Economics and Virtue in the Early Republic
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As we have seen, the public philosophy of the procedural republic finds
powerful expression in contemporary constitutional law. In the decades
since World War II, the Supreme Court has come to insist that govern-
ment be neutral among competing conceptions of the good life, But what
abont American public life beyond its constitutional aspect? Does the
yersion of liberalism that conceives the right as prior to the good describe
our political practice beyond the judicial realm, or is it characteristic of
legal and constitutional discourse alone? :

It might seem that the Court’s tendency to bracket competing concep-
tions of the good life simply reflects its distinctive role in a constitutional
democracy. While democratic politics is free to traffic in conceptivns of
the good—whether in aggregating individual interests or in deliberating
about the good of the whole—courts must constrain what majorities can
decide, and so insist on the priotity of right. Given this institurional
division of labor, we might expect our political discourse to partake of the
motal arguments that constituti onal discourse seeks to bracket.

The increased role of government since World War I offers a further
reason to expect our national political life to address rather than avoid our
conflicting moral conceptions. The state’s active intervention in the mar-
icet economy would seem to defy the aspiraton 1o neutrality, and require
government unavoidably to confront the competing purposes and ends its

citizens espousc.
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But these appearances are misleading. The version of liberalism that has
recently emerged in constitutional law also finds expression in American
political discourse generally. Despite the prominent role of government in
the modcrn economy, there is an importane sense in which this role
reflects the version of liberalism that holds that government should be
neutral among competing conceptions of the good life, in order to respect
persons as free and independent selves, capable of choosing their ends for
themselves. Not only is the public philosophy of the procedural republic
consistent with the activist state; it illuminates the distinctive way this
state has developed in the United States since the New Deal, and provides
the terms of its justification.

Prosperity, Fairness, and Civic Virtue

Consider the way we think and argue about economics today, by contrast
with the way Americans debated economic policy through much of our
history. In contemporary American politics, most of our economic argu-
ments revolve around two considerations: prosperity and fairness. What-
ever tax policies or budget proposals or regulatory schemes people may
favor, they usually defend them on the grounds that they will contribute
to cconomic growth or improve the distribution of income; they claum
that their policy will increase the size of the economic pie, or distribute the
pieces of the pie more fairly, or both.

So familiar are these ways of justifying economic policy that chey might
seem to exhaust the possibilities. But our debates about economic policy
have not always focused solely on the size and distribution of the nattonal
product. Throughout much of American history they have also addressed
a different question, namely, what economic arrangements are most
hospitable to self-government? Along with prosperity and fairness, the
civic consequences of economic policy have often loomed large in Ameri-

Qhomas Jefferson gave classic expression to the civic strand of eco-
nomic argurent. Tn his Notes on the State of Virgiria {1787), he argued
against developing large-scale domestic manufactures on the grounds that
the agrarian way of life makes for virtuous citizens, well suited to self-gov-
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ernment. “Those who labour in the earth are the chosen people of God,”
the embodiments of “genuine virtue.” The political economists of Europe
may claim that every nation should manufaciure for itself, but large-scale
manufacturing undermines the independence that republican citizenship
requires. “Dependance begets subservience and venality, suffocates the
germ of virtue, and prepares fit tools for the designs of ambition.” Jeffer-
son thought it better to “let our work-shops remain in Europe™ and avoid
che moral corruption they bring; better to import manufactured goods
than the manners and habits that attend their producrion. “The mobs of
great cities add just so much to the support of pure government, as sores
do to the strength of the human body. It is the manners and spirit of a
people which preserve 2 republic in vigour, A degeneracy in these is a
canker which soon eats to the heart of its laws and constitution.™?
Whether to encourage domestic manufactures or retain the nation’s
agrarian character was the subject of intense debate in the early decades
of the republic. In the end, Jefferson’s agrarian vision did not prevail. But
the republican assumption underlying his economics—that public policy
should cultivate the qualities of character self-government requires—
found broader support and a longer career. From the Revolution to the
Civil Wat, the political economy of citizenship played a prominent role in

American national debate.

In 1784 the Virginia legislature passed a law known as t

designed to centralize commerce by restricting all foreign trade to five
coastal towns. The bill’s advocates, including James Madison, sought to
break Britain’s monopoly on trade and to improve the collection of duties.
By the time of the Revolution, British merchants had come to dominate
the scattered wharves of Virginia’s waterways. Madison hoped that a
centralized system would promote economic independence by giving
other nations equal access to Virginia’s commerce.*

The Port Bill met with strong opposition, not least from the counties
that lost trade under the law. Urging repeal, the opponents offered three
different arguments—one about fairness, one about prosperity, and one
about civic virtue. The argument from fairness denounced the bill as
“ynjust and unequal,” since it failed to divide wealth and power cqua!ly
among the various districts and towns. The argument from prosperity
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held that any gains from centralized commerce would be outweighed by
the costs otting goods to and from the central potts.?

Zorge Mason, the leading opponent of the bill, offered a further
i v argued that large commercial cities would undermine
the civic virtue that republican government requires. “If virtue is the vital
principle of a republic, and it cannot long exist, without frugality,
probity and strictness of morals,” Mason asked, “will the manners of
populous commercial cities be favorable to the principles of our free
government? Or will not the vice, the depravity of morals, the luxury,
venality, and corruption, which invariably prevail in grear commercial
cities, be utterly subversive of them?” Virginia’s Port Bill narrowly
survived the repeal efforts, but it was soon overridden by a new Consti-
tution that transferred to the federal government the regulation of for-
eign trade.?

Mason’s case against the Port Bill, like Jefferson’s argument against
large-scale manufactures, reflected a way of thinking about politics that
had its roots in the classical republican tradition. Central to republican
theory is the idea that liberty requires self-government, which depends in
eurn on civic virtue. This idea figured prominently in the political outlook
of the founding generation. “[Plublic virtue is the only foundation of
republics,” wrote John Adams on the eve of independence. “Therc must
be a positive passion for the public good, the public interest, honour,
power and glory, estahlished in the minds of the people, or there can beno
republican government, nor any real liberty.”s Benjamin Franklin agreed:
“Only a virtuous people are capable of freedom. As nations become
corrupt and vicious, they have more need of masters.”

The founders also learned from the republican tradition that they could
not take civic virtue for granted. To the contrary, public spirit was a
fragile thing, susceptible of erosion by such corrupting forces as luxury,
wealth, and power. Anxiety over the loss of civic virte was a persistent
republican theme. “Virtue and simplicity of manners are indispensably
necessary in a republic among all orders and degrees of men,” wrote John
Adams. “But there is so much rascality, so much venality and corruption,
s0 much avarice and ambition, such a rage for profit and commerce
among all ranks and degrees of men even in America, that [ sometimes
doubt whether there is public virtue enough to support a republic.”
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If liberty cannot survive without virtue, and if virtue tends always 10
corruption, then the challenge for republican politics is to form or reform
the moral character of citizens, to strengthen their attachment to the
common good. The public [ife of a republic must serve a formative role,
aimed at cultivating citizens of a certain kind. “[IJt is the part of a great
politician to make the character of his people,” Adams declared, “to
extinguish among them the follies and vices thart he sees, and to create in
them the virtues and abilities which he sees wanting.”® Republican gov-
ernment cannot be neutral toward the moral characrer of its citizens or the
ends they pursuc. Rather, it must undertake to form their character and
ends in arder to foster the public concerns on which liberty depends.

The Revolution was itself born of anxiety about the lass of civic virtue,
as a despeérate attermnpt 1o stave off corruption and to realizc republican
ideals.? In the 1760s and 1770s the American colonists viewed their
struggle with England in republican terms. The English constitution was
imperiled by ministerial manipulation of Parliament, and, worse, the
English people had become “too corrupted, too enfeebled, o restore their
constitution to its first principles and rejuvenate their connrry.” In the
Jecade following the Stamp Act, attempts by Parliament to exercise
sovereignty in America appeared to the colonists a “conspiracy of power
against liberty,” a small part of a larger assanlt on the English constitution
itself. It was this belief “above all else that in the end propelled [the
colonists] into Revolution.”!!

Republican assumptions did more than animate colonial fears; they
also defined the Revolution’s aims. “The sacrifice of individual interests to
the greater good of the whole formed the essence of republicanism and
comprehended for Americans the idealistic goal of their Revolution. . . .
No phrase except ‘|iberty’ was invoked more often by the Revolutionaries
chan ‘the public good,”” which for them meant more than the sum of
individual interests. The poimt of politics was not to broker competing
interests but to transcend thein, to seck the good of the community as a
whole. More than a break with England, independence would be a source
of moral regeneration; it would stave off corruption and renew the moral
spirit that snited Americans to republican government.”

Such ambitious hopes were bound to meet with disappointment, as
they did in the years immediately following independence, When the
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Revolution failed eo praduce the moral reformation its leaders had hoped
for, new fears arose for the fate of republican government. During the
“critical period™ of the 1780s, leading politicians and writets worried that
the public spirit inspired by the struggle with Britain had given way ta the
rampant pursuit of luxury and self-interest. “What astonishing changes a
few years are capable of producing,” said George Washington in 1786.
“From the high ground we stood upon, from the plain path which invited
our footsteps, to be so fallen, so lost! It is really mortifying. ™"

sAnd the Constitution

What troubled the revolutionary leaders most of all was the popular
politics increasingly practiced in the state legislatures. They had assumed
that under republican government, a “natural atistocracy” of merit and
virtue would replace an artificial aristocracy of heredity and patronage.
But in the postrevolutionary statc legislatures, the best did not necessarily
rule, Ordinary, uneducated citizens—small-town shopkeepers, artisans,
subsistence farmers—passed laws confiscating property, granting debtor
relief, and enacting paper money schemes. For republican leaders such as
Madison, this form of politics amounted to an excess of democracy, a
perversion of republican ideals. Rather than governing in a disinterested
spirit on behalf of the public good, these representatives of the people
were all too representative—parochial, small-minded, and eager tw serve
the private interests of their consriruents.

By the standards of 2 later day, the politics of the 1780s might simply
appear as the emergence of a now familiar interest-group pluralism. To
the founding generation, however, it was a kind of corruption, a falling
away from civic virtue. The Revolution “had unleashed acquisitive and
commercial forces” the founders had not anticipated: “in states up and
down the continent, various narrow factional interests, especially eco-
normic, were flourishing as never before” and gaining protection from the
democratically elected state legislatures.'s Madison despaired at the “mu-
tability” and “injustice” of state laws, which he atteibuted to the interest-
ridden character of local politics: “Is it to be imagined that an ordinary
citizen or even Assemblyman of Rhode Tsland in estimating the policy of
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paper money, ever considered or cared, in what light the measure would
be viewed in France or Holland; or even in Massachusetts or Connecti-
cut? Tt was a sufficient temptation to both that it was for their interest,™ ¢

Growing doubts about the prospect of civic virtue in the 1780s
prompted two kinds of response—one formative, the other procedural.
The first sought, through education and other means, to inculcate virtue -
more strenuously, The second sought, through constirutional change, to
render sdsmmetetengcessary.

: aede stark expression to the formative impulse in his
proposal for public schools in Pennsylvania. Writing in 1786, he declared
that the mode of education proper to a republic was one that inculcated
an overriding allegiance to the common good: “Let our pupi! be taught
that he does not belong to himself, but that he is public property. Let him
be tanght to love his family, but let him be taught at the same time that he
must forsake and even forger them when the welfare of his country
requires it.” With a proper system of public education, Rush maintained,
it would be “possible to convert men into republican machines. This must
be done if we expect them to perform their parts propetly in the great
machine of the government of the state.” ¥

The most eventful proceduralsespenseto republican worries about the
dearth of civic virtue was n» More than mere
remedy to the defects of the Artictes of Conlederation, the Constitution
had as its Jarger ambition “to save American republicanism from the
deadly effects of [the] private pursuits of happiness,” from the acquisitive
preoccupations that so absorbed Americans and distracted them from the
public good.**

Prompted though it was by fear for the loss of civic virrue, the Consti-
tution did not seek to elevate the moral character of the people, at least not
directly. Instead, it sought instituti onal devices that would save republican
government by making it less dependent on the virtue of the people.

By the ime they assembled in Philadelphia, the framers had concluded
that civic virtue was to0 Jueh-Ho-gsiaertrins of the people most of the
sime. Several years earlifg, Alexander Hamiljoaa d ridiculed the republi-
can hope that virtue could preve f-Gver self-interest among ordinary
citizens: “We may preach till we are tired of the theme, the necessity of
disinterestedriess in republics, without making a single proselyte. The
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virtuous declaimer will neither persuade himself nor any other person to
be content with a double mess of porridge, instead of a reasonable stipend
for his services. We might as soon reconcile ourselves to the Spartan
community of goods and wives, to their iron coin, their long beards, or
their black broth.” The republican models of Greece and Rome were ne
more appropriate to America, Hamilton thought, than the examples of
the Hottentots and Laplanders. Noah Webstet, a lcading defender of the
Constiturion, agreed: “Virtue, patriotism, or love of country, never was
an_d never will be, till men’s natures are changed, a fixed, permanent
pport of government.™!?

no. ¥1 Madison explained how, contrary to classical
teachings, republican government could male irs peace with interest and
ambition after all. Liberty would depend nor on civic virtue but instead on
a scheme of mechanisms and procedures by which competing interests
would check and balance one another: “Ambition must be made to
counteract ambition. The interest of the man must be connected with the
constitutional rights of the place. It may be a reflection on human nature,
that such devices should be necessary to control the abuses of govern-
ment. But what is government itself but the greatest of all reflections on
human nature? If men were angels, no government would be necessary. i3
angels were 1o govern men, neither external nor internal controls on
government would be necessary.”® According to Madison, the Constitu-
tion would compensate for “the defect of betrer motives” by institutional
dc‘.rrccs that would counterpose “opposite and rival intereses.” The sepa-
ration of powers among the executive, legislative, and judicial branches,
the division of power berween federal and state governments, the division
of Congress into two bodies with different terms and constituencies, and
the indirect election of the Senate were among the “inventions of pru-
dence” designed to secure liberty without relying too heavily on the virtue
of citizens. “A dependence on the people is no doubr the primary control
on the government,” Madison allowed, “but experience has taught man-
kind the necessity of auxiliary precautions. ™!

Despite their revision of classical republican assumptions, the framers
of the Constitution adhered to republican ideals in two important re-
spects. First, they continued to believe that the virtuous should govern,
and that government should aim ar a public good beyond the sum of
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private interests. Second, they did not abandon the formative ambition of
republican politics, the notion that government has a stake in cultivating
citizens of a certain kind.

The framers rejected the notion that the people possessed sufficient
virtue to govern directly. Bur they retained the hope that the national
government they had designed would be led by enlightened statcsmen like
themselves, who would possess the virtue and wisdom that ordinary
citizens and local representatives lacked 2 Such “individuals of extended
views, and of national pride™ would not cater to parochial interests but
would govern with the disinterest of classical republican legislators, “with
a sole regard to justice and the public good.”

The point of the system of representation they invented was to identify
such people and to place them in positions of power and trust. The aim
was to design a system that would, in Madison’s wo eds, “extract from the
mass of the society the purcst and noblest characters which it contains,”
people “whose enlightened views and virtuous sentiments [would] render
them superior to local prejudices, and to schemes of injustice.”

This aim distances Madison from modern-day interest-group pluralists
who invoke his name. For Madison, the reason for admitting interests
into the system was not to govern by them but to disempower them, to
play them to a draw, so that disinterested statcsmen might govern unhin-
dered by them. The reason for taking in, through an extended republic, “a
greater variety of parties and interests” was not to better approximate the
will of the people; it was to Increase the likelihood that these various
interests would cancel each other out, and so cnable enlightened states-
men to rise above them.#

For Madison, the point of republican government was not to give the
people what they want, but to do the right thing, This meant placing
government in the hands of “a chosen body of citizens, whose wisdom
may best discern the true interest of the country, and whose patriotism
and love of justice, will be least likely to sacrifice it to remporary or partial
considerations.” The result, he thought, would be better than could be
achieved by consuiting the people directly. If the virtuous govern, “it may
well happen that the public voice pronounced by the representatives of the
people, will be more consonant to the public good, than if pronounced by
the people themselves convened for the purpose.”*
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Even Hamilton, whe expected lictle virtue from the people at large, was
no apologist for a politics of self-interest. In line with the classical republi-
can tradition, he considered civic Jife a nobler calling than commercial
pursits, and celebrated the ideal of the legislator motivated not by mate-
rial gain but by honor and glory. “The station of a member of Congress,”
Hamilton wrote, “is the most itlustrious and important of any [amable to
conceive. He is to be regarded not only as a iegislator, but as the founder of
an empire, A man of virtue and ability, dignified with so precious a trust

.. would esteem it not more the duty, than the privilege and ornament of
his office, to do good to mankind; from this commanding eminence, he
would look down with contempt upon every mean or interested pur-
suit.”? Ordinary men were moved by self-interest, but the “love of fame”
was “the ruling passion of the noblest minds.” This higher motive, “which
would prompt a man o plan and undertake extensive and ardueus enter-
prises for the public benefit,” was the passion of founders.”®

£ e republican tradition the framers rctained was
Although the Constitution limited the role of
ordinaFy ehadtTEoverning, it did not abandon the notion that govern-
ment should shape the moral character of its citizens. If republican gov-
ernment aimed at something higher than the sum of private interests, then
no democratic republic, however carefully designed to limit popular
participation, could afford to ignore the character of its people.

Even Madison, the principal architect of the mechanisms designed to
“refine and enlarge the public views,”? affirmed that virtue among the
people was indispensable to self-government. At the very least, he told the
Virginia ratifying convention, the people need the virtue and intelligence
to elect virtuous representatives. “Is there no virtue among us? If there be
not, we are in a wretched situation. No theoretical checks, no form of
government, can render us secure. To suppose that any form of govern-
ment will secure liberty or happiness without any virtue in the people, is a
chimerical idea.” In his Farewell Address, George Washington echoed
the familiar republican view: “Victue or morality is a necessary Spring of
popular government.”*

Hamileon also assigned govemment a formarive rolc, although the
quality he boped to cultivate was not traditional civie virtue but attach-
ment to the nation. In Federalist no. 27 he argued that the new national
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government would establish its authority only if it came to infuse the lives
and sentiments of the people: “the more the citizens are accustomed to
meet with it in the cormon occurrences of their political life; the more it
is familiarised 1o their sight and to their feelings; the further it enters into
those objects which touch the most sensible cords, and put in motion the
most active springs of the human heart; the greater will be the probability
that it will conciliate the respect and attachment of the community.” For
Hamilton, the national government depended for its success on its capac-
ity to shape the habits of the people, to interest their sensations, to win
their affection, to “[circulate] through those channels and currents, in
which the passions of mankind naturally flow.”*

Although the framers believed that republican government required a
certain kind of citizer, they did not view the Constitution as the primary
instrument of moral or civic improvement. For the formative dimension
of public life, they looked elsewhere-—to education, to religion, and, more
broadly, to the social and economic arrangements thac would define the
character of the new nation.

Afrer ratification, Rymerieatt politica e turned from constitutional
questions to econontic ones. But the economic debate that unfolded was
not only about national wealth and distributive justice; it was also about
the ¢ivig consequences of economic arrangements-—about the kind ofsoci-
ety America should become and the kind of citizens it should cultivate.®
Two major issues illustrate the prominence of civie considerations in the
political discourse of the cazly republic. One was the debate over Hamil-
ton’s treasury system, the debate that gave rise to the division berween Fed-
eralists and Republicans. The second was the debate over whether to
encourage domestic manufactures, a debate that cut across party lines.

HamiltoR’s Treasury System

As the first secretary of the Treasury, Hamilton made proposals to Con-
gress on public credit, a national bank, a mint, and manufacturing.

¥
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Though all but the last were adopted, the proposals sparked much contro-
versy and, taken as a whole, led opponents to conclude that Hamilron
songht to undermine republican government. His program for govern-
ment finance proved especially contentions, and raised fears that Hamil-
ton planned to create in America a political economy like Britain’s, based
on patronage, influence, and connections. In his Repor o7 Public Credit
{1790 he proposed that the federal government assume the revolutionary
debts of the states and combine them with existing federal debts. Rather
than pay off the consolidated debt, Hamilton proposed to fund it through
the sale of securities to investors, using revenues from duties and excise
taxes to pay regular interest,®

Hamilton offered various economic arguments in support of his fund-
ing plan—that it would establish the nation’s credit, create a moncy
supply, provide a sousce for investment, and so create the basis for
prosperity and wealth, But beyond these economic considerations, Ham-
ilton sought an equally important political aim—to build support for the
new national government by giving a wealthy and influential class of
investors a financial stake in it.

Fearful that local sentiments would erode national authority and
doubtful that disinterested virtue could inspire allegiance to the nation,
Hamilton saw in public finance an instrument of nation-building: “If all
the public creditors receive their dues from one source, their interest will
be the same. And having the same intetests, they will unite in support of
the fiscal arrangements of the government.” If state and federal debts were
financed separately, he argued, “there will be distinct interests, drawing
different ways. That union and concert of views, among the creditors . . .
will be fikely to give place to mutual jealousy and opposition.”*

By regular payments on a national debt, the narional government
would *interweave itself into the monied interest of every state” and
“insinuate itself into every branch of industry,” thereby winning the
support of an important class of society.* The political purpase of Ham-
ilton’s funding plan was no hidden agenda, but an explicit rationale for
the policy. As a sympathetic ncwspaper commented at the time, “a
national debt atraches many citizens to the government who, by their
numbess, wealth, and influence, contribute more perhaps to its preserva-
tion than a body of soldiers.”¥
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Tt was the political ambition of Hamilton’s policy that sparked the most
heated controversy. What Hamilton considered nation-building, others
considered a kind of bribery and corraption, To a generation of Ameri-
cans acutely suspicious of executive power, Hamilton’s funding plan
seemed an assault on republican government. It recalled the practice of
the eighteenth century British prime minister Robert Walpole, who placed
paid government agents in Parliament to support government policies.
Although Hamilton did not propose to hire members of Congress, the fact
that creditors of the government sat in Congress and supperted Hamil-
ron’s financial program struck opponents as similarly corrupt. Such credi-
tors would not be disinterested seekers of the public good, but interested
partisans of the administration and the policy that secured their invest-
ments.’®

Republican fears of a conspiracy of power against liberty had fueled the
Revolution. Now Hamifton seemed to be recreating in America the
English system of government finance so despised by republicans for its
reliance on patronage, connections, and speculation. Hamilton acknow-
ledged what his opponents feared, that his model was Brirain. In an
after-dinner conversation with Adams and Jefferson, he even defended its
reliance on patronage and corruption. Adams observed that, purged of its
corruption, the Brirish constitution would be the most perfect devised by
the wit of man. Hamilten replied, “purge it of its corruption, and give to
its popular branch equality of representation, and it would become an
impracticable government. As it stands at present, with all its supposed
defects, it is the most perfect government which ever existed.” Jefferson,
appalled, concluded that “Hamilton was not only a monarchist, but for a
monarchy bottomed on corruption.”?

The opponents of Hamiltonian finance advanced two different argu-
ments against it. One coreermed TTs ssegibutive consequences, the other its
civic consequences. The distributive argumentd piccted to the fact that,
under Hamilton’s plan; iy gan at the expense of ordinary
Americans. Speculators who had bought revolutionary bonds from their
original owners at a fraction of their value now stood to reap huge profits,
with interest to be paid from excise taxes borne by ordinary citizens.

As it igured in political debate of the 1790s, however, this distributive
worry was secondary 10 a broader political objection. The argument that

T
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brought the Republican party into being was that Hamilton’s political
economy would corrupt the morality of citizens and undermine the social
conditions essmtﬁmmt. When Republicans ob-
jected that Hamilton’s system would deepen inequality in American soci-
ety, they were less concerned with distriburive justice as such than with
the need to avoid the wide disparities of wealth that threatened republican
government. Civic virtue required the capacity for independent, disinter-
ested judgment. But poverty bred dependence, and great wealth ¢radition-
ally bred luxury and distraction from public concerns,

Writing to President Washington in 1792, Jefferson emphasized these
moral and civic considerations. Hamilton’s financial system, he com-
plained, encouraged paper speculation and “nourishes in our citizens
habits of vice and idleness instead of industry and morality.” It crcated a
“corrupt squadron” in the legislature, the ultimate object of which “is to
prepare the way for a change, from the present republican form of
government, to that of a monarchy, of which the English constitution is to
be the model.

By the mid-1790s, Republican writers joined the attack. Hamilton’s
program created a moneyed ariscocracy, corrupred the legislature, and
“promoted a general depravity of morals and a great decline of republican
virtue.”? Stockholders in Congress, subservient to the Treasury, formed
“a vast and formidable body united in a close phalanx by a tie of mutual
interest distinct from the general intercst.”® The Republican publicist
Johnt Taylor later summarized the moral and civic critique of Federalist
finance: “The manmers and principles of government are objects of imita-
tion, and influence national character . . . but what virtues for imitation
appear in the aristocracy of the present age? Avarice and ambition being
its whole soul, what privare morals will it infuse, and what national
character will it create?”*

Republicans in Congress opposed Hamilton’s “treasury system” and
its atrendant corruption. They offered measures to divide the Treasury
Department, abolish the national bank, repeal the excise tax, and to
exclude public debtholders from Congress.® But they were not withoutan
affirmative vision of their own. Even before the first party division arose,
Jefferson, Madison, and other republicans had sought “to forma national
political cconomy capable of permitting and encouraging Americans o
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engage industriously in virtue-sustaining accupations.™ If liberty de-
pended on a virtuous, independent, property-owning citizenry, which
depended in turn on a predominantly agricultural economy, the question
was how to preserve the agrarian character of American society.

—
ublican Political Econony
In the 1780s and others worried that the republican characrer of
the American pcople was in danger of decay. The agrarian way of life they
considered indispensable to virtue was threatened by restrictions on free
trade imposed by the British mercantile system and by the growth of a
propertyless class in crowded urban centers. Staving off the corruption
that they feared would attend an advanced commercial and manufactue-
ing society would require policies of two kinds: open markets for Ameri-
can agricultural surplus abroad, and westward expansion to preserve
access to land. ¥

The states, however, could not enact these policies on their own. Only
a strong national government would have sufficient power to force the
dismantling of the mercantile system and confront foreign powers such as
Spain that posed obstacles to westward expansion. Madison hoped thar
the new Constitution would create a naticnal government capable of
implementing policies he deemed necessary to securing a republican po-
litical economy.

For Madison, then, the new Constitution promised more than a proce-
dural response to the erosion of civic virtue. For all its filtering mecha-
nisms, checks and balances, and “auxiliary precautions,” it did not
abandon the formative ambition of republican government after all. In
Madison’s view, the Constitution would make its contribution to moral
and civic improvement indirectly, by empowering the national govern-
ment to shape a political economy hospitable to republican virtue.

Madison’s and Hamilton’s contrasting visions of civic virtue explain
why these allies in defense of the Constitution partcd company on matters
of political economy. As soon became clear, they had different ends in
mind for the national government they helped create, and for the kind of
citizens they hoped to cultivate. Madison sought national power to pre-
serve the agrarian way of life he believed republican government required.
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Hamilton rejected the ideal of a virtuous agrarian republic. He sought
national power to create the conditions for the advanced commercial and
manufacturing economy that Jefferson and Madison considered inimical
to republican government. Hamilton did not despair at the prospect ofa
modern commercial society, with its social inequalities and rampant
pursuit of self-interest. To the contrary, he regarded these developments
as inevitable conditions of the powerful and prosperous nation he hoped
to build.#+

From the standpoint of ewentieth-century politics, the issue between
Hamilton and his republican opponents might appear a familiar contest
between econormic growth on the one hand and fairness on the other. But
these were not the primary terms of the debate. The arguments for and
against Hamiltonian finance had less to do with prosperity and fairness
than with the meaning of republican government and the kind of citizen
it required,

Hamilton did believe his plan would lay the basis for economic growth,
bat his primary purpose was not to maximize the gross national product.
For Hamilton, as for Jefferson and Madison, economics was the hand-
maiden of politics, not the other way around. The palitical vision that
animated Hamilton’s economics was a vision of republican glory and
greatness. In the modern world, such greamess depended, he bedieved, on
an advanced cconomy of commerce, manufacturing, sound currency, and
public finance. :

Skeptical of inspiring disinterested patriotism or virtue among the
people, Hamilton sought to wurn self-interest to a public good beyond
mere interests, to build what he called “the future grandeur and glory of
America.” In Hamilton’s view, the classical ideal of republican glory
could now only be achieved by modern expedients: “Qur prevailing
passions are ambition and interest; and it wikl ever be the duty of a wise
government to avail irself of those passions, in order 0 make them
subservient to the public good.”® Given the prevalence of avarice and
interest, the challenge for the founder of a great republic was to use those
passions for higher things. Not self-interest or even the quest for power,
but “the love of fame” was “the ruling passion of the noblest minds.™

For their part, Hamilton’s opponents did complain that his policies
favored the wealithy. But this distributional worry was secondary 10 the

© consequences of settling i
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more fundamental objection that Hamilton’s “vision of a great republic—
a commercial, manufacturing country dependent on public credit, British
investment, and a sound system of public finance——necessarily threatened
their contrasting ideal of a virtuous American state.™

These rival political economies found expression in the early debates
between Federalists and Republicans. To achieve free trade for America’s
agricultufe, Madison advocated - commercial discrimination,” a policy of
retaliatory duties aimed at coercing Britain to remove restrictions on
American commerce. Hamilton opposed it on the grounds that coercion
would not work and that America needed British commerce, credit, and
capital to fund the national debt and fuel economic development, even at
the price of submitting to British domination.® Federalists favored a
national bankruptey law to promote an advanced commercialized econ-
omy; Jeffersonians opposed it as promoting a spirit of reckless speculation
and eroding the moral character of the people.*

When Jefferson was elected president in 1800, his goal was to reverse
the “Anglicization” of American government and society. In order to
purge the national government of the corruption of Hamilton’s system, he
sought to retire the national debt, reduce government expenditures, and
repeal internal taxes. Beyond restoring republican simplicity and virtue to
government, Jefferson and Madison sough, through the sixteen years of
their presidencies, to sceure the ewo conditions for a republican political
economy—westward expansion and free trade. The Louisiana Purchase
of 1803 achieved the first; the Embarga of 1807-1809 artempted, unsuc-
cessfully, to achieve the second. Both policies aroused debates that illos-
erated. the civic sgand of economic argument in the early republic.’
served certain economic ends that Republicans
and Federalists could agree on, such as access to the Mississippi River and
control of New Orleans. The issue between Republicans and Federalists
concerned the vast tract of land west of the Mississippt, and the ¢ivic
t.5¢

For Republicans, the open land promised ta preserve the agricultural
way of life that fostered virtuous citizens, and forestall the day when
America would become a crowded, dependent, unequal society, inconsis-
sent with republican government. “By enlarging the empire of liberty,”
Jefferson observed, “we multiply its auxiliaries, and provide new sources
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of renovation, should its principles, at any time, degenerate, in those
portions of our country which gave them birth.”*" John Taylor praised the
Louisiana Purchase for its moral and civic consequences, The new terti-
tory, he wrote, would encourage “plain and regular manners,” a “love of
virtue and independence,” and would preserve the “equality of posses-
sions” republicanism requires.’ For Republicans fearful of the centraliz-
ing tendency of military establishments, removing the French from
Louisiana had the further advantage of distancing America from the wars
and intrigues of Europe, and so avoiding the need for the armies, navies,
taxes, and debt that concentrate power and threzten republican liberty.*

For Federalists, by contrast, the vast wilderness woutd “prove worse
than useless.”* Settlement of the new territory would disperse the popu-
lation, increase the scourge of localism, and undermine the Federalist
attempt to consolidate national power and assert its influence and con-
trol. Rapid westward cmigration, Hamilton feared, “must hasten the
dismemberment of a large portion of our country, or a dissolution of the
Government,”s

The Republicans were less successful in their attempr to secure the
second condition of a republican political economy, a remeoval of restric:
tions on foreign trade. When in 1807 Britain prohibited all American

trade with Eorope that did not first pass through England, Jefferson
imposed an embargo on foreign trade that lasted fourteen months, He
hoped through “peaceable coercion™ to force the European powers 10
allow free trade for American commerce. Beyond seeking independence
for American trade, the embargo sought to assert and encourage the
superior virtue of American republican life. The corrupt societies of
Eucope would not survive without American produce, while Americans
could do without the luxuries and fineries of the decadent Old World.
Federalist critics, whose New England merchant economies suffered most
from the embargo, charged that Jefferson’s true aim was to destroy
American commerce and impose a primitive, precommercial social order.
Some added pointedly that the ancient republic of Sparta, Jefferson’s
supposed ideal, depended on slaves.é In the end, the embargo failed to
liberate American commerce, and “the Jeffersonians had to accept war as
the dangerous but necessary means of furthering the Revolutionary vision
of free trade.”s
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With th€ War of 1812, Republicans overcame their aversion to war in
order to vindi berreric s economic independence from Europe. Some
Republicans offered a further civic consideration in support of the War of
1812: Rather than undermining republican liberty, the rigors of war
might revitalize the waning civic virtue of Americans and recall them to a
common good that a rapidly advancing commercial society threatened to
obscure.$

For their part, the Federalists, now relegated to opposition, voiced their
own anxieties about the moral and civic character of the people. The
virtues they prized were the conservative virtues of order, deference, and
restraint. In Jefferson’s America, they saw these virtues slipping away.®

What would save America from the “rurbulence and inconstancy” that
brought the demise of the Roman and Athenian commonwealths? one
Federalist asked; “Nothing, nothing but the virtue of our citizens can
afford us a bulwark or a barrier.” Federalism had depended “on the
supposed existence of sufficient political vittue, and on the permanency
and authority of the public morals,” according te Fisher Ames. But now,
Federalists were not optimistic. “We are in fact a much altered people,” a
Federalist lamented in 1798, “and are no more like what we were some
rwenty years ago, than . .. the Italians are like the Romans, ™

The Fedetalists, ever uneasy about democracy, believed that popular
government depended for its order and stability on the restraints im posed
by religion and morality: “good laws [are those] tending to the promotion
of religion, patriotism, and virtue, without which the happiness of no
people can be durable.” They blamed Jefferson for the democratization of
American society, and especially for the weakening of established relig-
ion. “The federalists are dissatisfied,” wrote Timothy Pickering, “because
they see the public morals debased, by the corrupt and corrupt[ing]
system of our rulers. Men are tempied to become apostates, not to
federalism merely, but to virte, and to religion, and to good govern-
ment.” Another Federalist charged that the effect of Jefferson’s presidency
was “to corrupt and demoralize the public mind. By corruption, I do not
rmean that he has bribed the people with money; by demoralization, 1 do
not mean that he has made them thieves or robbers; I mean to say that he
has suffered to evaporate that manly pride and spirit of independence
which conducted us through the revolutionary war. . . . The people have
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become impatient of governmental restraint, and have lost all reverence
for established usages and the settled order of things.™®

For all they rejected in the republican tradition, the Federalists in
dissent, like the Jeffersonians they opposed, carried its formativeam bition
into the nineteenth century.

The Debate u

History sometimes resolves a question so completely that it is difficult to
recail the taking of sides. So it is with the question whether America
should be a manufacturing nation, In the early decades of the republic,
many Americans thought it should not. The arguments they advanced for
remaining an agriculrural nation make little sense within the now familiar
terms of prosperity and distributive justice. Jefferson and his followers
argued against large-scale manufactures primarily on moral and civic
grounds; the agrarian way of life was most likely ta produce the kind of
citizens self-government requires. Like the debate over Hamilton’s treas-
ury systein, the debate over whether to encourage domestic manufactures
illustrates the prominence of civic considerations in the political discourse
of the early republic.

"The early advocates of American manufactures, like the early oppo-
nents, made their case in the name of liberty and virtue, not economic
growth. When Britain sought to tax the colonies during the 1760s and
1770s, the colonists responded by refusing to import of consume British
goods. By their boycotts, the colonists hoped not only to retaliate against
Britain but also to affirm republican virtue, to assert economic inde-
pendence, and to save themselves from the corruption of imported luxu-
ties. The nonimportation and nonconsumption MOVements, with their
appeal to republican simplicity and frugality, provided the first spur to
domestic manufactures. “[IJf we mean still to be free,” a newspaper
exhorted in 1767, “let us unanimously lay aside foreign superfluities, and
encourage our own manufacture, 76

The manufactutes inspired by the nonimportation movement were for
the most part coarse, houschold commaodities, such as homespun, pro-
duced to supply essential needs. The manufacture of simple household
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necessities posed no threat to republican citizenship, and few Americans
questioned them. Such small-scale production took place either in the
home or in the workshops of artisans and craftsmen. Unlike European
factory workers, these artisans controlled their skill, labor, and tools.
“[L}ike the yeomen of the countryside, they had direct access to the means
of production, which conferred upon them the independence that sup-
ported republican virtue.” Moreover, those who produced basic necessi-
tics were not dependent on the whims of fashion for their employment, as
were European workers in luxury trades.”

Even thosc who argued for manufacturing on a larger scale cast their
argurnents in republican terms. Benjamin Rush was the president of the
short-lived United Company of Philadelphia for Promoting American

- Manufactures, the first large-scale attempt at textile manufacturing in the

colonies. Speaking at its founding in 1775, Rush argued that domestic
manufactures would promote prosperity, employ the poor, and also
«prect an additional barrier against the encroachments of tyranny,” by
reducing America’s dependence on foreigners for necessitics such as food
and clothing. A continuing reliance on British manufactured goods would
promote luxury and vice and induce an economic dependence tanta-
mount to slavery. “By becoming slaves, we shall lose every principle of
virtue. We shall transfer unlimited obedience from our Master 10 a
corrupted majority in the British House of Commuons, and shall esteem
their crimes the certificates of their divine commission to govern us. ™™

The 1780s brought the first sustained debate about domestic manufac-
cures. After the Revolution, Americans found to their distress that politi-
cal independence did not necessarily bring economic independence.
Britain resumed its dominarion of American commerce, and foreign mar-
kets for America’s agricultural surplus remained restricted. With the
commercial crisis came economic depression and new calls for domestic
manufactures.™

Many Americans objected that encouraging large-scale manufactures
would make for a political economy inhospitable to republican citizen-
ship. They feared that manufactures on a scale beyond that of the house-
hold ar small workshop would creatc a propertyless class of impoverished
worlkers, crowded into cities, incapable of exercising the independent
judgment citizenship requires. As Jefferson wrote in his Notes on the State
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of Virginia, “Dependance begets subservience and venality, suffocates the
germ of virtue, and prepares fit tools for the designs of ambition.” Factory
life breeds a “corruption of morals” not found among farmers. “While we
have land to labour then, let us never wish to see out citizens accupied at
a work-bench, or twirling a distaff.””

In a letter 1o John Jay, Jefferson’s civic argument was even more
explicit. “Cultivators of the earth are the most valuable citizens. They are
the most vigotous, the most independent, the most virtuous, and they are
tied to their country and wedded to its liberty and interest by the most
lasting bonds.” If ever the day came when there were t00 many farmers,
Jefferson would rather Americans become sailors than manufacturers. “I
consider the class of artificers as the panders of vice and the instruments
by which the liberties of a country are generally overturned,”

Jefferson’s objection was not to manufacturing as such, but to enter-
prises that would concentrate men and machines in cities and erode the
pelitical economy of citizenship. He drew a sharp distinction becween
household manufactures, which he favored, and extensive manufactures,
which he opposed. Household manufactures did not pose a threat to the
political economy of citizenship, for two reasons. Furst, dispersed in the
country, they did not create the concentrated wealth and power of highly
capitalized factory production in Jarge commercial cities. Second, house-
hold manufactures did not for the most part draw on the labor of citizens,

but on the labor of women and children. It left able-bodied yeomen 1o

work the land, their independence unimpaired. Jefferson’s own house-
hold manufacturing at Monticello reflected this stark distinction berween
citizens and those consigned to dependent status. His nail factory was
operated by slave boys. his textile manufactory by women and girls.™
For the apponents of domestic manufactures, the importancc of agrat-
ian life to republican government was not simply the negative virtue of
avoiding the degradation of crowded cities. As Noah Webster observed,
it also had the positive effect of fostering distinctive civic capacities:
“where people live principally by agticultare, as in America, every man
is in some measure an artist—he makes a variety of urensils, rough
indeed, but such as will answer his purpose—he is a husbandman in
summer and a mechanic in winter—he travels about the country—he
converses with a variety of professions—he reads public papers—he has
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" access to a parish library and thus becomes acquainted with history and

politics. . . . Knowledge is diffused and genius roused by the very situ-
ation of America.””

Not all Americans of the 1780s shared Jefferson’s hostility to domestic
manufactures. Such was the prominence of republican assumptions, how-
ever, that cven the proponents of manufactures argued within their terms.
Those who favored tariffs and other measures to encourage more exten-
sive domestic manufacturing made their case on civic grounds, not only
economic ones. They argued that a balanced economy of agriculture and
manufactures would better foster virtuous, independent citizens than an
agrarian econonty tied to foreign commerce.

Like agrarian republicans, the proponents of domestic manufactures
wortied abourt the consequences for sell-government of luxury and de-
pendence. But they believed that foreign commerce, not domestic manu-
factures, was the greatest source of these dangers. For America to rely
wholly on foreign trade for its manufactured goods, they argued, was to
erode republican virrue in two respects. First, such reliance diminished
America’s independence by leaving its economy hostage to the restrictions
of foreign powers. Second, the flood of British finery and luxury goods
was corrupting the moral character of Americans, eroding the spirit of
industry, frugality, and sclf-denial that had sustained the colonists in their
struggle for independence. As one Fourth of July orator proclaimed in
1787, America’s foreign trade “is in its very nature subversive of the spirit
of pure liberty and independence, as it destroys that simplicity of manaers,
native manliness of soul, and equality of station, which is the spring and
peculiar excellence of a free government. ™

In the same year, Tench Coxe, a young Philadelphia businessman and
leading advocate of domestic manufactures, gave the inaugural address to
Pennsylvania’s Society for the Encouragement of Manufactures and the
Useful Arts. One reason he offered for encouraging domestic manufac-
fures was economic, 10 promote “private wealth and national prosper-
ity.” Another was civic, to secure republican government by employing
¢he idle and by weaning Americans from their corrupt dependence an
European luxuries. Coxe worried about poverty less for its injustice than
for its tendency to undermine civic virtue: “Exireme poverty and idleness
in the citizens of a free government will ever produce vicious habits and
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disobedience to the laws, and must render the people fit instruments for
the dangerous purposes of ambitions men. In this light the employment of
our poor in manufactures, who cannot find other honest means of a
subsistence, is of the urmosi consequence.”™™

Beyond cultivating habits of obedience and industry among the poor,
Coxe claimed for domestic manufactures the salutary effect of reducing
American’s wanton consumption of foreign goods: “It behgves us
consider our uatimely passion for European loxuries as a malignant apFl
alarming symptom, threatcning convulsions and dissolution to the pOl}tl-
cal body.” Domestic manufacturc of clothing, furnitur.e, a_nd the like
would simplify American habits and reduce the corrupting }nﬂuence of
foreign fashion and luxury. The nltimate benefit of domestic manufac-
tures, Coxe concluded, was not only cconomic but political. They_ would
“lead us once more into the paths of virtue by restoring frug.allq_r and
industry, those potent antidotes to the vices of mankind anc.i will give us
real independence by rescuing us from the tyranny of foreign fashions,

and the destructive torrent of luxury.”™ @
Hamiltons Report on Manufactures, presented to Congress
at “the

paid less heed to republican sensibilities. It began by conceding
cultivation of the earth” provided a “state most favourablc to the freedom
and independence of the human mind,” and thus had a claim ta preemi-
nence over other kinds of industry.™ But it went on to propose, i the
name of national prosperity and independence,.an ambitious program of
American industrial development, Unlike republican advocates of manu-
factures, [1amilton favored public rather than household manufactfsres,
1o be encouraged by government bounties, or subsidies. Sit‘lﬂf': Hamilton
envisaged production for export as well as domestic nse, his program
implied the production of advanced, luxury manufactures rather than the
crude, simple necessities favored by republicans. o
Taken together with his proposals for public finance, Hamilton's Re-
port on Manufactures seemed to his opponents yet anothe r.assault on the
social conditions republican government required. The notion of govern-
ment subsidies for industry raised the specter of privilege, Connections,
and corruption that Americans had renounced in breaking xl{lth Britain.
In a newspaper article following Hamilton's Report, Madison rc_s.l.tated
the civic argument against large-scale manufactures: “The class of citizens

]
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who provide at once their own food and their own raiment, may be
viewed as the most truly independent and happy. They are more; they are
the best basis of public liberry and the strongest bulwark of public safety.
Tt follows, that the greater the proportion of this class to the whole society,
the morc free, the more independent, and the more happy must be the
society itself.”0

Hamilton’s Report on Marmufactures was never adopted, in part be-
cause of increased European demand for American produce in the

1790s. As American commerce prospered, the debate over manufactures
was postponed, 1o be renewed during the presidencies of Jefferson and
Madison.

In the early decades of the nineteenth century, many Jeffersonians
dropped their opposition to domestic manufactures. But even as they
revised their economic policy, they retained the formative ambition of the
republican tradition and conrinued to argue within its terms. The Jeffer-
sonians’ growing sympathy to manufactures in the early 1800s was
prompted by frustration with foreign obstacles to American commerce
and by worry about the spirit of avarice and speculation they associated
with the merchant class of the Northeast. These tendencies threatened to
undermine the conditions that suited Americans to self-government, and
led many republicans to conclude that domestic manufactures and home
markets would better secve the political economy of citizenship.

George Logan, a friend and ally of Jefferson, urged the promorion of
American manufactures in hopes of reducing the importation of toreign
Juxuries and improving the character of citizens. Unlike foreign luxuries,
simple domestic manufactures would foster “those plain and simple
manners, and that frugal mode of living . . . best suited to our Republican
form of Government,"®

Tench Coxe, Jeffersonian though he was, went further. An advocate of
more advanced, factory production, Coxe argucd for a protective tariff ro
encourage manufactures and an expanded home market for American
goods. What was the point of exporting raw materials, he asked, only “to
be plundered, rejected, restricted or excluded, according to their criminal
will, by foreign markets?”* America could move to a “new and more
exalted stage of industry, and consequent refinement,” Coxe maintained,
without the damage to self-government that agracian republicans feared:




o
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“the republican system is equally adapted to every species of industry that
the citizens can be honestly employed in.”*

Jefferson himself, writing in 1805, qualified his case against manufac-
tures of two decades earlier. His opposition had been formed with the
great manufacturing cities of Europe in mind, fearing the “depravity of
morals, [the] dependence and corrupton” they fostered. Fortunately,
American manufactures had not yet approached that debased condition.
“As yet our manufacturers are as much at their ease, as independent and
moral as our agricultural inhabitants, and they will continue so as long as
there are vacant lands for them to resort to.” The abundance of land had
preserved the independence of workers by giving them the option of
quitting the factory and working the earth.®

In 1810 Henry Clay, then a young Senator from Kentucky, offered a
defense of domestic manufactures characteristic of the emerging Repub-
lican view. A manufacturing system limited to supplying domestic needs
would not bring the evils of Manchester and Birmingham but would, on
the contrary, have favorable effects on the moral character of Ameri-
cans. It would employ those who would otherwise “be either unproduc-
tive, or exposed to indolence and immerality.” It would save Americans
from the corrupting influence of foreign luxuries. “Dame commerce,”
Clay declared, “is a flicting, flippant, noisy jade, and if we are governed
by her fantasies we shall never put off the muslins of India and the cloths
of Europe,” Finally, it would bring economic indcpendence and national
pride. “The nation that imports its clothing from abroad is bue little less
dependent than if it imported its bread.” Domestic manufacturing, if
supported by bounties and protective duties, could supply every neces-
sary article of clothing and redeem America from reliance on foreign
countries.

The American Society for the Encouragement of Domestic Manufac-
tures, a New York—based organization, issued a pamphlet urging the
importance of manufactures on civic as welf as economic grounds. Its
1817 Address . . . to the People of the United States argued that in
America manufacturing would elevate rather than erode the moral char-
acter of the people. American factories would not be situated in chaking
cities, “but rather on chosen sites, by the fall of waters and the ronning
stream, the seats of health and cheetfulness, where good instruction will
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secure the morals of the young, and good regulations will promote, in all,
order, cleanliness, and the exercise of the civil duties, "%
Late in life, after the failed embargo and the War of 1812 convinced

him of the difficulty of achieving free wade, Jefferson allowed that manu-
facturing had become necessary to national independence. “We must

“now place the manufacturer by the side of the agriculturist,” he concluded

in 1816, Given persistent restrictions on American commerce, those who
would oppose domestic manufactures “must be for reducing us either to
dependence on that forcign nation, or to be clothed in skins, and to live
like wild beasts in dens and caverns, I am not one of these; experience has
taught me that manufactures are oW as necessary to our independence as
to our comfort.”™

The early 1800s thus brought a shift in Jeffersonian political economy,
away from an agrarian cconomy linked to foreign commetce, and toward
the development of domestic manufactures and a home market. This shift
was inspired partly by frustration with persistent obstacles to foreign
trade, and partly by fear that excessive forcign imports were COITUpLIng
republican virtue by making Americans dependent on foreign luxuries
and fashion. This shift in economic outlook was embraced most enthusi-
astically by a younger, more entrepreneurial generation of republicans.

Even as republican political economy eased and then abandoned its
opposition to domestic manufactures, however, it retained its civic con-
cerns. The debate over domestic manufactures in the early nineteenth
century was not only about prosperity, but also about what economic
arrangements were most suitable to self-government. The republican
advocates of manufactures in the early 1800s did not renounce the politi-
cal economy of citizenship that had informed Jefferson’s agrarian vision;
they argued instead that republican citizenship would now best be ad-
vanced by a political economy in which domestic manufacrures would
free the nation from excessive dependence on foreign luxuries and pro-
mote the industry, frugality, and independence self-government requires.

The very events that prompted growing republican support for domes-
tic manufactures—notably the embargo of 1807-1802 and the War of
1812—led some Federalisis to fear the destroction of American com-
merce and to denounce the prospect of large-scale manufacturing. They
too employed the language of civic virtue, Some paradoxically accused
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Jefferson and Madison of promoting an advanced manufacturing society
that republicans had long opposed, A Connecticut Federalist complained
that Jefferson’s policies would exchange a simple society of agriculture
and commerce “for the dissipated and effeminate manners and habits,
which extensive establishments of manufactures, never fail to bring in
their train,”® A Boston writer asked, “Would the existence of our present
form of government be compatible with such a populace as exists in
Lyons, Manchester, or Birmingham?”# The Maryland Federalist Philip
Barton Key praised the superior civic virtue that agrarian Jife fostered:
“You would never look at men and boys in workshops for that virtue and
spirit in defense that you would justly expect from the yeomanry of the
country.”*®

In 1814 Daniel Webster, a New Hampshire congressman who would
later move to Boston and become a leading defender of manufacturing,
argued in moral and civic terms against tariffs thar encouraged extensive
manufactures: “Habits favorable to good morals and free Governments,
arc not usually most succcssfully cultivated in populous manufacturing
cities.” The extensive division of labor imposed by large factories “ren-
der(s] the laborer altogether dependent on his cmployer.” In a fervid
paean to pastoral life, the young Webster warned of the day when most
Americans would have to “immerse themselves in close and unwhole-
some work-shops; when they shall be obliged o shut their cars to the
bleatings of their own flocks, upon their own hills, and to the voice of the
lark ¢hat cheers them at the plough, that they may open them in dust, and
smoke, and steam, to the perpetual whirl of spools and spindles, and the
grating of rasps and saws.”"

gd Republican Ideals

More than a mattero frical debare, che moral and civic consequences
of manufactures also figured in the design of the first manufacturing
towns. The entrepreneurs who established the nation’s carly factories
were keenly aware of republican fears. They were determined to show
that American manufacturing could avoid the evils of European factory

Economics and Virtue in the Early Republic - 151

Jife. Rather than breed poverty and vice, it could foster the virtues repub-
lican citizenship required.

Lowell, Mas the leading industrial town of the Jacksonian
era, was widely seen as a practical test of the republican case for large-
ccale manufacturing. As Henry Clay observed, “Lowell will tell whether
¢the manufacturing system is compatible with the social virtues.””
Founded by a group of Boston merchants led by Francis Cabot Lowell,
the textile factory at Lowell was carefully designed to protect the moral
character of its workers. As one of Lowell’s associates explained, “The
operatives in the manufacturing cities of Europe, were notoriously of the
Jowest character, for intelligence and morals, The question therefore
arose, and was deeply considered, whether this degradacion was the result
of the peculiar occupation, or of other and distinct causes. ™

Lowell’s founders concluded that factory work was not intrinsically
inimical to moral character, and undertook several measures to assure
that Lowell’s workers would not suffer the moral and civic degradation of
their European counterpasts. First, like other American factories, the one
at Lowell was operated by water power rather than steam, allowing it to
be located in the country rather than in a crowded city. Second, to avoid
creating an entrenched proletariat, the Lowell work force would be
drawn from a rotating, not a permanent population. Ideal for this purpose
were unmarried young women from the New England countryside, for
whom factory work would be an interfude in life, not a career.

Finally, in an effort to prove that facrory life need not be corrupting, the
foumders of Lowell undertook to uplift the moral character of their
workers. In doing so, they displayed the paternalist tendencies to which
some versions of the formative project are prone. Lowell’s “factory girls”
lived in company boardinghouses supervised by matrons who enforced a
strict code of moral and religious conduct. In the few hours remaining to
them after a seventy-hour work week, they attended religious services,
borrowed books from a lending library, attended lectures, organized
“jmprovement circles,” and produced literary magazines such as the
Lowell Offering, whose writers “offered impressive support for the Low-
ell system as a model republican community.”™

The formative aspect of Lowell factory life addressed the republican
worry that manufacturing workers would lack the moral character of
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those who worked the land. From the standpoint of the owners, it had the
further advantage of aiding recruitment by assuring workers—and their
parents—of a wholesome moral environment, It also enabled the owners
to instill and enforce the rigorous discipline the new factory system
requited.”

Lowell’s promoters hailed their town as 2 model republican commu-
nity. Henry Miles, a Lowell minister, praised its “strict system of moral
police.”% Edward Everett, Lowell’s congressman, proclaimed manufac-
turing towns like Lowell “a peculiar triumph of our political inde-
pendence,” the “complement of the revolurion.” Even more important
than its economic achievement, Everett maintained, Lowell stood as
proof against the prejudice that factories must breed degradation and
vige: “for physical comfort, moral conduct, general intelligence, and all
the qualities of social character which make up an enlightened New
Fngland community, Lowell might safely enter into a comparison with
any town or city in the land.”*” According to Amos Lawrence, one of the
owners, Lowell proved there was no reason 1o believe “thatthe character
of our people will degenerate, or their true happincss be diminished, while
the wealth of our country is increased.”* '

Lowell’s reputation as a moral and technological marvel brought a
steady stream of visitors. When President Andrew Jackson arrived in
1833, he was greeted with a procession of twenty-five hundred factory
girls clad in white dresses with blue sashes, carrying parasols and bearing
banners calling for “Protection to American Industry.” Other visitors
included Davy Crockett, President Polk, and a parade of foreigners,
including Charles Dickens. Most came away impressed with Lowell’s
apparent reconciliation of large-scale manufactures and republican
ideals.

But even as Lowell was lauded at home and abroad, its vaunted
republican character was breaking down. Wage curs, industrial growth,
urbanization, and the transformation of the labor market soon under-
mined the harmonions vision of Lowcll’s founders. One ingredient of that
vision was the assumption that relatively high wages would attract intel-
ligent, respectable workers from the countryside and prevent their degra-
dation. If wages felt or conditions deteriorated, workers could retain their
mdependence by returning to the farm.
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But in 1834 Lowell's directors responded to an economic downeurn
with a 25 percent wage cut. The workers “turned out,” ur struck, without
success. The strikers protested not only the wage cuts bur also the pater-
nalistic scheme of supervision and discipline. “[I)r was not the reduction
of wages alone which caused the excitement,” said one of the protesters,
«put that haughty, overbearing disposition, that purse-proud insolence,
which was becoming more and more apparent.” With the depression of
1837, owners were able to impose further wage cufs and still retain
sufficient workers to operate the mills. A labor newspaper of the 1840s
complained that “American workingmen and women will not long suffer
this gradual system of republican encroachment, shich is fast reducing
them to dependence, vassalage and slavery.”™ But the gtowing protest
had little effect; not until 1853 did the Lowell corporation shorten the
work day to eleven hours.'%

As working conditions deteriorated and discontent grew, the textile
mills became less attractive 10 young New England women. But the
massive Lrish immigration of the late 18405 relieved company owners of
any pressure to meet workers’ demands. The new immigrants offercd a
cheap and abundant Jabor supply and soon replaced the daughters of
Yankee farmers in the mills. In 1845 Trish workers comprised 7 pexcent of
Lowell’s textile operatives; by the early 1850s they constituted half the
|abor force, and grew in subsequent years. The temporary work force that
in the beginning was meant to avoid a dependent, impoverished proletar-
permanent factory population. “In less than a decade

ized population of well-educated and temporary New
»103

igt gave way o
Eowell lost its pr:
England women and with it the factory system’s very rationale.

Meanwhile, American manufacturing was changing in ways that
would soon abandon even the gesture to republican jdeals. In hopes of
increasing productivity, textile manufacturers turned from water power
to stearn, which could power larger mills. Larger factories increased the
attraction of urban settings. The republican promise of small factories
dispersed throughout the countryside gave way in the face of the eco-
nomic advantages of cities. Industrial managers of the 1840s pointed out
that America’s large commercial cities offered a population willing to
work at low wages, and without the housing the Lowell mills had to build
to recruit workers. After 1850, “{t]he concerns that had motivated the
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foundmg of Lowell were largely abandoned,” and “earlier American
reservations about the moral and political consequences of manufactur-
ing cities” were forgotten.™

Economic Argument in the\Jacksonian Era

Seen through the lens of present-day political argument, the underlying
concerns of Jacksonian-era politics seem similar to our own. In their
rancorous debates over banking, tariffs, and economic development, the
Democrats and Whigs of the 1830s and 1840s made frequent appeal to
arguments of economic growth and distributive justice. Whigs such as
Henry Clay and Daniel Webster argned that their program of a national
bank, a protective tariff, and government-sponsored internal improve-
_ments would increase national wealth. Democrats led by Jackson ob-
jected that such policies would enrich the powerful at the expense of the
common man and lead o an unjust distribution of wealth. In a pattern of
argument familiar in our time, Whigs replied that economic growth
would benefir farmers and laborers as well as businessmen and bankers,
thar a rising tide would lifr all boats.1f

Jacksonians were troubled above all by the unequal distribution of
wealth between producers and those they considered nonprodugers, such
as gﬂerchants, capitalists, and bankers. They complained that the market
society emerging around them gave its greatest rewards to those who
conrributed least. “[T]he workingman is poor and depressed,” wrote
Democratic radical Orestes Brownson, “while a large portien of the
non-workingmen, in the sense we use the term, are wealthy. It may be laid
dm::vn as a general rule, with but few exceptions, that men are rewarded in
an inverse ratio to the amount of actual service they perform.”1® The New
York.Evening Post voiced the same protest more vividly: “Wheo is it that
rolls in his carriage with gilded harness; revels in all the luxuries of the
carth; builds palaces and cutdoes princes in his entertainments? Is it the
man who labours all day and every day? Is it the possessor of houses and
lands or anything real? No—it is the minion of paper money.™"™

Leading Whigs and their supporters replied that accumulated wealth
and the credit system worked to the benefic of ordinary Americans by
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increasing the national wealth. They argued that economic growth would
do more for the poor than attempts to distribute existing wealth more
equatily. “Whatever objections may be made to the exasting diseribution of
riches,” wrote journalist and sometime Whig Richard Hildreth, “this at
least must be conceded, that no mere redistribution of the existing mass of
wealth could effectually answer the proposed purpose of elevating the
people. Any such redistribution . . . would still leave everybody poor, at
the same time that it cut up by the roots a great mass of industrious
occupations. . . . Above and beyond any of these schemes of redistribu-
tion, in order to redeem the mass of the people from poverty and its

great increase in the amount both of accunnulated wealth and

incidents, a
IR

of annual products is absolutely essentia

Whig Congressman Edward Everett, speaking in praise of “accumula-
tion, property, capital, [and] credit,” argued that the vast fortune of a
Jeading capitalist served the community well: “What better use could have
been made of it? Will it be said, divide it equally among the community;

.ve each individual in the United States a share? It would have amounred
to half a dollar each for man, woman, and child; and, of course, might as
well have been sunk in the middle of the sea. Such a distribution would
have been another name for annihilation. How many ships would have
furled their sails, how many wa rehouses would lave closed their shutters,
how many wheels, heavily laden with the products of industry, would
have stood still, how many families would have been reduced to want,
and without any advantage resulting from the distribution?™*"

Despite this surface similarity, however, the terms of debate in the age
of Jackson map uneasily onto our own. In recent decades, those most
concerned with distributive justice have argued for a more activist govern-
ment—a progressive tax system, social welfare programs, laws regulating
che health and safety of workers; those most concerned with economic
growth have rypically argued for less goverament intervention—lower
rax rates, less government regulation. In the Jacksonian era, these sides
were reversed. Then ic was the Democrats, the party of farmers, mechan-
ics, and laborers, who argued for limited government, while the Whigs,
the party of business and banking and industry, favored a more activist
government, even including an industrial policy to guide national eco-

nomic development.
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Jacksonian Political Econanty,

Jacksonian Democrats favored a laissez-faire philosophy of government
that finds its present-day expression in “antigovernment” politicrans such
as Ronald Reagan and libertarian economists such as Milton Friedman.
“The best government is that which governs least,” declared the Jack-
sonian Demtocratic Review. “A strong and active democratic govern-
ment, in the common sense of the term, is an evil, differing only in degree
and mode of operation, and not in nature, from a strong despotisnt. . . .
Govetnment should have as little as possible to do with the general
business and interests of the people. . . . Its domestic action should be
confined to the administration of justice, for the protection of the natural
equal rights of the citizen and the preservation of social order.™""” The
Jacksonian editorialist William Leggert condemned even such minimal
government functions as running the post office, maintaining an insane
asylum for the poor, or inspecting bakeries and butcheries.!

Unlike Democrats since the time of the New Deal, Andrew Jackson
considered government the enemy, not the instrument of justice for the
common man. This conviction stemmed partly from his view of govern-
ment, and partly from his conception of justice. When government inter-
vened in the economy, Jackson maintained, it was bound to favor the rich
and the powerful. In any case, justice did not require that government
redress the unequal talents and abilities by which some get more and
others less. “Distinctions in society will always exist under every just
government. Equality of talents, of education, or of wealth can not be
produced by human institutions. In the full enjoyment of the gifts of
Heaven and the fruits of superior industry, economy, and virtue, every
man is equally entitled to protection by law.” 112

According 10 Jackson, the problem was not how to use government to
promote an equality of condition, but how to prevent the rich and the
powerful from using government 10 secure privileges, subsidies, and spe-
cial advantages. “It is to be regretted that the rich and powerful too often
bend the acts of government to their selfish purposes. . . . If [government]
would confine itself to cqual protection, and, as Heaven does its rains,
shower its favors alike on the high and the low, the rich and the poor, it
would be an ungualified blessing, 113

.tional republican

Economics and Virtue in the Early Republic - 157

The economic debates of the Jacksonian cra differ from our own in
ways that go beyond the parties’ stance toward government and display
the persistence of republican themes in the 1830s and 1840s. Although
Jacksonians and Whigs did invoke arguments of economic growth and
distributive justice, these considerations figured less as ends in themselves
than as means to competing visions of a self-governing republic. The
Jacksonian objection to the growing inequality of wealth had less to do
with fairness than with the threat to self-government posed by large
concentrations of wealth and power. The Whig case for promoting eco-
nomic development had less to do with increasing the standard of living
or maximizing consumption than with cultivating national community
and strengthening the bonds of the union. Underlying the debates be-
rween Democrats and Whigs were competing visions of 4 political econ-
omy of citizenship.

In different ways, both partics shared Jefferson’s conviction that the
economic life of the nation should be judged for its capacity to cultivate in
citizens the qualities of character that self-government requires. By the
1830s few assumed, as Jefferson cnce did, that the agrarian life was the
only way to civic competence.™ But even as the parties turned cheir
atrention to the national bank, protective tariffs, land policy, and internal
jmprovements, hoth Democrats and Whigs retained contact with the
formative ambition of the republican tradition.

Jackson’s policies and rheroric reflected republican hopes and fears in
rwo respects. First, his stand against th -,
ral support for commerce and mdustry, re ected the tradi-
fear that powerful, self-interested forces would domi-
nate EOVErNIMENt, secute special privileges, and deprive the people of their
right to rule. Second, his hostility to large-scale business, banking, and
speculation sprang from the conviction that enly industrious producers
such as farmers, mechanics, and laborers possessed the virtue and inde-
pendence necessary to self-government, The concentration of power rep-
resented by a national bank and a paper currency would corrupt
republican government directly, by giving subsidies and privileges 10 a
favored few; meanwhile, the spirit of speculation those institntions en-
couraged would corrupt republican government indirectly, by undermin-
ing the moral qnalities republican citizenship requires."*

against fede
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According 1o its defenders, the Bank of the United States promoted
economic stability by regulating the money supply through controt of its
widely accepted notes. Accordi j onents, this power over the
nation’s currency rivaled the power of the government itself and unjustly
enriched the bank’s private investors. To Jackson, the bank was a “mon-
ster,” a “hydra of corruption,” and he resolved to destroy it. His war
against the bank was the defining issue of his presidency and illustrated
both aspects of the Jacksonian political econamy of citizenship.

At one level, the struggle over the bank demonstrated the danger of
concentrated power, “The result of the ill-advised legislation which estab-
lished this great monopoly,” declared Jackson, “was to concentrate the
whole moneyed power of the Union, with its boundless means of corrup-
tion and its numerous dependents, under the direction and command of
one acknowledged head . . . cnabling it to bring forward upon any occa-
sion its entire and undivided strength to support or defeat any measure of
the Government.” Had the bank not been destroyed, “the Government
would have passed fiom the hands of the many to the hands of the few,
and this organized money power from its secret conclave would have
dictated the choice of your highest officers and compelled you to make
peace or war, as best suited their own wishes. The forms of your Govern-
ment might for a time have remained, but its living spirit would have
departed from it,” "

At another level, beyond even the evils of concentrated power, an
economy dominated by commerce, banking, and business threatened ro
corrupt republican government by eroding the moral habits that sustain
it. The fluctuations of paper currency “cngender a spirit of specnlation
injurious to the habirs and character of the people.” Wild speculation in
land and stock “threatened to pervade all classes of society and to with-
draw their attention from the sober pursuits of honest industry. It is not
by encouraging this spirit that we shall best preserve public virtue. ” Papert
money fostered an “cager desire to amass wealth without Jabor” that
would “inevitably lead to corruption” and destroy republican govern-
mc”t_l 17

In its libertarian moments, Jacksonian politics gestured toward the
procedural republic and the notion that government should play no part
in forming the character or cultivating the virtue of its citizens. For
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example, Orestes Brownson claimed, contrary to the republican tradition,
that liberty “is nat the power to choose our own form of government, to
elect our own rulers, and through them to make and administer our own
laws,” but simply the abilizy to exercise individual rights withourt govern-
ment interference. *So long as the individual trespasses upon none of the
rights of others, or throws no obstacle in the way of their free and full
government, law, pu blic apinion even, must leave him free to
R 1]

exercise,

take his own course.
But unlike modern libertarians, who defend individual rights while

insisting that government be neutral among competing conceptions of the
good life, Jacksonians explicitly affirmed a certain way of life and sought
to cultivate a certain kind of citizen. Like Jefferson and Madison, Jackson
frequently justified his economic policies on formative grounds, cifing
their consequences for the moral character of citizens. Removing public
deposits from the Bank of the United Statcs was “necessary to preserve the
morals of the people.”"® Restoring gold and silver specie as the medium of
exchange would “revive and perpetuate those habits of economy and
simplicity which are so congenial to the character of republicans.””®
Refusing federal suppott for internal improvements and mass markets
would preserve an economy of independent producers and make the
world safe for the virtue-sustaining occu pations that suited Americans to
self-government. “The planter, the farmer, the mechanic, and the laborer
all know that their success depends upon their own industry and econoy,
and that they must not expectto become suddenly rich by the fruits of their
toil.” Such citizens were “the bone and sinew of the country—men who
Jove liberty and desire nothing but equal rights and equal laws.” >

In the twentieth century, laissez-faire doctrines would celebrate the
market economy and the freedom of choice the market supposedly se-
cured. In the age of Jackson, however, laissez-faire notions served a
different role, embedded as they were ina vision of *the good republican
life.” This was the vision, as Marvin Meyers describes it, “of independent
producers, secure in their modest competence, proud in their natural
dignity, confirmed in their yeoman charactet, responsible masters of their
fate—the order of the Old Republic.” Jacksonians assumed that “when
government governed least, society—made of the right republican mate-
rials—would realize its OWn natural moral discipline.”™
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No champion of capitalist enterprise, Jackson sought to iimit govern-
ment not to give greater scope to market relations but to slow their
advance. Without the “artificial” support of government subsidies and
protective tariffs, Jackson belicved, large-scale manufacturing, banking,
and capitalist enterprise would not soon overrun the economy of small,
independent producers. This explains the otherwise strange coexistence in
a single political outlook of laissez-faire individualism and the republican
concern with the moral character of the people. “Americans of the Jack-
sonian persuasion took their doctrines of liberty and Jaissez faire . . . not
as a stimulant to enterprise but as a purgative to bring the Old Republic
.. . back ro moral health.”'% Government would promote virtue not
directly, through legislation, but indirectly, by holding off the economic
forces that threatened to undermine it.

Whig Political Ecorom
Although the Whigs welcomed the economic changes Jacksonians op-

posed, they t0o advanced a political economy of citizenship and attended
to the moral consequences of economic arrangements. “Beginning with
the same body of republican tradition as the Democrats, the Whigs chose
to emphasize different themes within it and offered a dramatically differ-
ent assessment of economic changes promised by the Market Revolu-
ton.”"* Jacksonians and Whigs shared the republican notions that
centralized power is the enemy of liberty and that government should
concern itself with the moral chatacter of its citizens. But they applied
these teachings differently 1o the circomstances of ninetcenth-century
American life.

While Jacksonians feared centralized economic power, the Whigs
feared centralized executive power. As Whigs saw it, the threat that power
posed to liberty was not to be found in the forces of industry, banking,
and commerce, but instead in Jackson’s conception of the presidency.
When Jackson vetoed the recharter of the Bank of the United States,
removed its public deposits, and transferred them to state banks, oppo-
nents accused him of “Caesarism,” “executive usurpation,” and dictato-
rial designs. Previous presidents had nsed the veto power infrequently,
applying it only to laws they deemed unconstitutional, not laws they
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simply disagreed with.'* Confronted with the “Monster,” :]ackson ob-
no such restraint. “We are in the midst of a revolutiond® Henry
Clay deglared, “hitherto bloodless, but rapidly descending towar
% of the pure republican character of the government, and to the
concentration of all power in the hands of oneman.”*

In 1834 Clay and his followers among National Republicans adopted
the name “Whig,” after the English opposition party that had dl_-awn on
republican themes to resist the arbitraty power of the Crown. Like their
English namesakes, Clay and the American Whigs saw the greatest threat
to republican government in the abuse of exccutive power. ]nvokl.ng the
memory of the Revolution, Clay hailed the British Whigs as c.ham pions of
[iberty and opponents of royal executive power. ‘TA nd what is the present
but the same contest in another form? ... The whigs of th}t present d'ay are
opposing executive encroachment, and a most Falarmmg extension of
executive power and prerogative. They are ferrequ oui the al.)uses and
corruptions of an administration, under a chief magistrate who is endeav-
oring to concentrate in his own person the whole powers of govern-
ment.™ 2 Whig political cartoons portrayed Jackson as “King Andrew
The first successful Whig presidential candidate, William Henry Harri-
son, won the White Housc in 1840 on a p]at.form gf executive restraint,
promising to use the veto sparingly, to poll his cabinet on decisions, and
not to seek a second term. ™ _

The Whigs’ emphasis on balanced government and fear of executive
tyranny fit firmly wichin the republican tradition thant echoed from classi-
cal and Renaissance thought to the “country party” opposition of eigh-
teenth-century English politics. Their enthusiasm for commerce, industry,
and economic development, however, set tl:u:m apart. Tt?e classical repub-
lican tradition had seen commcrce as_a‘nmhcucal to virtue, a source of
Juxury and corruption that distracted cmzcnsbfrom the public good. Fro:l
the time of the Revolution, American repubhcans had worried _about the
civic consequences of Iarge-scale coquper«f:lal and manfacturing f':nter—
prises. The carly Jefferson had seen civic virtue as dependent on a mmple
And although Jacksonians enlarged the range of vir-
fions to include independent Jaboress and mechan-
they feared that the market revolution unfolding in
the moral qualities self-government required.’?

agrarian economy.
tue-sustaining occupa
ics as well as farmers,
their day would erode
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Even as Whigs advocated economic development, however, they re-
tained the formative ambition of the republican tradition, They accepred
the republican assumptions that self-government reguires certain moral
and civic qualities among citizens, and thar economic arrangements
should be assessed for their tendency to promote those qualities. Their
argument with Jacksonians was abour whar virtues self-government re-
quired of nineteenth~entury Americans, and how best to promote them.

The Whigs® formative project had two aspects. One was ro deepen the
bonds of union and cultivate a shared national identity. T'he other was to
clevate the morality of the people, to strengthen their respect for order and
their capacity for self-control. Whigs sought to realize these aims through
a policy of national economic development and through various public
institutions, from schools to reformatories to asylums, designed to im-
prove the moral character of the people.

The centerpicce of Whig economic policy was Henry Clay’s “American
System,” Unlike che British system of larssez-fait€ economic development,
Clay’s proposal sought to foster economic development by giving explicit
government encouragement to national economic growth. High tariffs
would encourage American manufacturing by prorecting it from foreign
c_(}mpctition. High prices for federal lands would slow westward expan-
sion and generate revenues to support an ambitious program of internal
improvements such as roads, canals, and railroads. And a national bank
would ease tax collection, commercial eransactions, and public spending
by establishing a strong currency. 1%

Whigs justified their program of economic development on grounds of
prosperity but also on grounds of national integration. The internal
“improvements” they sought to foster were moral as well as material. The
“idea of progress” was “to bring out the material resources of America”
and also “to improve the mind and heart of America.” 5! National trans-
portation and communication facilities would promotc national har-
mony as well as commerce and morally uplift remote regions of the
country. A railroad from New England to Georgia would “harmonize the
feelings of the whole country,”®2 Linking the uncivilized West to the East
would, according, to a Christian Whig journal, promote morality and
salvation: “The sooner we have railroads and telegraphs spinning into the
wilderness, and setting the remorest hamlets in connexion and closc
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proximity with the east, the more certain it is that light, good manners,
and christian refinement will become universally diffused.”1®* A Rich-
mond newspaper concluded, “Truly are rail roads bonds of union, of
social, of national union.”

Clay proposed to fund internal improvements by distriburing to the
states revenue derived from the sale of public lands. Such a policy would
do more than provide resonrces for important public projects. It would
also create “a new and powerful bond of affection and of interest”
between the states and the federal government. The states would be
grateful for the federal largesse, and the federal government would enjoy
“he benefits of moral and intellectual improvement of the people, of great
facility in social and commercial intercourse, a nd of the purification of the
population of our couniry, themselves the best parental sousces of na-
tional chatacter, national union, and national greatness,”t%

Given their ambition to deepen the bonds of union, Whigs lacked the
Jacksonian appetite for territorial expansion. In opposing the annexation
of Texas, Daniel Webster revived the classical argument that a republic
cannot extend across an unlimited space. An arbitrary regime could be
as vast as its army’s reach, but republics must cohere © by the assimilation
of interests and feclings; by a sense of common country, common
political family, common character, fortunc and destiny.” Such com-
monality would be difficult o cultivate if the nation expanded too
quick]y: “there must be some boundary, or some limlts_ to a republic
which is to have a common centre . . . political attraction, like other

attractions, is less and less powerful, as the parts become morc and more

distant.” ¥ .
Tt was on these grounds that Webster opposed the Mexican War and

the subscquent acquisition of New Mexico and Californ ia._I—I‘is public life
had been dedicated to making Americans “one peaple, one in interest, one
in character, and one in political feeling,” W ebster declared in 1848, But
«what sympathy can there be berween the people of Mexico and Califor-
nia” and the rest of the United States? None ar all, Webster concluldcd.
« Arbitrary governments may have territories and distant possessions,
because arbitrary governments may rule them by different {aws and
different systems. . .. We can do no such thing. They must be of us, part

of us, or else strangers.”'”
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The Whigs” case for industry, technology, even prosperity itself was
closely tied to the moral and civic benefits these developments would
bring. “They never employed the argument later apologists for American
business would sometimes use, that profitability itself is an indicator of
social utility.” As Daniel Walker Howe ohserves, Whig political econ-
omy did not assume that prosperity was its own justification; the repub-
lican tradition had taught otherwise. Whigs “had to overcome the idea
that ‘commerce’ was opposed to ‘virtue® and constituted a threat to it.
This had been a major convention of classical-Renaissance-common-
wealth thought, and it remained powerful in Jacksontan rhetaric. . . .
The Whigs were resolving an age-old polarity in the country-party
rradition by arguing that commerce could nourish virtue.” 1%

Beyond a political economy of national incegration and moral improve-
ment, the Whigs pursued their formative aims through a range of public
institutions and benevolent societies designed to build character and
inculcare self-control. These efforts included insane asylums, penitentia-
ries, almshouses, juvenile reformatories, Sunday schools, the temperance
movement, and factory communities such as the one at Lowell. Whigs
were prominent among the founders and leaders of these institutions and
movements, which reflected the religious impulses of evangelical Protes-
tantism and the reformist, paternalist aspect of Whig political thought.
Although Whigs welcomed the economic changes of their day, they
worried about the social changes, such as the decline of deference, the rise
of immmigration, and the general breakdown of the moral order of
small-town, rural life, 1

The blend of religious and civic concerns characteristic of Whig reform
can be found in Daniel Webster's praise for the Sunday school movement.
“The Sabbath Schoolis one of the great institutions of the day,” he wrore.
“It leads our youth in the path of truth and morality, and makes them
good and useful cirizens. As a school of religious instruction it is of
inestimable value; as a civil institution it is priceless, and has done more to
preserve our liberties than grave statesmen and armed soldiers.”"

In a democratic age teeming with disorder, Whigs emphasized obedi-
ence, discipline, and self-control as the gualities essential to self-govern-
ment. “The present is a period of great restlessness and agitation among
the popular elements of the world,” warned Whig congressman Daniel
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Barnard. “The established order of things is almost every where being
questioned, disturbed, and, in many cases, subverted.” This condition
posed a challenge to republican government. “Perhaps the severest trial to
which the virtue of any people can be subjected, is when every man has a
share in the government; for when every one governs, few indeed are
willing to submit to be governed; when every one commands, nobody
likes to obey. Yet the habit and practice of obedience is indispensable to
the moral healch of every people.”™!

Of all the Whig projects of moral and civic improvement, their most
ambitious instrument of republican soulcraft was the public school. As
Horace Mann, the first secretary of the Board of Education of Massachu-
setts, explained, if all were to share in governing, then true to the republi-
can tradition, all would have to be equipped with the requisite moral and
intellectual resources: “with universal suffrage, there must be universal
elevation of character, intellectual and moral, or there will be universal
mismanagement and calamity.” The question whether human beings are
capable of self-government admits only a conditional answer; they are
capable insofar as they possess the intelligence and goodness and breadth
of view to govern on behalf of the public good. “But men are not born in
the full possession of such an ability,” nor do they necessarily develop it
as they grow to adulthood.!*

The role of the public schocls, theretore, is to cultivate in citizens the
qualitics of character republican government requires: “As each citizen is
to participate in the powcr of governing others, it is an essential prelimi-
nary that he should be imbued with a feeling for the wants, and a sense of
the rights, of those whom he is to govern; because the power of governing
others, if guided by no higher motive than our own gratification, is the
distinctive attribute of oppression; an auribute whose nature and whose
wickedness are the same, whether exercised by one who calls himself a
republican, or by one botn an irresponsible despot.”

The curriculum of the schools should reflect their purpose, said Mann,
and give ample aftention to civic and moral education: “principles of
morality should [be] copiously intermingled with the principles of sci-
; the Golden Rule should become as familiar as the multiplication
As for the controversy that inevitably attends imstruction in politics,
and religion, Mann urged that the public schools aim at a broad

ence”
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middle ground. In politics, they should teach “those atticles in the creed
of republicanism which are accepted by all,” but avoid partisan disputes-
In morals and religion, they should convey the teachings, in effect, of
nondenominational Protestantism, including “all the practical and pre-
ceptive parts of the Gospel” but excluding “all dogmarical theology and
sectarianism.” If such teaching could be widely diffused, Mann had
boundless hopes for the redemptive possibilitics: “if all the children in the
community, from the age of four years to that of sixtecn, could be brought
within the reformatory and elevating influences of good schools, the dark
host of privare vices and public crimes which now imbitter domestic
peace, and stain the civilization of the age, might, in ninety-mne cases in
every hundred, be banished from the world. ™

The Public Good

in addition to sharing the formative ambition of republican politics,
Jacksonians and Whigs retained the related assumption that the public
good is more than the sum of individual preferences or interests. Madison
had sought this good in the deliberation of an elite group of enlightened
statesmen acting at some distance from popular passions, “a chosen body
of citizens, whose wisdom may best discern the true interest of the
country.”* The parties in the age of Jackson did not think democracy
could be filtered so finely, They sought a public good beyond the play of
interests on terms consistent with the heightened democratic expectations
of their day.

“No free government can stand without virtue in the people and a lofty
spitit of patriotism,” Jackson declared, echoing a traditional republican
view; “if the sordid feelings of mere selfishness shail usurp the place
which ought to be filled by public spirit, the legislation of Congress will
soon be converted info a scrambie for personal and secrional advan-
tages.” But for Jackson, governing in accoedance with the public good
did not require an enlightened elite of disinterested statesmery it simply
required preventing the powerful few from dominating government and
turning it to their selfish ends. The threat of interested polirics came
wholly from the moneyed interest. Those engaged in productive labor,
“the great body of the people,” had neither the inclination nor the
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capacity to form factions to seek special favors from government; “from
their habits and the nature of their pursuits they are incapable of forming
extensive combinations to act together with united force.” They “desire
nothing but equal rights and equal laws” and are therefore, by definition,
“uncorrupted and incorruptible.”'*

The Whigs were no less hostile e a politics of self-interest, but they
doubted that any class of people possessed by nawre the wisdom or virtue
to identify the public good. Republicans were made, not born, and al-
though it “may be an easy thing to make a republic . . . it is a very
laborious thing to make republicans.” Under conditions of universal
suffrage, the laborious task of moral and political education would have
to be extended to all.'”

In a passage that stands, despite its hyperbole, as an enduring reproach
to interest-based theories of democracy, Horace Mann warned of the
consequences for the public goad if citizens voted out of base or seltish
motives: “In a republican government the ballot-box is the urn of fate; vet
no god shakes the bowl or presides over the lot. If the ballot-box is open
to wisdom and patriotism and humanity, it is equally open to ignorance
and treachery, to pride and envy, to contempt for the poor or hostility
towards the rich. It is the loosest filter ever devised to strain out impuri-
ties. . . » The criteria of a right to vote respect citizenship, age, residence,
tax, and, in a few cases, property; but no inquiry can be put whether the
applicant js a Cato or a Catiline . . . if the votes, which fal! so copiously
into the ballot-bex on our days of election, emanate from wise counsels
and a loyalty to truth, they will descend, like benedictions from Heaven,
to bless the land and fill it with song and gladness . . . bur if, on the other
hand, these votes come from ignorance and crime, the fire and brimsione
that were rained on Sodorn and Gomorrah would be more rolerable.”"*




