would have recognized that American farmers “after all arose within a bourgeois not a seigneurial social system, as an agrarian manifestation of a single process of capitalist development.” Genovese goes on to criticize Beard for venturing into an “economic interpretation of history without a dominant economic theory and without a theory of historical process,” which resulted in “an eclecticism that drew indiscriminately on contending and irreconcilable schools of political economy and introduced an often-noted ambiguity into his work.”11


Critics of Beard’s work have, as Genovese observes, had “a field day” with this ambiguity, but I for one do not consider it a weakness. Except for being consistently non-Marxist, Beard never seemed to make up his mind as to just what he meant by “economic interpretation”: it is never entirely clear whether he was saying that men are driven mainly by the profit motive, or, more abstractly, that “class” associations shape and condition attitudes toward public questions, or that even more abstract forces are at work. Various scholars have argued that he “really” meant one or another of these, and others have argued that he did not but should have chosen decisively among them. The fact is that he used each of them and more, and he refused to confine himself to one meaning or assign an order of preference. He was capable even of using “economic interpretation” in two or three different ways at once. These did indeed lead occasionally to contradictions and ambiguous statements, but such characteristics can reflect as well as distort the reality of history, for contradition and ambiguity are persistent concomitants of human action. By rejecting any single, rigid, schematic mode of interpretation, Beard remained free to see American history in hard, tough-minded terms without becoming entrapped in a mechanistic or logically closed system.


One more point about the intellectual pedigree of Beard’s interpretation of the Constitution is worth making. When he wrote his book, Beard was not especially interested in the history of ideas or ideology, for he tended to consider these as mere rationalizations for more fundamental drives. But that view was itself an idea, and one that had a traceable history. It had been developed most fully in the eighteenth century by writers in the Scottish Enlightenment, notably David Hume and Adam Smith.12 The Scots had considerable influence upon the thinking of Karl Marx. They also helped shape the thinking of many of the American Founding Fathers, including the two principal authors of The Federalist, Hamilton and Madison. Indeed, Madison’s tenth Federalist, which had such an impact upon Beard’s thought, was based directly upon an essay of Hume’s.13 Thus, if Beard’s work does bear a vague resemblance to that of Marx’s, the reason is largely that they both—albeit Beard second-handedly and unknowingly—had imbibed from the same Scottish springs.


*  *  *


It is one thing to analyze the intellectual strands that went into the weaving of An Economic Interpretation; it is another and more elusive task to try to ascertain what Beard hoped to accomplish by writing it. It has often been suggested that the work was not only a product of the milieu of the Progressive movement but also a tract with an immediate political purpose: to undermine the prevailing veneration for the Constitution, which the Supreme Court was using to strike down progressive social and economic legislation. It is true that Beard was a progressive of sorts, a reformer and political activist who often wrote books and articles in an effort to influence public policy. He denied, however, that he had any political motivation in writing this book, and both the evidence and common sense support his claim. To suppose that he wrote it for political reasons is to suppose that he failed to realize that his book could have little if any influence upon Supreme Court decisions for a decade or more, to forget that when Beard became involved in a political cause he was a man of direct action, and to overlook Beard’s enormous respect for the process of judicial review. Moreover, he was aware that his interpretation could be used as a justification for opposing rather than upholding progressive legislation: if, to put it crudely, the intention of the Framers was to establish a capitalistic order, then any legislation aimed at restricting the excesses of capitalism was unconstitutional. In actuality, on the first occasion on which Beard’s book was cited by a Supreme Court justice—Justice George Sutherland in Home Building and Loan Association v. Blaisdell, 1933—it was employed in just that fashion. Finally, it seems improbable that Beard could have expected the book to have had anything resembling the impact it did have.


The key to understanding Beard’s motivation lies, I believe, in this: Beard wrote primarily not as a historian but as a teacher. Great though his opposition to waste and injustice was, greater yet was his hostility to the closed mind, to narrowness, bigotry, and self-righteousness. Opening closed minds and stimulating them to think is the noblest possible role for a teacher, and this, I am convinced, Beard regarded as his most important function in life. The unthinking veneration with which most Americans viewed the Constitution was, to him, objectionable not as an obstacle to social justice but as a barrier against open-minded inquiry into the subject. To tear down that barrier, Beard set out to humanize the Founding Fathers, to show that they were not demigods but flesh and blood human beings who had lived in the real world with all its sordidness and folly.


A brief description of Beard’s techniques as a classroom teacher will facilitate an understanding of how his didactic purpose affected the way he put An Economic Interpretation together. My account is based upon eyewitness testimony: many years ago I was privileged to interview several scholars who had studied under Beard during his brief career as a full-time college professor, 1904 to 1917. According to them, among his favorite devices was one that most good teachers employ at least occasionally, that of playing devil’s advocate. He would enter the classroom with eyes atwinkle and, in an exciting and persuasive manner, describe and interpret a historical event. Some of the “facts” he used in making his case might be pure fabrications, and more often than not he would omit some important particulars, lift others out of context, and select and arrange his data so as to give believability to his interpretation for the day. And though he might, the next day, deliberately concoct a diametrically opposed interpretation and present it in equally convincing terms, he would never admit it to his students. If a student challenged him he was delighted, and any student who could effectively refute one of his interpretations thoroughly endeared himself to Beard. But it was a part of his method to defend the interpretation vigorously if it was challenged, no matter how spurious he knew it to be. If an interpretation met with no effective challenge, he might or might not bother to correct it.14


Though it is not apparent to the uninitiated reader, Beard demonstrably used variations of his teaching methods in An Economic Interpretation. Dozens of examples could be cited; I shall mention a handful. In sketching the economic interests of Daniel of St. Thomas Jenifer, a delegate from Maryland to the Constitutional Convention, Beard says that Jenifer owned no certificates of the public debt but that his son, Daniel Jenifer, Jr., had several thousand dollars’ worth of such securities. On that basis, in his summaries, Beard classifies Jenifer as one of the delegates holding large amounts of public securities. Yet it was almost impossible for Beard to have been unaware that Jenifer had no children, or at least no legitimate ones: in both of the sources Beard used to get biographical data on Jenifer, it is expressly stated that Jenifer never married. Indeed, Beard quotes directly from William Pierce’s five-sentence sketch of Jenifer, and two of those five sentences are comments about Jenifer’s being a bachelor.15


A related sophistic device that Beard frequently employs is to make a statement that is literally true but, because certain information is left out, suggests something that is entirely untrue. For example, in describing the security holdings of William Few, a delegate from Georgia, Beard records that Few subscribed to the Loan of 1790 (Hamilton’s system for funding the public debts) by presenting a certificate of 1779 having a “nominal” value of $2,170. Beard’s source, the treasury records now in the National Archives, confirms the statement. What Beard fails to mention is that those records also indicate that Few’s certificate had, much earlier, been scaled down to a par value of $114.80. The market value of Few’s holding, by the way, was about $15. Again, Beard writes that Few “was connected with the Georgia Union Company, which was involved in the Yazoo land deals” in the early 1790s, and the implication is that it was through such shady enterprises that Few ultimately built a considerable fortune. Actually, as Beard’s source makes clear, Few was “involved in” the Yazoo frauds only in that he instigated the investigations that resulted in a nullification of the fraudulent grants.16


In none of the many instances in which Beard slants his data does the minor misstatement seem especially important, but the cumulative force is powerful. For example, the use of these and similar devices almost doubles Beard’s list of security holders in the Constitutional Convention. In the book as a whole, the polarizing effect is enormous.17


Whether Beard was justified in adapting his classroom methods for use in a book, each reader must judge for himself. Before passing judgment, however, one must in fairness immerse one’s self in the kind of historical writing that prevailed in America before 1913, so as to understand how sterile and divorced from reality most of it was. In doing what he did, Beard performed an invaluable service for historical scholarship, and it seems improbable that any less spectacular a teaching job could have jarred the historical profession out of its inertia, its rut, its vacuous preoccupation with trivia.


*  *  *


It is difficult, in the present irreverent age, to understand the vehemence of the hostility with which An Economic Interpretation was greeted by many. Ex-president William Howard Taft, speaking at the Waldorf-Astoria before an audience of 1,100, which included governors, senators, and Supreme Court justices, lambasted “these God-forgetting Progressive days” for producing an associate professor at Columbia who dared to make a “muckraking investigation” that besmirched the cherished memory of the Founders. Former secretary of state Elihu Root expressed similar outrage. Future president Warren G. Harding, publisher of the Marion, Ohio, Star, denounced Beard in a story whose headline read: SCAVENGERS, HYENA-LIKE, DESECRATE THE GRAVES OF THE DEAD PATRIOTS WE REVERE. The book, the story said, was filled with “filthy lies and rotten perversions”; it was “libelous, vicious, and damnable in its influence.” A reviewer in The Nation called the book “a pioneer work” of “first-rate importance,” but afterward the journal ran a scathing editorial denunciation of it. Nicholas Murray Butler, president of Columbia, attacked the work of his faculty colleague for charging the Framers with writing the Constitution to satisfy their “economic appetites”—which Beard had not actually done—and suggested that Beard, in assigning unworthy motives to the Framers, revealed that he himself would have acted unworthily in similar circumstances. In Seattle, Washington, Beard’s book was banned from the public schools and placed on “closed and restricted reserve” in the public library. The New York Times, which chose An Economic Interpretation as one of the hundred best books of the year, was the only major newspaper to endorse the work, and even the Times subsequently published two letters that were strongly critical of it.18


Scholarly reviews were mixed. Reviewers who read the book as casting aspersions on the Framers were severely hostile, but most criticized it not on that ground but by belittling its evidence and its logic. John H. Latané, writing in the American Political Science Review, was typical of these. Latané challenged Beard’s methods and his argument and declared that Beard “signally failed to prove his main thesis, namely, that the leaders in the movement for a stronger central government were influenced by their financial interests rather than by the public welfare.” Constitutional historian E. S. Corwin denounced Beard in The History Teacher’s Magazine for being “bent on demonstrating the Socialist theory of economic determinism and class struggle.” Another reviewer charged that the work tended to “foster unjustifiable class antagonism,” and yet another described the author as “more like the holder of a brief than an impartial seeker for truth.” William K. Boyd, in The South Atlantic Quarterly, characterized Beard’s “polemic” as flawed by “contradiction and insufficient evidence.” The Educational Review said the book represented “a good deal of labor without, we fear, any very important result.” Somewhat surprisingly, Orin G. Libby joined the naysayers, reviewing the book unfavorably in the Mississippi Valley Historical Review, despite Beard’s having commended and drawn upon Libby’s work.19


Yet half or more of the reviews by scholars were warm in their praise. William E. Dodd, whose own work Beard had mentioned favorably in a footnote, lauded Beard’s book in the prestigious American Historical Review and said that Beard had “certainly succeeded beyond the promises of his preface.” Sociologist Arnold B. Hall described its thesis as “unassailable” in the American Journal of Sociology, and he predicted that this “interesting and instructive volume” would give believers in the traditional interpretation a “rude awakening.” It was also praised in the Washington Historical Quarterly, the American Economic Review, The Independent, and the Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science. The favorable reviews, it is to be noted, saw the thesis of the book as having to do with classes and forces, not with the personal motives and interests of the Framers.20


Though the book continued to be regarded as more or less subversive in some quarters, it rapidly gained general currency among historians and political scientists. Possibly the most important professional endorsement was that of Max Farrand, the distinguished editor of the multivolume Records of the Federal Convention (1911), which remains the principal primary source on the drafting of the Constitution. In 1918, Farrand incorporated Beard’s thesis into a general history of the United States, and he did so again in his 1921 work, The Fathers of the Constitution. A host of other eminent scholars joined Farrand in endorsing Beard’s interpretation, and within a decade it had become the generally accepted view of the founding. This was an astonishingly brief time for any thesis to penetrate the academic establishment, and doubly so given the sacrosanct nature of the subject. Moreover, the thesis continued to grow in favor until after World War II, by which time the book was in its sixteenth printing and dissenting voices had all but disappeared.21


But there were two curious anomalies in this success story. One concerned the pattern by which Beard’s interpretation found its way into textbooks of United States history and government. In 1935, a graduate student at the University of Buffalo, Maurice Blinkoff, published a study of Beard’s influence on American historical writing in which, among other things, he analyzed the available textbooks. Since 1913, Blinkoff reported, forty-two new texts in history and government had been published for the college market; all the survey history texts and all but five of the texts used in government or specialized economic history courses incorporated Beard’s interpretation of the Constitution. In addition, nineteen older texts in these fields had been revised and reissued during the period, and fourteen of those included the Beard thesis in their new editions. In primary and secondary school texts, however, the opposite was the case. Only six of the forty new high school texts incorporated the thesis, and only four of the thirty-one revised high school texts paid “any attention to the economic phases of the Constitution’s formation.” Of the elementary school texts, only three of the forty-seven new ones (two by the same author) and none of the thirty-two revisions adopted Beard’s interpretation.22


Interestingly, Beard himself co-authored an elementary history text and two high school history texts during those years, all of which presented the traditional interpretation and made no mention of economic interpretation. Blinkoff wrote asking the reasons for the omission, and Beard gave three. First, he said, he did not believe “that economics is the whole of history or ‘explains’ history in a deterministic way.” Second was “the controlling force of college entrance examinations,” in which “economic factors are generally ignored.” The third reason was that primary and high-school teachers were generally “lacking in competence and interest” in teaching anything other than “political personalities and events,” and “were not prepared by training to understand and appreciate the nature and limits of the economic interpretation.”23 An unstated additional consideration may have been that Beard’s publishers believed that inclusion of the economic interpretation would have offended the patriotic sensibilities of local school boards and thus prevented adoptions.


The other curious aspect of the general acceptance of Beard’s interpretation is that, during the 1930s and 1940s, its effect was precisely the opposite of what he had intended—that is to say, it stifled rather than stimulated inquiry, became a new prevailing orthodoxy that almost no one was willing or able to challenge. Authors of doctoral dissertations routinely incorporated the economic interpretation into their works even when the evidence they unearthed ran contrary to it. This was true of monographs by E. Wilder Spaulding and Thomas C. Cochran on New York during the period of the framing of the Constitution, by Richard F. Upton on New Hampshire, by Robert L. Brunhouse on Pennsylvania, by Charles G. Singer on South Carolina, and many others. Two of my teachers at the University of Texas, Eugene Campbell Barker and Caleb Perry Patterson, fulminated against the Beard thesis in private and in the classroom, but both published textbooks that incorporated the thesis. Robert E. Brown, by his own account, was harassed unmercifully as a graduate student at the University of Wisconsin when he challenged Beard’s findings, and he was by no means alone in having such an experience. An Economic Interpretation had become a sacred cow, as far removed from “respectable” criticism at the time of Beard’s death in 1948 as the Founding Fathers had been when the book was published in 1913.24


But all that was about to end: Beard’s work was about to undergo a devastating reexamination.


*  *  *


The assault upon An Economic Interpretation is, ironically, normally explained in Beardian terms. In his presidential address before the American Historical Association in 1933, Beard had contended that historians necessarily view the past through a subjective “frame of reference,” composed of things they deem necessary and desirable in the present and future. A number of intellectual historians, adhering to that dictum, have concluded that the criticism of Beard during the 1950s was a function of the conservative milieu of the Eisenhower years, even as they believed that Beard’s original work was a product of the Progressive milieu.25


The explanation is too facile by half. In the first place, there is abundant reason to question the description of the Eisenhower years as conservative. Liberalism dominated intellectual life and was almost totally in command of academia; the number of influential conservative intellectuals could be counted on the fingers, almost on those of one hand. It is true that anti-Communism was running amok during much of the fifties, and to the extent that people confused An Economic Interpretation with Marxism (which many did), it made the atmosphere ripe for an attack on Beard. Yet of all the scholars I know who were critically reconsidering the Beard thesis—and I know or knew almost every one—I am aware of none who felt any sympathy for Senator Joseph McCarthy and his anti-Communist crusade.


In the second place, the decade of the fifties produced, along with the criticism, some of the best pro-Beardian work. In 1954, Howard K. Beale, a longtime friend and admirer of “Uncle Charlie,” as Beard was fondly known to his intimates, edited and published a work entitled Charles A. Beard: An Appraisal, in which twelve noted intellectuals analyzed and paid homage to Beard’s awesome array of scholarly achievements. At the same time, Beale’s colleague Merrill Jensen was turning out his own illuminating and challenging neo-Beardian studies of the Revolutionary and Confederation periods, and he was training a large number of graduate students who would produce other major neo-Beardian studies.


In the third place, while it would be fatuous to pretend that Beard’s new critics were immune to the intellectual tempers and distempers of their times, it is also inane to overlook the individual ways in which each departed from the zeitgeist of the 1950s. For openers, most of them began their investigations of Beard’s work during the 1940s, the Roosevelt and Truman years, in which the atmosphere was anything but conservative—or even, during most of that decade, anti-Marxist. More tellingly, in several instances what inspired the critics to undertake their labors had nothing whatever to do with the spirit of the times, whether forties or fifties. I shall comment further on that point at the appropriate places.


What, then, set off the massive reinvestigation of the formation of the Constitution? The crucial factor, I submit, was that the means of gathering data had been revolutionized. One of Beard’s prime discoveries, and one which gave his book powerful supporting evidence, had been the neglected Treasury Department records of transactions in public securities. These were musty, fragmented, uncatalogued, and extremely difficult to use. Beard remarks in a footnote that he “was able to use some of the records only after a vacuum cleaner had been brought in to excavate the ruins.” In the text on the same page he comments, “Unless the Government at Washington follows the example of enlightened administrations in Europe and establishes a Hall of Records, the precious volumes which have come down to us will be worked only with great difficulty, if they do not disintegrate and disappear altogether.”26 His call was heeded with the creation of the National Archives in the 1930s, but it was not until after World War II that the holdings in the Archives become conveniently accessible to many researchers.


Then, during the fifteen years after the war, there came, simultaneously, a huge increase in the number of historians and a veritable explosion of readily available primary resource materials. Emphasis upon research as the key to professional advancement, the fashionability of generous leave policies, and the expansion of research grants provided the incentive, the opportunity, and the wherewithal. Meanwhile, sources became far easier to find and use. State archives, the Library of Congress, and a variety of special libraries collected vast quantities of materials, catalogued them, and otherwise made their study convenient. Travel to the repositories became easy and cheap—and often unnecessary, for microfilm and other duplicating devices, interlibrary loans, and the publishing of manuscript collections made much of the material available to scholars in their own libraries.


In sum, it was now feasible, for the first time, for scholars to undertake and complete the kind and extent of research that Beard had called for in 1913. For his interpretation, based as it was upon a relative paucity of data, to have emerged unaltered would have been little short of miraculous.


*  *  *


The first to avail himself of the new opportunities was Philip A. Crowl. As a graduate student at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Crowl chose to write his dissertation on Maryland during and after the Revolution—apparently because the relevant records were conveniently at hand—even though his main interests and most of his later work were in the field of naval history. He tested Beard’s thesis in regard to Maryland and found that there was no correlation between advocacy of or opposition to paper money and other debtor-relief measures in 1785 and 1787 with anti-Federalism or Federalism in 1788. Beard’s thesis thus stood corrected in one important particular for one state; but economic interpretation itself remained intact, for Crowl went on to make a more sophisticated economic analysis of Maryland’s ratification than Beard’s had been.27


About the same time, another graduate student, Douglass Adair, was completing his Ph.D. at Yale. Adair was a liberal Democrat who had spent two years working for the Social Security administration in Washington, but unlike other liberals of the time he rejected Beard’s economic interpretation—on the novel ground that Beard did not deal in “realities.” What was real to the Founders, to Adair’s way of thinking, was their perceptual apparatus, the “realm of symbolic experience” which “structured and determined to a significant degree the physical world they saw with their own eyes, or didn’t see.” Their response to what they saw or did not see “was not random, it was a response conditioned by a particular[,] taught view of English Classical history.” Three of Adair’s articles on The Federalist, published in 1944, 1951, and 1957, cumulatively demolished Beard’s analysis of Federalist number 10. Because Adair was not a prolific writer, however, his influence upon the controversy over Beard’s book was otherwise minimal; not until later, when Beard’s reputation was in temporary eclipse, would the impact of Adair’s thought be felt in a major way.28


Several fresh attacks came in the early 1950s. One was personal: Samuel Eliot Morison’s presidential address before the American Historical Association. Inspired by animus as well as by pique over Beard’s recent books on the foreign policy of Franklin Roosevelt, Morison delivered his address as an intemperate and indecorous vendetta. In the same year, however, were published two serious scholarly performances, outgrowths of doctoral dissertations in the late forties. One was a monograph on New Jersey during the Confederation period by Richard P. McCormick, who found that Beard’s thesis was simply irrelevant to what took place in New Jersey. The other study was an analysis of the property holdings of the 268 delegates to the first North Carolina ratifying convention and the 271 delegates to the second; in this massive work, done by William C. Pool under the direction of Eugene C. Barker at the University of Texas, the author showed that, contrary to the Beard thesis, Federalists and anti-Federalists in North Carolina held approximately the same amounts of the same kinds of property. The results of a similar study of Virginia by Robert E. Thomas, likewise the outgrowth of a dissertation, were published in brief tabular form in the Journal of Southern History in 1953; Thomas’ findings were essentially the same as Pool’s. So far, then, Beard’s thesis had been tested and found to be inapplicable or invalid in four of the thirteen states.29


That set the stage for Robert E. Brown’s Charles Beard and the Constitution: A Critical Analysis of ‘An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution,’ published in 1956. Brown organized his book in lock-step, chapter by chapter, with Beard’s, challenging Beard’s methodology, his use of evidence, and his logic at every turn. The consensus among the reviewers of Brown’s study was that it was shrill, intemperate, overdrawn, and irrefutable. As Richard Hofstadter phrased it, “One puts it down with the feeling of having lived through an obsessive pursuit, but it is a telling and important book, whose appearance guaranteed that the Beardian view could never again enjoy an unchallenged position.” Hofstadter erred, however, in attributing Brown’s work to the “conservative postwar intellectual atmosphere.” The “obsessive pursuit” owed nothing to the atmosphere, owed something to the rigor with which Brown undertook the analysis of any historical problem, and owed most to the persecutions, as Brown perceived them, that he had received at the hands of Beardians at the University of Wisconsin.30


Idiosyncratic considerations also prompted the writing of my book on the subject. Inspired as William C. Pool had been by the teachings of Eugene Barker, in 1949 I wrote a master’s thesis attacking An Economic Interpretation—a tract that pleased my professor but that I later came to realize was stunningly puerile. A year afterward Barker retired and I was inherited as a student by Fulmer Mood, a brilliant though erratic disciple and former student of Frederick Jackson Turner. Mood convinced me that my approach to the subject was unsound, that to understand the contest over the Constitution I should not focus upon 1787 and 1788, as Beard had done, but begin at least as early as 1776 and, moving forward in time, study the interaction between economics and politics in every state. For more than three years I did so, devoting almost every waking hour to the pursuit and accumulating several thousand pages of notes. Our plan was that my dissertation should be a huge tome replacing Allan Nevins’ 1924 book, The American States During and After the Revolution, and concluding with a detailed analysis of the ratification of the Constitution. As things worked out, considerations of career made it necessary for me to complete my degree, and the proposed tome would take several more years. Mood asked me if there were some subject that I could write up in short order by skimming it off the top of my notes, as he put it. I replied that I could finish my doctorate with the Beard thesis. Thus was born We the People: The Economic Origins of the Constitution, completed as a dissertation in 1955 and published in 1958.


Beard had warned in 1913 that his book was “frankly fragmentary,” and he left it for others to fill in the details: the aim of We the People was to fill in the details within the framework of Beard’s own assumptions, methodology, and questions. At the end of his first chapter Beard describes, as a methodological ideal, the “requirements for an economic interpretation of the formation and adoption of the Constitution.” It would be necessary first to compile economic biographies of all persons connected with the drafting and ratification of the document—the fifty-five members of the Constitutional Convention and the 1,750 members of the state ratifying conventions. If, he goes on, comparison of supporters and opponents revealed that they had about the same amounts of the same kinds of property, it would be shown “that the Constitution had no ascertainable relation to economic groups or classes.” If, on the other hand, personalty interests were clustered on one side and farmers and debtors were concentrated on the other, it would be “pretty conclusively demonstrated” that our fundamental law was the product of a “group of economic interests which must have expected beneficial results from its adoption.”31 I supplied the economic biographies of almost all of the 1,805 direct participants, compared them, and found that the differences in their property holdings were negligible.


The critical response to We the People was overwhelming, at once gratifying and disturbing. Only two unfavorable reviews appeared, both of them written by Jackson T. Main (one in The New Republic, the other, with my rebuttal, in the William and Mary Quarterly).32 Nearly all the others, written mostly by scholars far senior to me in years and status, praised my work to the heavens, the common judgment being that economic interpretation of the Constitution was dead. The verdict was more than a little premature.


*  *  *


Indeed, for a brief time it appeared as if the challenges to Beard’s thesis, in tandem with defenses of it, would produce what he had originally sought to provoke, namely a generally acceptable account of the making of the Constitution that would place the event realistically in the context of the contending economic interests, groups, and forces of the times. Lee Benson, in a book of essays on Turner and Beard (1960) contributed nothing in the way of research, but after hair-splitting analyses of Beard and his critics he did come up with a provocative interpretive suggestion. Beard was wrong, Benson opined, because he had stated his thesis improperly and had offered an improper method of testing it; Brown was wrong because he had not recognized those points; and my work signified nothing because I had tested Beard’s improperly formulated thesis by using his improperly formulated methodology. Having thus disposed of all parties to the suit, Benson offered his version of what the Beard thesis should have been, posited a way of testing it, and suggested that someone do so. It was almost as a postscript that Benson added an insight: perhaps the contest over the Constitution was not between personalty interests and farmer-debtors, or even between broadly defined commercial and noncommercial interests, but between the “commercial-minded” and the “agrarian-minded.”33


Meanwhile, Jackson T. Main, in his published criticism of my work, in a book called The Antifederalists, and in a number of subsequent writings, argued that economic “class” divisions over the Constitution were roughly along the lines Beard had indicated, though he conceded that there were too many exceptions to admit of an interpretation “exclusively in terms of class conflict.” Alternatively, Main stressed social and economic lines of division, based principally on geography, between “the areas, or people, who depended on commerce, and those who were largely self-sufficient.” This hearkened back to the geographical determinism associated with Main’s grandfather, Frederick Jackson Turner, and to Turner’s student Orin Libby. Main’s interpretive suggestions, however, were less significant than his herculean researches and the enormous quantity of reliable factual data he added to our store of knowledge about the founding generation.34


E. James Ferguson, like Main a student of Merrill Jensen’s, also made major contributions. In The Power of the Purse, Ferguson took a qualified Beardian stance, but what was more important, he provided the kind of history of public finance between 1776 and 1790 that is necessary to an understanding of the way public security holding could have affected attitudes toward the Constitution. Among his many crucial discoveries was that several states had, during the Confederation period, provided more or less adequately for servicing their public debts and had even assumed responsibility for the Continental debts owed to their citizens. Creditors there could act in accordance with their interests and with the lessons that their experience with certain kinds of property taught them, as Beard had maintained, and yet be on either side of the constitutional struggle of 1787–1788. The effect of Ferguson’s findings, like that of Main’s, was to confirm the principles of Beard’s interpretation while correcting its details and expanding greatly the factual base.35


My own contribution, E Pluribus Unum, pushed further in the same direction.36 When I published the book I sincerely thought it was one that Beard would have welcomed. My interpretation was more complex than his, the added complexity arising mainly from treating the interplay of interests within the framework of the thirteen state jurisdictions rather than in that of a single national arena. I added a political dimension, contending that power as well as profit was at stake. I also made allowance for ideals: a handful of nationalists, in my view, had risen above both avarice and ambition, and a considerable number of republican ideologues had opposed the Constitution for philosophical reasons. Otherwise, however, my interpretation of the founding was as skeptical as Beard’s had been; a number of reviewers called it “neo-Beardian” or “more Beardian than Beard’s.”


But those who did so were condemning the book, not praising it. By the mid-sixties, “hard” interpretation of the founding had gone out of fashion. In its stead, for well over a decade, “soft” interpretations, those emphasizing ideas and ideals and ideologies, dominated study of the subject. The “ideological school”—principally Douglass Adair, Bernard Bailyn, J. G. A. Pocock, and their students—worked out a noneconomic account of the founding epoch which rapidly crystallized into a new consensus.37


*  *  *


And yet the influence of Charles A. Beard and An Economic Interpretation proved to be a good deal more durable than this turn of interpretations would make it appear. For one thing, the new consensus was far from complete. A number of historians writing in the 1980s—including Joyce Appleby, Isaac Kramnick, Edward Countryman, Richard Matthews, and others—dissented strongly from the ideological interpretation, and while none of these was classifiable as a Beardian, all shared an affinity for his approach.38


For another thing, political scientists who addressed their study to the framing of the Constitution continued to be largely preoccupied with questions Beard had asked and with methods he had devised or suggested. Beard insisted that the Constitution was nondemocratic if not anti-democratic; Martin Diamond and others argued to the contrary, but they did so by following Beard’s emphasis upon The Federalist, and especially number 10, as the fount of the Framers’ ideas.39 In a different line of inquiry, some political scientists (and a few economists as well) have been directly or indirectly inspired by a suggestion of Beard’s—that the alignments inside the Constitutional Convention should be given rigorous analysis—to undertake quantitative studies of the subject.40


Most telling are the subtle ways that Beard’s questions and ideas have survived even in the work of the ideological historians themselves. In The Creation of the American Republic, Gordon Wood solemnly declared that Beard’s thesis was “dead,” rejected economic forces and classes as irrelevant, and presented an exhaustive analysis of the political literature of the period. Yet what Wood emerged with was Beard’s interpretation with the dollar signs removed: the Constitution “was intrinsically an aristocratic document designed to check the democratic tendencies of the period.”41 Pocock’s work—especially The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican Tradition—arrives at the same place by a more circuitous route. There is not only no Beard in Pocock’s writing, there is no economic, political, or social context, except in theory. However, when one has worked one’s way through the maze of Pocockian erudition to arrive at the American founding, what one sees is rivalry between “court party” and “country party” ideologies.42 Court versus country is another way of saying Federalist versus anti-Federalist, commercial-minded versus agrarian-minded, commercially oriented versus subsistence oriented—and also personalty interest groups versus farmer and debtors, which is how Merrill Jensen used “court party” and “country party” in his Beardian interpretation of the American Revolution.43


The influence of Beard upon the writings of Douglass Adair would appear to have been negative, inasmuch as Adair began with a conscious rejection of Beard’s approach. Adair discovered in the 1940s—what Bailyn, Wood, Pocock, Robbins, and others would elaborate on in the 1960s and 1970s—that the terms of political discourse employed by American revolutionaries, anti-Federalists, and Jeffersonians were derived in large measure from the earlier rhetoric and ideology of English Opposition to the ministry of Sir Robert Walpole. That Opposition glorified agriculturists and excoriated “money men” and speculators, and thus the employment of such terms by anti-Federalists seems (but only seems, Adair insisted) to support Beard’s interpretation. But Adair also found a long-overlooked component in the thinking of the Founders, one that lends strong support to Beard’s interpretation. This was the influence that the Scottish Enlightenment in general and David Hume in particular exerted on some of the authors of the Constitution. Among the pivotal theories developed by the Scots was that of the economic basis of politics; “power follows property” is the way the Scottish legal philosopher and historian John Millar put it. And Hume wrote, in a passage Hamilton quoted at length in one of his earliest polemics, that “in contriving any system of government, and fixing the several checks and controuls of the constitution, every man ought to be supposed a knave; and to have no other end in all his actions, but private interest. By this interest, we must govern him, and by means of it, make him co-operate to public good, notwithstanding his insatiable avarice and ambition.”44


*  *  *


It is possible to gain the impression, from this and other surveys of the history of Beard’s book, that interpretation of the making of the Constitution has been pendular, swinging back and forth between economic and noneconomic explanations. Such, however, is not the case. Each modification, correction, and abridgement of Beard’s original interpretation has resulted not from changes in the perspective from which it has been viewed, but from the expansion and enrichment of what is known about the founding. The bickering between Beard’s critics and defenders during the 1950s and 1960s obscured an important fact: they could bicker as they did only because they had become experts on the subject, armed with a corpus of knowledge far greater than that possessed by any earlier generation of historians. As I heard a historian remark at the time, “It is getting to be that so much is known about this period that not just everybody can argue about it anymore.”


Beard’s work made that of his critics and defenders necessary and possible; and the indecisive outcome of their quarrels, in turn, made the work of the ideological historians necessary and possible. And the impermanence of the new consensus made possible and necessary the explorations of social historians, family historians, legal specialists, and cultural analysts. All of these have greatly enriched our knowledge and understanding.45


Thus, as the bicentennial of the writing of the Constitution approached, the inquiry into its origins and nature continued. As a serious scholarly undertaking, that inquiry began with, and is still conditioned by, the book you are about to read. Perhaps the best observation on the subject is that of Richard Hofstadter: Beard “no longer persuades, but he still sets the terms of debate.”46
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INTRODUCTION TO THE 1935 EDITION



THIS volume was first issued in 1913 during the tumult of discussion that accompanied the advent of the Progressive party, the split in Republican ranks, and the conflict over the popular election of United States Senators, workmen’s compensation, and other social legislation. At that time Theodore Roosevelt had raised fundamental questions under the head of “the New Nationalism” and proposed to make the Federal Government adequate to the exigencies created by railways, the consolidation of industries, the closure of free land on the frontier; and the new position of labor in American economy. In the course of developing his conceptions, Mr. Roosevelt drew into consideration the place of the judiciary in the American system. While expressing high regard for that branch of government, he proposed to place limitations on its authority. He contended that “by the abuse of the power to declare laws unconstitutional the courts have become a law-making instead of a law-enforcing agency.” As a check upon judicial proclivities, he proposed a scheme for “the recall of judicial decisions.” This project he justified by the assertion that “when a court decides a constitutional question, when it decides what the people as a whole can or cannot do, the people should have the right to recall that decision when they think it wrong.” Owing to such declarations, and to the counter-declarations, the “climate of opinion” was profoundly disturbed when An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution originally appeared.


Yet in no sense was the volume a work of the occasion, written with reference to immediate controversies. Doubtless I was, in common with all other students, influenced more or less by “the spirit of the times,” but I had in mind no thought of forwarding the interests of the Progressive party or of its conservative critics and opponents. I had taken up the study of the Constitution many years before the publication of my work, while a profound calm rested on the sea of constitutional opinion. In that study I had occasion to read voluminous writings by the Fathers, and I was struck by the emphasis which so many of them placed upon economic interests as forces in politics and in the formulation of laws and constitutions. In particular I was impressed by the philosophy of politics set forth by James Madison in Number X of the Federalist (below, page 14), which seemed to furnish a clue to practical operations connected with the formation of the Constitution — operations in which Madison himself took a leading part.


Madison’s view of the Constitution seemed in flat contradiction to most of the theorizing about the Constitution to which I had been accustomed in colleges, universities, and legal circles. It is true, older historians, such as Hildreth, had pointed out that there had been a sharp struggle over the formation and adoption of the Constitution, and that in the struggle an alignment of economic interests had taken place. It is true that Chief Justice Marshall, in his life of George Washington, had sketched the economic conflict out of which the Constitution sprang. But during the closing years of the nineteenth century this realistic view of the Constitution had been largely submerged in abstract discussions of states’ rights and national sovereignty and in formal, logical, and discriminative analyses of judicial opinions. It was admitted, of course, that there had been a bitter conflict over the formation and adoption of the Constitution; but the struggle was usually explained, if explained at all, by reference to the fact that some men cherished states’ rights and others favored a strong central government. At the time I began my inquiries the generally prevailing view was that expressed recently by Professor Theodore Clarke Smith: “Former historians had described the struggle over the formation and adoption of the document as a contest between sections ending in a victory of straight-thinking national-minded men over narrower and more local opponents.” How some men got to be “national-minded” and “straight-thinking,” and others became narrow and local in their ideas did not disturb the thought of scholars who presided over historical writing at the turn of the nineteenth century. Nor were those scholars at much pains to explain whether the term “section,” which they freely used, meant a segment of physical geography or a set of social and economic arrangements within a geographic area, conditioned by physical circumstances.


One thing, however, my masters taught me, and that was to go behind the pages of history written by my contemporaries and read “the sources.” In applying this method, I read the letters, papers, and documents pertaining to the Constitution written by the men who took part in framing and adopting it. And to my surprise I found that many Fathers of the Republic regarded the conflict over the Constitution as springing essentially out of conflicts of economic interests, which had a certain geographical or sectional distribution. This discovery, coming at a time when such conceptions of history were neglected by writers on history, gave me “the shock of my life.” And since this aspect of the Constitution had been so long disregarded, I sought to redress the balance by emphasis, “naturally” perhaps. At all events I called my volume “an economic interpretation of the Constitution.” I did not call it “the” economic interpretation, or “the only” interpretation possible to thought. Nor did I pretend that it was “the history” of the formation and adoption of the Constitution. The reader was warned in advance of the theory and the emphasis. No attempt was made to take him off his guard by some plausible formula of completeness and comprehensiveness. I simply sought to bring back into the mental picture of the Constitution those realistic features of economic conflict, stress, and strain, which my masters had, for some reason, left out of it, or thrust far into the background as incidental rather than fundamental.


When my book appeared, it was roundly condemned by conservative Republicans, including ex-President Taft, and praised, with about the same amount of discrimination, by Progressives and others on the left wing. Perhaps no other book on the Constitution has been more severely criticized, and so little read. Perhaps no other book on the subject has been used to justify opinions and projects so utterly beyond its necessary implications. It was employed by a socialist writer to support a plea for an entirely new constitution and by a conservative judge of the United States Supreme Court to justify an attack on a new piece of “social legislation.” Some members of the New York Bar Association became so alarmed by the book that they formed a committee and summoned me to appear before it; and, when I declined on the ground that I was not engaged in legal politics or political politics, they treated my reply as a kind of contempt of court. Few took the position occupied by Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, who once remarked to me that he had not got excited about the book, like some of his colleagues, but had supposed that it was intended to throw light on the nature of the Constitution, and, in his opinion, did so in fact.


Among my historical colleagues the reception accorded the volume varied. Professor William A. Dunning wrote me that he regarded it as “the pure milk of the word,” although it would “make the heathen rage.” Professor Albert Bushnell Hart declared that it was little short of indecent. Others sought to classify it by calling it “Marxian.” Even as late as the year 1934, Professor Theodore Clarke Smith, in an address before the American Historical Association, expressed this view of the volume, in making it illustrative of a type of historical writing, which is “doctrinaire” and “excludes anything like impartiality.” He said: “This is the view that American history, like all history, can and must be explained in economic terms. . . . This idea has its origin, of course, in the Marxian theories.”1* Having made this assertion, Professor Smith turned his scholarly battery upon An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution.


Now as a matter of fact there is no reason why an economic interpretation of the Constitution should be more partisan than any other interpretation. It may be employed, to be sure, to condemn one interest in the conflict or another interest, but no such use of it is imposed upon an author by the nature of the interpretation. Indeed an economic analysis may be coldly neutral, and in the pages of this volume no words of condemnation are pronounced upon the men enlisted upon either side of the great controversy which accompanied the formation and adoption of the Constitution. Are the security holders who sought to collect principal and interest through the formation of a stronger government to be treated as guilty of impropriety or praised? That is a question to which the following inquiry is not addressed. An answer to that question belongs to moralists and philosophers, not to students of history as such. If partiality is taken in the customary and accepted sense, it means “leaning to one party or another.” Impartiality means the opposite. Then this volume is, strictly speaking, impartial. It supports the conclusion that in the main the men who favored the Constitution were affiliated with certain types of property and economic interest, and that the men who opposed it were affiliated with other types. It does not say that the former were “straight-thinking” and that the latter were “narrow.” It applies no moralistic epithets to either party.


On the other hand Professor Smith’s statement about the conflict over the Constitution is his interpretation of the nature of things, in that it makes the conflict over the Constitution purely psychological in character, unless some economic content is to be given to the term “section.” In any event it assumes that straight-thinking and national-mindedness are entities, particularities, or forces, apparently independent of all earthly considerations coming under the head of “economic.” It does not say how these entities, particularities, or forces got into American heads. It does not show whether they were imported into the colonies from Europe or sprang up after the colonial epoch closed. It arbitrarily excludes the possibilities that their existence may have been conditioned if not determined by economic interests and activities. It is firm in its exclusion of other interpretations and conceptions. Whoever does not believe that the struggle over the Constitution was a simple contest between the straight-thinking men and narrower and local men of the respective sections is to be cast into outer darkness as “Marxian” or lacking in “impartiality.” Is that not a doctrinaire position?


Not only is Professor Smith’s position exclusive. It is highly partial. The men who favored the Constitution were “straight-thinking” men. Those who opposed it were “narrower” men. These words certainly may be taken to mean that advocates of the Constitution were wiser men, men of a higher type of mind, than the “narrower” men who opposed it. In a strict sense, of course, straight-thinking may be interpreted as thinking logically. In that case no praise or partiality is necessarily involved. A trained burglar who applies his science to cracking a safe may be more logical than an impulsive night watchman who sacrifices his life in the performance of duty. But in common academic acceptance a logical man is supposed to be superior to the intuitional and emotional man.


Nor is there exactness in such an antithesis as “straight-thinking” and narrowness. Narrowness does not, of necessity, mean lack of straight-thinking. Straight-thinking may be done in a narrow field of thought as well as in a large domain. But there is a true opposition in national-mindedness and local-mindedness, and the student of economic history merely inquires whether the antithesis does not correspond in the main to an economic antagonism. He may accept Professor Smith’s psychological antithesis and go beyond it to inquire into its origins. But in so doing he need not ascribe any superior quality of intellect to the one party or the other. To ascribe qualities of mind — high or low — to either party is partiality, dogmatic and doctrinaire partiality. It arbitrarily introduces virtues of intellectual superiority and inferiority into an examination of matters of fact.


In the minds of some, the term “Marxian,” imported into the discussion by Professor Smith, means an epithet; and in the minds of others, praise. With neither of these views have I the least concern. For myself I can say that I have never believed that “all history” can or must be “explained” in economic terms, or any other terms. He who really “explains” history must have the attributes ascribed by the theologians to God. It can be “explained,” no doubt, to the satisfaction of certain mentalities at certain times, but such explanations are not universally accepted and approved. I confess to have hoped in my youth to find “the causes of things,” but I never thought that I had found them. Yet it has seemed to me, and does now, that in the great transformations in society, such as was brought about by the formation and adoption of the Constitution, economic “forces” are primordial or fundamental, and come nearer “explaining” events than any other “forces.” Where the configurations and pressures of economic interests are brought into an immediate relation to the event or series of events under consideration, an economic interpretation is effected. Yet, as I said in 1913, on page 18, “It may be that some larger world process is working through each series of historical events; but ultimate causes lie beyond our horizon.” If anywhere I have said or written that “all history” can be “explained” in economic terms, I was then suffering from an aberration of the mind.
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