Book Review by Richard Samuelson

Processep HisTory

Empire of Liberty: A History of the Early Republic, 1789-1815, by Gordon S. Wood.

MPIRE OF LIBERTY, GORDON WOOD'S CON-

tribution to the Oxford History of the

United States, is in many ways an excel-
lent work of history. No other living historian
could have brought together so much material
and synthesized it so intelligently and, often,
elegantly. Wood seems to have read everything
written in the field in his lifetime.

"The volume is not, however, exactly a book. It
is not a unified work in which every paragraph
fits together into a larger whole. Instead, it is
two books in one. The first describes the politi-
cal history of the United States from the inau-
guration of President Washington to the end of
the War of 1812, and does so fairly well. The
second frames that story with a broad narra-
tive of cultural and social change in the United
States from 1776 to roughly 1830, often with
sweeping chapters on topics like “Republican
Religion” and “Between Slavery and Freedom.”

For Wood, the Alva O. Way University Pro-
fessor and Professor of History Emeritus at
Brown University, society and culture are in the
driver’s seat; politics is along for the ride. Af
ter the Revolution, Wood writes, Americans
ceased to think they were “primitive folk living
on the edges of Western civilization™ “far from
remaining on the periphery of the historical
process, they now saw themselves suddenly cast
into its center.” Wood believes that historians
are, at heart, students of this “process.” They
describe the changing “climate of opinion,” of-
ten by noting how some people, unbeknownst
to themselves, were “preparing the way for the
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A Southeast View of New Haven in 1786, from the New Haven Chronicle of that year

future.” History is the study of change over time.
It is not the study of great statesmanship, and as
Wood once said to me, history is not philosophy
teaching by example.

Empire of Liberty recapitulates and expands
upon the story Wood told in The Radicalism of
the American Revolution (1992). The best parts are
those dedicated to describing the great changes
in society and culture that took place in the U.S.
in the decades after the American Revolution.
Wood focuses, in particular, on the rise and even-
tual victory of mass, middle-class society over the
gentry-aristocracy. Though not a great storyteller,
he is a good one, weaving a vast array of histori-
cal data into a coherent social narrative that re-
minds us of the confidence and the raw energy
of the republic. Americans believed in themselves
and had grand hopes for their country. They also
were an anxious people. Both individuals and the
republic had something to prove.

Once aristocratic markers ceased to distin-
guish the better sort from the rest, competition
for place became intense, even as Americans
denied that rank order should exist in society.
‘That energy was harnessed by the market. Elka-
nah Watson, for example, “devised...what soon
became the familiar American county fair, with
exhibitions, music, dancing, singing, and prizes
awarded for the best crops and the biggest live-
stock.” Soon women were displaying their best
“cloth, lace, hats, and other products of domestic
manufacturing” in a parallel competition, Win-
ners displayed their prizes, fostering “some tinc-
ture of envy”—which spurred everyone to harder
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work and to greater feats of production. Former-
ly, aristocrats held that only the fear of starvation
would spur poor men to action. Americans dis-
covered that the prospect of improvement would
do the job much more effectively.

But Americans of this era did not just go to
work, they also got busy. Population, at a bit
over five million in 1800, was doubling every 20
years. Much of it was streaming west. In 1776,
Wood notes, Kentucky “contained almost no
white settlers. By 1800 it had become a state
(1792) and grown to over 220,000.” Tennessee’s
population “multiplied tenfold between 1790
and 1820." Settled states with extended back-
countries saw a similar transformation. In up-
state New York, one traveler noted, “axes were
resounding and the trees literally were falling
about us as we passed.” The republic’s leaders,
particularly Federalists like George Washing-
ton and Henry Knox, tried to stem this tide,
both because they wanted to oversee an ordetly,
republican settlement of the West, and because
they knew that running the Indians off their
lands would be a stain on the republic’s honor.
But the government lacked the authority and
the resources, and perhaps the will, to stop the
flow of settlement to the West.

OOD SEES A SIMILAR DYNAMIC AT WORK
in society as a whole. Children were
leaving their parents’ homes in droves
to make their own way in the world elsewhere.
Colleges were beset by unruly students, “on a
scale never seen before or since in American
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to create a modern fiscal-military state, with its

history,” Americans were drinking more than ~embargoes failed. By 1815, Madison concluded
at any other time in our history; the homicide not only that the Bank of the United States was
rate increased, as did extra-marital pregnancy. agood thing, but also that it was constitutional.
Many of the old elites thought society was spin- Similarly, by 1815, he and Jefferson realized that
ning out of control. Meanwhile, to vindicate the U.S. could not remain a nation of farmers.
American society against the aspersions of Eu- Wood overlooks Madison’s call for new national
rope, Americans grew to be committed to moral  roads and canals in his annual message of 1815,
reform and moral causes. They flocked to see  although he does mention, in a separate chapter
Othello, billed as “a Series of Moral Dialoguesin on “Republican Reforms,” that Madison vetoed
Five Parts,” and Richard IIT, dubbed “The Fate just such a bill—after John C. Calhoun drafted
of Tyranny.” The Second Great Awakening got ~ and pushed it through Congress. Did Madison
underway, and the camp meeting was invented. change his mind on internal improvements in
All these reflected a popular, egalitarian moral- general, or did he, as his veto message suggested,
ity, and all were infused with American pride. ~ want an amendment to legalize them? Wood
In politics, the people demanded to be heard ~ doesnt ask.
and to have their way. Anti-slavery became a Wood’s desire for cultural generalization
popular cause for the first time in history and, is often useful. He gives a very good account
mostly in the North, thousands of slaves were of the reasoning behind the Alien and Sedi-
freed by their owners or by law. In high politics, tion acts, for example. His comment that the

~ common citizens had no time for either the tra- understanding of church-state separation in

ditional, hierarchical deference that, Wood says, 1800.is very different from that of our Courts
the Federalists demanded, or the enlightened today is spot on. But the same cultural bias also
leadership that Jefferson represented. In the causes difficulties, and leads him to cut cor-
1790s, as Wood tells the story, the Federalists ners or worse. He writes of “the universal and
made their last stand for traditional notions of ~perpetual peace that every enlightened person,
statesmanship, virtue, and restraint. They failed. but especially Americans, yearned for,” How
Thomas Jefferson and James Madison’s pro- many Americans yearned for perpetual peace?
gram would be more congruent with the “lib- He does not say, but he implies that even sober
ertarian impulses of America’s republican ide- republicans like John Adams were on board.
ology.” Whereas Alexander Hamilton wanted Wood quotes one letter in which Adams wrote
that, once nations respected neutral rights, “it
attendant administrative apparatus and “corrup- would put an end forever to all maritime war,”
tion,” Madison and Jefferson wanted the federal Wood cuts the next sentence: “However desit-
government to be virtually invisible to the aver- able this may be to humanity, how much soever
age American, Jefferson’s attack on the social philosophy may approve it and Christianity de-
forms of diplomacy, with his rule of “pell-mell” sire it, I am clearly convinced it will never take
(seating at state dinners would be open rather place.” Nor does he quote Adams’s statements
than according to rules of precedence), “reflected  mocking the idea of perpetual peace as philo-
changes that were taking place in American so- sophical folly. No matter.
ciety.” Facing invasion in the War of 1812, Mad- For Wood, American history is about the
ison refused to change course. “Better to allow - movement of prevailing opinion in America
the country to be invaded and the capital burned ~ down to one standard deviation. In this mode
than to build up state power in a Buropean mo- of history, neither individuals nor precise ideas
narchical manner, It was a Republican war that matter. Ultimately, Wood's own belief in His-
Madison sought to wage in a republican fashion.” tory gets in the way of his account of politics.
Wood thinks that Madison was right. Despite He quotes Justice William Johnson's opinion in
the burning of Washington and other defeats, Fletcher v. Peck (1810), drawing upon “a general
the United States did not fall. In fact, the War  principle, on the reason and nature of things; a
of 1812 established “for Americans the indepen-. principle which will impose laws even on the
dence and nationhood of the United States.” Deity.” Similarly he quotes Justice Joseph Story
~in Terrett v. Taylor (1815): “we think ourselves
S CULTURAL AND SOCIAL HISTORY, alL standing upon the principles of natural justice,
this is fairly solid, but it is not so solid upon the fundamental laws of every free gov-
as political, constitutional, and intel- ernment, upon the spirit and letter of the con-
lectual history. Wood implies that Jefferson stitution.” To most of America’s greatest jurists,
and Madison’s theories of government were and to the founders, the U.S. Constitution was
vindicated, even if the messy forces of plural- grounded, not on mere ideology, but upon truths
ism, selfinterest, and middle class democracy “in the nature of things” that reason could discern.
pushed aside their brand of elite leadership. In If one wishes to understand what they thought
fact, the rule of pell-mell was a failure and was ~ they were doing, one must describe their account
soon repudiated. The idea of replacing war with  of nature, even if their ideas were mistaken, or
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even if, as Wood seems to think, the idea that
men can discern “the nature of things” is a delu-
sion. Confident that he understands things bet-
ter than his subjects do, he attributes their ideas
to “the historical process,” and in doing so neces-
sarily simplifies or distorts history.

In Empire of Liberty, people are often sur-
prised, baffled, and overwhelmed by events and
changes in society. In the 1790s, “Jefferson and
Madison scarcely understood the diverse social
and sectional character of their followers.” Col-
lege students quoting Paine faced “bewildered
clerical teachers.” Repealing all laws against se-
ditious libel left the Federalists “dumbfounded.”
Etc., etc. Wood’s subjects seldom truly under-
stand what's going on around them, especially
when they don't like it. Ultimately, Wood’s as-
sumptions make it harder to give people and
texts a nuanced reading, According to him,

“Franklin, and, in fact, most of the Founders, be-
lieved in the efficacy of prayer as well as in some
sort of afterlife.” Franklin?! Surely he must be
joking, as I'm nearly certain Franklin was.

EAR THE CONCLUSION OF EMPIRE OF LIB-

erty Wood explains his thinking:

Educated and reflective observers found it
increasingly difficult to hold to the eigh-
teenth-century conspiratorial notion that
particular individuals were directly re-

sponsible for all that happened.... [Wlith

the spread of scientific thinking about so-
ciety many of these sorts of conspiratorial
interpretations began to seem increasingly
primitive and quaint.

Is Wood correct? He might be. But per-
haps he’s simply a victim of the historical pro-
cess. “Historians who write in aristocratic ages,”
Alexis de Tocqueville noted, “are wont to refer
all occurrences to the particular will or temper
of certain individuals.” By contrast, a democratic
way of life “naturally prompts the mind to search
for that general reason which operates upon so
many men’s faculties at the same time, and turns
them simultaneously in the same direction.” In
that sense, Wood is a democratic historian. Ulti-
mately, his book, like Tocqueville’s much deeper
one, is an account of the influence of the general
idea of equality on American society and cul-
ture and even, to a degree, its politics. In that
sense, he is correct to connect the idea of sov-
ereignty of the people with such 20th-century
ideas as referendum and recall. They reflected,
as did much in 19th-century America, a vulgar-
ized notion of equality and sovereignty.

Still, by giving less attention to the consti-
tutional idea of equality, the idea that binds
1787 with 1776 and that grounds American
citizenship, Wood takes politics, in the high
sense, out of the American regime. That’s why
he calls America’s propensity to turn “quarrels
over policy into contests over basic principles”
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nothing more than a “peculiar American ten-
dency.” It is not a direct result of the kind of
revolution we had or of the kind of constitu-
tional regime we created. Moreover, it is why
his political history is not fully integrated
with his social history. He is free to mention
the “midnight appointments” nearly 150 pages
after Jefferson’s inauguration. Similarly, he
claims that by not ratifying the Constitution
until after Washington’s inauguration, Rhode
Island and North Carolina put themselves

“outside the Union.” Actually, their constitu-

tional status is a very fraught question. Were
the Articles of Confederation repudiated, or
superseded, by the Constitution? A question
like that has no place in this book. Next to the
sweep of history, such trivia do not matter.

By telling the political history of the early
republic from the perspective of social and cul-
tural change, Gordon Wood truncates the po-
litical world. Far better would it be to follow
the master in this subject, Henry Adams, and
view the developing American culture from the
perspective of high politics and statesmanship.
Nonetheless, despite its limitations, Empire of
Liberty will be an essential work for all teachers
of American history for years to come,

Richard Samuelson is the 20092010 Garwood Vis-
iting Fellow at Princeton University's James Madi-
son Program and an assistant professor of history at
California State University, San Bernardino.



-Book Review by Daniel J. Mahoney

A FRIEND OF AMERICA AND LIBERTY

Tocqueville on America after 1840: Letters and Other Writings, edited and translated by Aurelian Craiutu and Jeremy Jennings.
Cambridge Umversn:y Dress, 576 pages, $95 (cloth), $32.99 (paper)
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OCQUEVILLE ON AMERICA AFTER 1840

is a remarkable volume that includes

everything the French political thinker
and statesman wrote on the United States or
American-related themes after the publication
of the second volume of Democracy in America
in 1840 until his death in 1859. Most of the ma-
terial has previously appeared in French in the
authoritative version of his Oeuvres complétes,
but the vast majority is available in English for
the first time—even some of the hand written
Jetters to Tocqueville from his American intet-
locutors were transcribed for this volume. It is
thus a treasure trove for students of Tocqueville
and American democracy. ‘

It has been proposed, most recently by Har-
vey C. Mansfield and Delba Winthrop in the
penetrating Introduction to their translation of
Democracy in America, that Tocqueville wrote
the greatest book on America and on democ-
racy. That claim, with which broadly concur, is
of course open to dispute. As Aurelian Craiutu
and Jeremy Jennings point out in their intelligent,
well-informed Interpretive Essay, Tocqueville has
had his share of French and American detrac-
tors, starting with the publication in 1835. of the
first volume of Democracy in America and con-
tinuing to this day. Of course, not all criticisms
are created equal. Some have accused him of get-
ting his facts wrong, others of conflating things
American and democratic. Some critics treat the
book as a mere travelogue—a guide to Jackso-
nian America—or downplay its philosophical
dimensions, and then criticize Tocqueville for
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his supposed mistakes. Others lament that he
is increasingly treated in some circles—though
not in any serious ones I know of —as an oracle
whose insights are beyond reproach..

Whatever the merits of these criticisms, it is
impossible to think seriously about America or
democracy without studying Tocqueville. And
thanks to the scholarly revolution of the last two
generations, readers now have at their disposal
the full range of his letters, speeches, and
wrltlngs in authoritative editions in French and
in English; new and competing English-language
translations of Democracy in America and The
Old Regime and the Revolution; at least two
first-rate biographies—André Jardin's Alexis de
Tocqueville (1988) and Hugh Brogan's Alexis de
Tocqueville: A Life (2007); not to mention scotes
of commentaries on his work. Whatis so welcome
about Tocqueville on America after 1840 is that it
combines the requisite scholarly seriousness—
its editors are among the top specialists on
French pohtrcal thought writing today—with a
recognition that the study of Tocqueville finally
belongs to all those who wish to come to terms
with the intersection of American democracy
and what Tocqueville himself did not hesitate to
call “the cause of humanity’—the great cause of

human liberty and dignity.

HE EDITORS 39-PAGE INTERPRETIVE ESSAY
(accompanied by 14 small-print pages
of notes) is an invaluable guide to Toc-
queville's “engagement with America over a
30-year period, from his nine-month trip with
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Gustave de Beaumont to the United States in
1831-32 until his renewed attentiveness to things -
American in the final decade of hislife. Impressive

" as it is, the Interpretive Essay goes too far when

it suggests that developments in the 1850s—
the deterioration of American mores, a growing
spirit of conquest and adventurism abroad, and
most importantly and ominously, the spread of
slavery in the territories—led Tocqueville “to the
stark conclusion that America no longer held out
hope for the friends of liberty around the world.”

The editors contrast the “relatively optimistic
image of American institutions” and the U.S.
Constitution in the first volume of Democracy
with the second volume’s concerns about demo-
cratic individualism—the atomizing effects of
democratic equality and the concomitant ero-
sion of civic spirit and high human aspirations
and achievement. Nevertheless, they argue that
even the second volume “did not call into ques-
tion the V1ab111ty and maturity of American
democracy” Craiutu and Jennings see a real
difference between Tocqueville's forebodings-
in Democracy in America about the unfolding
“democratic revolution” and the much more pes-
simistic evaluation he would have written if the -
portrait of America in his later correspondence
had given rise to a third volume.

‘The editors accurately convey Tocquevilles
disenchantment with the broad direction of
American democracy in the 1850s. But the let-
ters, speeches, and writings they have compiled
do not show their author radically departing
from his analysis in Democracy. To begin with,



