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Abstract This paper aims to rethink United States history from the colonial era
through the Civil War and Reconstruction by examining how capitalism and empire
joined together as the logic of expansion increasingly became driven by the logic of
capital over approximately two hundred and fifty years. Specifically, it argues that
(what became) the United States originated as a ‘society with capitalism’ and became
a ‘capitalist society’. This transition was a highly complex and uneven process as a
variety of social forms developed and interacted, and in which there was not one road
to capitalism, but a variety, depending on the historical circumstance. To accomplish
this, first, the article reviews the Marx-Weber debate to develop a theoretical and
methodological approach to the historical sociology of capitalism. The remainder of
the paper focuses on narrating an empirical interpretation of the transition to
capitalism including the diversity of labor forms capital historically utilized.

*****

On one hand, it seems self-evident to say that great overlap exists be-
tween history and sociology. Just as historians synthesize a variety of
literatures into their narratives and construct stories of social pat-
terns and action, so sociologists also continually confront history in
their subject matter. On the other hand, these disciplinary divisions
continue to shape researchmethods andmethodologies, in so leading
historians and historical sociologists continue to confront the same
historical periods in different ways. While historians dust off tomes
in archives and read centuries old handwritings only discernable by
an expert in old dialects, historical sociologists pull from the works
of historians to synthesize them into larger structural stories. Each
approach has its advantages and disadvantages. While historians
can recollect and describe the details of their subject matter to the
most minute details, they often fall back on description without ex-
planation, and don’t take the step towards locating their subject mat-
ter in broader, structural processes of social change. On the other
hand, historical sociologists have a tendency to construct complex
models of how societies are supposed to operate and impose theory
on history, in doing so writing narratives to fit into their theories,
rather than adequately addressing the complexities of history itself.
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This is not to argue bluntly about the relations between history
and sociology as disciplines and practices. And, of course, decades
of historians and sociologists have found a wide variety of solutions
to these problems. Rather, the goal of this paper is to suggest that
the forty year debate over the origins of American capitalism has
been plagued by this division. On one hand, dozens of works exist
written by historians which look at the rise of capitalism and the
‘market revolution’ in specific localities.1 On the other hand, domi-
nant explanations within historical sociology continue to place his-
tory into boxes, in doing so developing narratives that, while neat
in appearance, risk doing injustice to the complexities of history.2

In this context, the purpose of this paper is to reinterpret the large
scale history of American capitalism through what I regard as the
strengths and pitfalls of each approach. More specifically, the pur-
pose of this essay is to rethink the origins and early history of Amer-
ican capitalism in the context of the history of American Empire.
While so many contributions have been made to the American tran-
sition debate, it is striking how, within this, the question of empire
has almost never been raised.3 And while historians agree that the
United States was born as an ‘empire of liberty’, little work has been
done actually locating how these twin historical structures con-
verged, and how their social logics merged. This is much in part
due to the gap between disciplines; too often American historians
are unwilling to take the risk of examining macro-scale historical
structure, while some sociologists are unwilling to get their hands
dirty enough in the messy and anarchic ground of historical
description.
By bringing these worlds together, I argue, a new perspective can be

developed that explains how a ‘society with capitalism’ became a ‘cap-
italist society’.4 In contrast to, on one hand, scholars that view the
North American colonies as capitalist from the start due to their in-
corporation in the ‘capitalist world-system’ and social historians
who draw a sharp distinction between merchant capital and produc-
tive capital, and focus on agrarian social transformations in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, I argue that while the colonies, from
early on, had elements of capitalism, (what became) the United States
was not a fully capitalist society.5 By this I refer to the ways that, over
time, the bits and pieces of capitalist activity that existed from the
earliest days of colonization were, especially in the north, subsumed
under the dominance of non-capitalist social forms, and what
pockets of capitalistic behavior did exist weremitigated and regulated
by the ‘moral economy’.6 Over time these elements ‘transitioned’ to
become the dominant guiding logic of social relations and social ac-
tion. In this sense, the question of American history is not of the ‘ori-
gins’ of capitalism, so much as the transition from a less capitalistic
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to a more fully capitalist society.7 From Roanoke to Jamestown
through the Civil War and Reconstruction, the rise to dominance of
American capitalism needs to be thought of in terms of centuries,
not decades. If anything characterizes this history, it is complex un-
even development. The origins of capitalism are not found in the black
and white class relations in north and south, but in the complex bor-
derlands and grey areas of history, in which back and forth move-
ments for and against capitalism took place, in which the modern
construct of race was born, wherein patriarchy was remade through
the development of ‘public’ and ‘private’ space, and whereby the mid-
dle ground between settlers and natives was destroyed to pave the
way for an ‘empty’ space for capital to remake itself in its own image.
This did not justmean the rise to dominance of wage labor as the gen-
eral labor form in American society, but capitalism emerged through
the use of a diversity of racialized and gendered labor forms.8

In recent years, the question of slavery and capitalism has also
been reignited. Yet, somewhat curiously, authors who have written
important major works on the topic have retreated from clearly defin-
ing what capitalism is.9 Instead, it has been suggested, of engaging in
endless abstract debate, the history can just be documented, and we
can say, this is what capitalism was/is. But this approach does not
end up solving the problem; rather, it replaces one problem (a concep-
tual analysis of how capitalism operates) with another (a historical
description of the history of capitalism). In other words, while it is
problematic to impose abstracted definitions on history, it is also
problematic not to clearly define the boundaries of a category as used
in a historical narration or, for that matter, to write history without
clarifying a position in debates about how to construct concepts to in-
terpret history in the first place. In this regard, one area in which both
Karl Marx and Max Weber agreed is that defining capitalism is not a
question that can be solved through flat historical description
alone.10 Rather, by moving between logical networks of abstraction
and historical description and narrative, revising history and theory
back upon each other, it is possible to identify both what capitalism
generally is and how it historically rose to become the central organiz-
ing structure of daily life in the modern world. Thus, I suggest, by
returning to Marx and Weber, it might be possible to find a starting
point for making sense of capitalism, empire, and slavery which the
recent rebirth of the debate over plantation slavery have overlooked.

Theoretical Perspectives on Capitalism: Marx and Weber

For Marx, the heart of capitalism was the capital-labor relation. It
was the historical specify of this relation, through which workers
are dispossessed of the means of production through ‘primitive
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accumulation’ and forced to work for capitalists, owners of the
means of production, for a wage, in turn, generating surplus value
that became transformed into capital, which was the historical es-
sence of the capitalist mode of production. Accumulation is an ever
circular, ever growing process tending also towards occasional
large-scale crisis and it is also the fundamental basis of modern
‘globalization’.11 Marx’s (often neglected) writings on American his-
tory and, in his time, contemporary political economy, were also
shaped by this perspective. Many of the issues regarding the Civil
War, for example, historians are still debating to this day, Marx
examined, including the tendency of the south towards constant ex-
pansion and the increasing closeness of the north and the northeast.
He also saw the war as rooted in the social division between the free
labor north and slave south and he also viewed its immediate causes
and outcomes as politically and militarily constituted.12

For Weber modern capitalism was much more than the generaliza-
tion of the capital/labor relation. It entailed transformations in reli-
gion and culture, bureaucracy and state (Marx also emphasized the
transformation of a particular type of capitalist state, albeit his
planned book on the topic was never written), and, most importantly,
the rise to dominate of all aspects of social life organized around
rational economic calculation.13 And among other things, Weber’s
famous work on the Protestant ethic was a challenge to (or engage-
ment with) Marx in that it emphasized the role of religion as one
factor—not, as is often mistaken, necessarily the primary factor—in
the rise of capitalism. Of course, Weber was writing well before social
historians uncovered the non-capitalist history of American expan-
sion, and his thesis may have turned out to be empirically problem-
atic, as this paper demonstrates. Finally, for Weber, while the
transformation of labor forms was key to the rise of capitalism, it
was also possible for capitalism to exist in a slave society, as in the
case of the American plantation south.14

Overall, each provided a basic starting point for explaining what
capitalism is and how it operates that holds to this day. Each also
based their analysis upon a different methodology. For Marx, it was
necessary to abstract from the details of history to examine, theoret-
ically, the ‘inner logic’ of capitalism and, from there, dialectically
move between theory and history to explain its concrete historical
workings. For Weber, concepts rarely, if ever, exactly corresponded
to reality. Due to this separation between ‘the real’ and ‘the ideal’, it
was necessary to build ideal types: clearly defined categories that
would function as starting points to interpret concrete history. For
example, to make sense of modern society, simply describing history
would not tell us enough. To understand social action and social
structure, ideal types made it possible to compare models with
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reality and, while the reality would always differ, they, at least, made
it possible to study and compare history in order to situate what is,
or is not, unique about a particular era. In this, each aimed for
historicization beyond transhistorical description, and towards and
understanding of how different epochs were driven by different types
of social action, making it possible to locate what is unique about
modern capitalism and how it originated and developed.15

Much in part due to methodological differences, large divergences
also exist between the two thinkers. Therborn, for example, has ar-
gued that while Weber referred to Marx’s historical materialism as
an ideal type, for Marx, the goal was not to build a ‘model’ of capital-
ism, as Marx’s outline of the system in Capital might be read as, but
outline capitalism’s relations of production “as part of a theoretical
discourse that seeks to discover a pattern of regularities in the real
world”.16 In this sense, Marx, using abstraction, attempted to ex-
plain how the system actually worked, albeit in a conceptual form,
in contrast to Weber whose method of historicism was more skeptical
of system level analysis and more focused on using ideal types to ex-
plain historical contingency.
While both Marx and Weber saw modern capitalism as an epochal

form of social order, they also differed in their analysis of its class ba-
sis. For Marx, history was built around structure; social classes were
moving structures constrained by the historical conditions they
inherited. For Weber, the basis of sociology was social action. This
led him to define social class as the position of social actors in the
market; their market opportunity.17 This did not mean that Weber
simply saw capitalism as defined by the generalization of market re-
lations, though, and he is more distanced from a marginalist view of
economic action than Therborn argues when he says “Weber’s inter-
pretive sociology, devoted to the understanding of social action, was
thus not conceived as an imaginative art. It is a generalization of
marginalist economics”.18 While a major part of marginalism was
naturalizing capitalism by removing the class analysis of classical
political economy, Weber’s goal was very much to demonstrate the
concrete historical specify of capitalism in contrast to other forms
of society, including its historically unique class relations.19

There are major differences in Marx and Weber’s approaches to the
question of the rise, definition, and dynamics of capitalism, their
methodology, and their categories of social class. For Marx, capital-
ism is organized around the ‘law of value’. This means that, while
prices themselves are market determined, they are fundamentally
based in the production of surplus value through the capital/labor
relation. In other words, the production of surplus value—the un-
paid labor time of workers—in ever increasing masses is a, if not
the, central regulating principle of the capitalist mode of production.
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For Weber, the capitalism is organized around ‘rational (capitalist)
calculation’. In other words, it is the specific forms of social life, labor,
and organization which give rise to a society in which practically all
calculations of daily life are also calculations of money and capital
that gives capitalism its unique social form and dynamics. Weber’s
whole methodology, which never quite ventures into Marx’s ‘hidden
abode of production’, leads to an analysis lacking a labor theory of
value and an analysis of capitalist dynamics that stem from this. In
other words, the ideal type movement, while potentially useful even
in Marxist analysis, is unable to reach into and pull out the deeper
social and system level dynamics of capitalism; thus his approach
is unable to develop a way of explaining capitalism’s macro-dynam-
ics, including its tendencies towards imperialism and crisis.
In this context, my definition of capitalism is: a social order struc-

tured around and overdetermined by the law of value and the contin-
ual push towards infinite expansion rooted in and driven by the social
relations through which capital extracts surplus value from a variety
of labor forms. This perspective differs from the ‘market revolution’
approach in that it sees the social dynamics of particular market re-
lations constituted by the social relations which underlie them. Thus
‘the market’ is not something that has a life of its own, but is built
through human labor and takes different historical forms depending
upon the way the class relations underlying and structuring market
relations are organized. As the narrative of this paper demonstrates,
capitalism was always about much more than wage labor. While
Marx’s overall analysis of the capitalist mode of production centered
on wage labor, his methodology permits an analysis of capital’s ex-
ploitation of a variety of labor forms into an analysis of capitalism’s
systemic dynamics. In this way, for example, while not all slavery
throughout world history was necessarily capitalist, plantation slav-
ery was capitalist due to the structuration of the social relations of
production and the ways in which surplus value was generated
through forced labor. And even in the historical locations of the rise
of so-called free labor, this freedom was always curtailed by a variety
of gradations of freedom and unfreedom. This also means, histori-
cally, the key factor to look for is the ways that social life was trans-
formed in and through market relations, the ways the formation of
new social relations gave birth to new market relations, and the ways
class, race, and gender transformed as a part of this in the making of
a capitalist social order. In other words, it is not simply the market
revolution we should be looking for, but the capitalist revolution.20

The historical transformation from a society with capitalism to a
capitalist society, then, meant, in the American case, the two hun-
dred and fifty or so year process through which bits and pieces of
capitalist relations slowly came to predominate and incorporate
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non-capitalist forms of social life. And this history of the rise of cap-
italist dominance was simultaneously a history of empire building.
By empire I refer to the total structure of power over space and terri-
tory that emerged from the earliest days of white-settler colonization
through the extension of continental expansion and the globalization
of US power.21 To say that the empire ‘became capitalist’ means,
then, to argue with the rise to dominance of capitalism, the form im-
perialism took transformed so imperialism became structured
around and driven by the reproduction of capital on ever increasing
geographical scales. This does not preclude a ‘relatively autonomy’
of political action, but is only to suggest that political action becomes
organized around and dependent upon the logic of capital’s repro-
duction. Within historical materialism the debate has tended to be
divided between, on one hand, those who identify different spaces
of capitalist and territorial or political power and, on the other hand,
those who see capitalist imperialism’s uniqueness in the fact that
capital expands through a system of states, in contrast to earlier
modes of territorial expansion and domination.22 My goal here is
not to bring any resolution to this debate, so much as point out the
extent to which capitalist expansion and territorial expansion
merged together in the final stages of building the American conti-
nental empire, and highlight the ways in which imperialism is some-
thing more than a state-capital relation, but as well built into and at
times driven by social relations ‘from below’ as much as ‘from above’.
While the US intervened abroad as early as 1801 in the First Barbary
War, and as US expansion outside of the continent and upon it were
two sides of the same coin, for purposes of this essay I focus on con-
tinental empire, particularly in the form of white-settler colonialism.
While (what became) the American Empire originated as an offshoot
of European colonialism and imperialism, the American Revolution
solidified a white-settler imperial state that cleared the land of the
native peoples. But the American Empire was something not
reducible to the American state. As hundreds of thousands of white
settlers moved west, in some cases cooperating with native
populations or even becoming ‘white Indians’, more often than not,
the racialized empire was built around a logic of racial, ethnic cleans-
ing. At times, those settlers on the western edge of empire even
conflicted with the American state, as state building and empire
building came into conflict, in particular, as the military burned
down the homes of settlers who ventured beyond the jurisdiction of
the state’s control.
While the American Empire had capitalist elements from the start,

particularly in the south, much of white-settler colonialism was
driven less by capital or state-led imperialism than settlers organized
into a patriarchal household mode of social reproduction, moving
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west, clearing the land, building the empire, and reproducing their
mode of production on ever increasing scales. In this sense, much
of the type of imperialism that built the early American Empire was
social—rooted in the reproduction of daily life—rather than the re-
sult of the capital-state relation, as classical theories of imperialism
framed it. When this logic of imperialism changed as, in the east, so-
cial relations became ‘formally’ and ‘really’ subsumed into the law of
value and, in the west, expansion became driven by capitalist firms
such as railroad companies and mining capital, rather than settlers
organized into the patriarchal household mode of reproduction,
imperialism itself became a profit driven project. Here, capital
pushed to expand its geographical boundaries and incorporate space
into the expanding capitalist empire, setting the basis for the further
expansion of American power across the globe.
The difficulty in this is tracing the history of historical structure

through the lives and agency of both individuals and collective social
units. Within history, this problem is often addressed by expanding
narrative. Take, for example, Daniel Walker Howe’s monumental
What Hath God Wrought, an 850 page explanation of social, political,
and economic changes in the United States from the end of the War
of 1812 through the Revolutions of 1848.23 While this work attempts
to link the ‘market revolution’ with the ‘communication revolution’,
by not contextualizing this pivotal era in American history in terms
of the rise of capitalism as a historical structure, the most compre-
hensively written story of American history during these decades re-
mains incomplete. In other words, narrative and description without
analysis of social structure remains partial history, in which even
those events and characters discussed cannot be properly
interpreted, as they are placed outside of an analysis of the struc-
tural relations which shaped their actions and, in which, they
shaped the structures of their times.
To solve these problems, the narrative constructed in this paper

takes a variety of snapshots from the history of the rise of the
American capitalist empire, in doing so outlining aspects of the
overall general process—the unification of capitalism and empire
—in motion. In this sense, the particular events chosen to describe
out of the practical infiniteness of history were picked to highlight
the general complexities of the ways the American Empire became
capitalist. In this, I aim to locate the ways human agency built
the social structures of capitalism and empire that, in many ways,
continue to be the defining features of American power in its con-
temporary forms today. After all, the purpose of history is not sim-
ply to accurately locate ‘facts’ (given that facts themselves are
always socially produced in a given context) but to provide a way
to understand our own epoch.
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The Beginnings of White-Settler Colonialism

While, from the start, capitalist motivations drove the colonization of
what became the United States, a variety of capitalist and non-
capitalist relations prevailed in an uneven continuum. In Virginia,
for example, the colony was started by the profit motivated Virginia
Company, and the social property relations that developed tended
to be capitalistic, albeit not completely. The system of land distribu-
tion and organization of social property relations themselves went
through several phases. Early on, agricultural production was run
communally. But in 1609 small amounts of land were distributed
to individuals, and in 1614 the first group of company men finished
their contracts and were allotted three acres per individual, or twelve
per family. Independent farmers were expected to feed themselves,
and additionally provide two and a half barrels of corn a year in addi-
tion to working for the company one month per year.24 More gener-
ally, this started the tradition of private individual agricultural
social property relations that would continue to expand.
In 1619 the company introduced full private property into the

agrarian landowning structure by allowing ‘fee simple’ land. In other
words, in contrast to ‘fee tail’ land in which individual’s abilities to
alienate their land was dependent on personalized relations with
state authorities, under fee simple land individuals were given inde-
pendent mastery of their land. It is the difference between ‘holding by
grace’ and ‘owning by right’.25 This was part of the political
restructuring of 1619 in which martial law was replaced by limited
representative democracy. An elected general assembly was set up,
run by the colony elite. And the Virginia Company encouraged this
restructuring with the hope that “a colony where the Englishmen
inhabiting it had not only all the political rights and privileges their
forefathers had earned for them at home, but in addition a more lib-
eral economy opportunity to improve their social and economic sta-
tus would attract the number and quality of settlers needed to
build a profitable plantation”.26 Thus this political restructuring
was, in part, a new method to stabilize the colony, encourage immi-
gration, and bring returns to stockholders in London.
But rights to individual capitalistic land ownership did not go un-

contested. Under Charles I (after the Virginia Company lost control
of the colony to the crown in 1624), Royal Governor Sir John Harvey
arrived in 1630. He was given instructions by Charles I to transform
Virginia’s ownership rights to something closer to a system of sub-
infeudation as oppose to capitalist private ownership. He declared
all pre-existing patents invalid, and created new ones so that “rent
was to be paid to the proprietors and quit-rent to the Crown, which
changed the title in land occupancy from “ownership by right” to
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“possession by grace””.27 But these changes proved very short lived,
and several years later the Puritan colonialists expelled Harvey from
the colony.
By the 1620s, the path that Virginia would follow—more generally

setting up the basis for the uneven development of the southern col-
onies—was, in its earliest form, in place: primary commodity produc-
tion (tobacco) and forced labor. In this, and as slavery would
gradually come to dominate in the next half century, empire, capital,
and unfree capitalist labor came together. Additionally, this occurred
as a small part of the broader uneven development of the making of
international capitalist relations. Capital accumulation in Virginia
developed as part of a spatially expanding world market and as one
node on the broader trans-Atlantic world.
Further north, the social property relations of the first decades of

New England settlement defy easy categorization as purely capitalist
or non-capitalist. Initially English capital brought settlers to New
England with the goal of generating of a profit. In 1620 James I gave
permission for the Council of New England to settle (what became)
the Plymouth colony.28 Additionally, the Dorchester Company was
formed and established plantations on Cape Ann in 1632.29 And in
1629 and 1630 the Massachusetts Bay Company, financed primarily
by London Puritan merchants, sent voyages to New England.
Merchant capital and the pursuit of profit, along with political and
religious freedom, motivated these voyages. New England coloniza-
tion was proprietary colonialism: the English state did not itself have
the funds to colonize the Americas, so sponsored private enterprises
to do so at their own expense.
Although merchant capital played a role in the making of

England’s New England Empire, the social property relations that
predominated in New England were far from purely capitalist. Ini-
tially, for example, settlers organized land in common rather than in-
dividually.30 But the communal experiment was abandoned in 1624
as food shortages developed. Following this, independent freeholds
would predominate. Yet landholding, rather than regulated by mar-
ket forces, remained socially controlled. New England colonies were
organized around town authorities who made decisions over land
control and distribution. Social regulation and the maintenance of
a Puritan hierarchy took precedence over the law of capitalist value
in regulating land control. Different towns also had somewhat differ-
ent regulations. For example, Watertown declared in 1638 land could
only be sold to a freeman of the congregation, New Haven required
strangers to have permission of the court to obtain land, and in
1659 in Hadley it was decided that no one could purchase land with-
out three years of occupation and with approval of the town.31 These
are just three examples of many; overall the ownership and control of
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land was regulated by the moral economy according to what was ac-
ceptable to the local Puritan hierarchy rather than abstractly valued
capitalist land markets. And during the seventeenth century, inde-
pendence still meant to be free from the dependency on wage labor;
to be free meant to be free from being a dependent laborer, a wide-
spread definition up until the Civil War.32 As Taylor puts it, “diligent
and realistic, most New England families sought an “independent
competency.” “Independence” meant owning enough property—a
farm or a shop—to employ a family, without having to work for
someone else as a hired hand or servant. A “competency” meant a
sufficiency, but not an abundance, of worldly goods”.33

Artisans and farmers were also participants in market relations.
Most towns needed a few artisans—blacksmiths, shoemakers, and
so on—and artisans tended to be concentrated in larger cities. Addi-
tionally, many artisans also owned farms, and engaged in both farm
and artisanal labor. Farmers themselves were also embedded inmar-
ket relations, producing both for subsistence and to sell crops on the
market to obtain goods they could not produce domestically.34 But
market relations don’t necessarily mean capitalist relations; histori-
cally markets existed long before capital took control of and
reorganized social production on a mass scale. And New England
was a colony linked into both local markets and the world market.
New England merchants sold commodities such as fish and timber
to the West Indies in return for molasses, rum, and sugar, and by
1700 Boston became a major center of trade and had the second
largest shipbuilding industry in the British Empire after London
itself.35

The Expanding Empire

Massachusetts also developed unevenly along both capitalist and
non-capitalist lines. Early capitalist relations, for example, devel-
oped in the iron industry using a variety of labor types. In 1641, for
example, John Winthrop Jr. returned to England with the support
of the Massachusetts General Court to locate investors for iron pro-
duction. He was eventually successful and in 1643 the Company of
Undertakers of the Ironworks in New England was formed. After at-
tempts to start and ironworks in Braintree in 1644 and 1645, in
1646 the construction of ironworks on the Saugus River began
which became the primary site of production, although the Braintree
ironworks also remained open.36 To produce iron for profit, the com-
pany needed laborers. Skilled workers were recruited from Britain
and Ireland. Less skilled workers were hired from the local
Massachusetts labor force. Some workers worked for wages while
others were contracted as indentured servants. But a stable labor
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supply remained difficult to sustain as workers continued to be
imported. The English Civil War provided some impetus for the
importation of new workers as, for example, hundreds of Scottish
soldiers were captured and sent to New England, the Chesapeake
colony, or the West Indies in the early 1650s. In 1650 sixty two of
these prisoners were taken control of by the Company of Under-
takers and thirty six of those made it to Saugus.37 Many of the
workers imported also did not conform to Puritan standards of life,
yet the colony made exceptions in negotiation with the Company of
Undertakers.
Capitalist relations also developed in coastal towns, linked into the

broader movements of the world market. The development of the New
England fishing industry represents the complexities of the relations
between merchant and productive capital. And it was linked to the
world market. London merchants supplied—usually on credit—
equipment and salt to New England merchants who returned with
dried fish, and the merchants themselves shaped the productive re-
lations of the fishing industry in Massachusetts by negotiating terms
of exchange with local fishers.38 But gradually, over the decades, the
industry became less dependent on English capital and more inter-
nally self-reproducing. While merchants provided the necessary
credit to make the system work, fisherman procured the actual prod-
uct. While a substantial portion of fishers owned shares in the ves-
sels they sailed, perhaps sixty percent did not. Their option was
either to contract with a company, or else rent out a boat with other
dispossessed fishermen.39 As the industry continued to develop, its
capitalist character deepened. While, for example, previously a group
of fishers might rent a boat than share the catch, by the mid-1670s
increasingly crews worked for merchant capitalists who owned boats
and rented them out in return for three-eighths of the profits.40

While workers might not directly be paid a monetary wage, they were
paid indirect wages in the form of a share of the proceeds from the
catch; in effect, they functioned as a dispossessed proletariat class
dependent on selling their labor-power for a wage, albeit not in the
classical Marxist conceptualization.
These capitalist relations developed connected to, and in tandem

with, non-capitalist relations in the countryside. Clark’s well known
study, for example, shows the ways that farming families in the Con-
necticut Valley were gradually brought into capitalist relations. While
Connecticut Valley farmers were incorporated into market relations,
whatever nascent capitalist tendencies that might have existed in the
1780s and 1790s were generally subordinated to patriarchal non-
capitalist relations of social reproduction and commercial exchange.
Farmers were not self-sufficient. They regularly exchanged goods
and services with their neighbors and the few merchants around
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the area. But in exchange they used the language of ‘give and take’
rather than ‘buy and sell’.41 Exchange relations were built into kin-
ship and community relations, and the law of value was yet to deter-
mine patterns of production and exchange. Neighbors regularly
swapped labor, depending on resources and community obligation.
The goal of social reproduction was not profit, but inheritance.
Farmers worked to develop competent lifestyles—that is, comfortable
lifestyles given the social needs of the time—and provide resources,
particularly land, for their male heirs.
As colonists moved west, unlike the other British colonies in North

America which practiced fee simple land ownership, in New York
land was granted to the elite in the form of manors. Tenants moved
to the land in return for regularly producing agricultural products
for the lord of the manor. This likely slowed the growth of the New
York population which by 1756 had around 97,000 people as oppose
to 220,000 in Pennsylvania.42 The manorial structure has led to sug-
gestions that New York manors were something closer to feudalism
than capitalism. Lynd, for one, argues the Livingston Manor had a
‘quasi-feudal’ character.43 But the Livingston Manor, was less a
quasi-feudal mode of production than a capitalist institution that
utilized tenants rather than wage workers, given the paucity of labor
at the time. With the market for food growing throughout the colony,
Livingston, similarly to other landowners, responded not by selling
land, but by investing in gristmills, sawmills, a bakery and a
brewhouse, for example, as a way to encourage tenants to work un-
der the manor.44 Livingston was not completely unwilling to part
with land, though. In 1710 he agreed to sell 6,000 acres to the gov-
ernment to settle Palatine refugees, but did so with the stipulation
that he would be given an exclusive contract to sell them commodi-
ties.45 In general, for Livingston, land ownership was a way to engage
in for-profit tenant farming. And his heirs kept this legacy alive.
Tenant farmers tended to operate through a patriarchal household

mode of production that was, to a higher degree than elsewhere, sub-
ordinated to capitalist profit relations. A housewife was supposed to
be a ‘good wife’; tending to the cooking and cleaning and taking care
of the household chores.46 While in some cases women took on
men’s roles, for example, going to the local store to trade, they did
so in their husband’s name rather than their own. Longer term trade
was always handled by the men. Most of the family’s needs were sup-
plied by the farm itself, although some necessities were purchased
from local stores, often owned by the manor itself. Some farmers also
had other skills such as carpentry and produced goods to sell to the
market in addition to their subsistence farming activities.47 New
York manors operating for profit by using tenant farmers blurs the
categories between a non-capitalist and capitalist mode of
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production. Tenancy forced farmers to produce commodities to sell
on markets to obtain some goods. Additionally, the results of their la-
bor (for example, one tenth of their wheat in the case of the Living-
ston manor) went to the head of the manor, who then sold it for a
profit. Overall, this seems to be a case of household production sub-
ordinated to the law of value in a capitalistic way. It is something
much more complex and closer to capitalism than ‘quasi’ feudalism.
In Pennsylvania, while William Penn’s deed gave him ‘possession’

rather than ownership of the land, it was quickly subdivided into
commodified shapes that could be sold for a profit.48 Perhaps the
greatest example of this is Philadelphia. Penn saw that a successful
colony would need a central commercial city, just as England had
London. He commissioned Thomas Holme, surveyor general of the
providence, to lay out plan for the city. Penn’s idea was to develop a
commercial center with small lots of land given out, surrounded by
larger lots as suburbs. Purchasers would buy lots by lottery, and
the space itself would be designed in a grid pattern, facilitating ratio-
nal flows of capital and people.49

While Philadelphia was planned as a kind of capitalist city from the
start, its development used a variety of labor forms. In some cases,
slaves were imported, first primarily from the West Indies. By the
middle of the century merchants were trading directly between the
city and the African coast.50 More common than slaves were inden-
tured servants. In the middle of the eighteenth century, approxi-
mately half of all laborers in Philadelphia were some form of unfree
labor (servants or slaves) and two-thirds of servants were purchased
by artisans.51 But during the Revolutionary War, the pace of ser-
vants transported across the ocean slowed. It picked up again later,
and was followed by a 1788 British ban on the emigration of skilled
workers from Britain and Ireland, and the Passenger Act of 1803 that
reduced the number of immigrants a merchant could carry.52 These
policies, along with the confusion of the Napoleonic Wars, limited the
number of new servants, encouraging producers to rely more heavily
on wage laborers. At the same time, economic problems hurt the ar-
tisan class, forcing them to sell their own labor power for wages. A
depression hit in 1765 following the Seven Years’ War, and between
1765 and 1769 prices decreased, putting artisans out of work. From
the end of the 1760s through the 1790s, wages for cordwainers,
tailors, journeymen printers, and others tended to decline. In this
context, master mechanics found it more profitable to invest in the
growing wage labor force rather than hire servants.53

In the west, the social relations that formed took on a variety of
not-so-capitalist characteristics. The Moravians provide an example
in contrast to the capitalistically forming Philadelphia landscape.
Under Count Nicholas Ludwig von Zinzendorf, they purchased 500
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acres in Pennsylvania in 1741 and started the town of Bethlehem.
Moravians organized their age, gender, and labor relations around
‘choirs’; little girls and little boys choirs, older boys and girls choirs,
single brothers and sisters choirs, married couples choirs, and so
on. They ate and slept in choirs, worked in choirs, and often
worshiped in choirs. They also raised children communally, rather
than living in nuclear families.54 Within the choir system, women
tended to have positions of power alien to other parts of the colony,
they could participate in governing bodies, give sermons, etc.
although the top leadership was all male. In summary, the
Moravians organized a communal society antithetical to capitalism.
But gradually, over time, Moravians became integrated into the

expanding hegemony of capital. Most significantly, the colony had
acquired debts that they were not able to pay off. This was coupled
with an ideological shift in which Moravian leaders became increas-
ingly unsatisfied with elements of communalism, such as the com-
munal raising of children. In the 1760s, the colony began to make
changes to cope with these pressures, and by the early 1770s fami-
lies were reorganized to live together and some industries began to
operate privately. While some parts of the colony were kept commu-
nal at first, such as stores, inns, farms, blacksmithing, and pottery
production, some farms were leased to tenant farms as privatization
was introduced. In 1771 the colony also started its first constitution
that, among other things, set prices and wages and prevented land
leased by the colony to holders to purchase or sell it without the
colony’s permission.55 By the beginning of the nineteenth century,
the original Moravian dream began to collapse. The Revolutionary
War disrupted the colony as many men left to fight in the war and
pressures from within and without the colony forced a series of
changes in the structure of governance as, for example, in 1818 a
General Synod was held for the first time in seventeen years that
would, among other things, reduce the degree of commercial regula-
tion. As time passed, the community could not resist the changing
world around them. Coal was discovered around the area and was
developed into an industry by the Lehigh Coal and Navigation
Company and Bethlehem increasingly found itself linked into new
networks of transportation and circuits of capital. So in 1844 the
Board of Supervision finally decided to dismantle the lease owner-
ship system, open the city up to non-Moravians, and adopt a secular
government, enacted the next year.56

Empire in the South

As expansion continued west and south, white settler colonialism in
Missouri and surrounding states was also part of the broader
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uneven development of the western American Empire.57 While many
farmers practiced something close to a patriarchal household mode
of production, some more capitalistic activity did develop from the
start. By the 1710s the French, for example, chartered the Company
of the West to monopolize trade, use of forts, and mine in the terri-
tory. And by 1720 black slaves were being used to mine the main
metal located in the region: led. Meanwhile, Moses Austin obtained
a concession from Spanish authorities to mine lead in Mine á Breton
in 1797.58 Austin’s project started a longer tradition of American
mining in Missouri organized for profit. But the majority of American
immigrants came not for profit, but to obtain what they called ‘com-
petency’; that is, live a basic, but secure life in which patriarchs pro-
vided for their families.59 They were driven west by the abundance of
relatively cheap, fertile land, and often came through family net-
works. As eastern lands became increasingly expensive patriarchs
brought their families west to earn competency and obtain land,
which, on death, could be parceled out to children to earn compe-
tency themselves.60 In Perry County, for example, as late as 1850,
farmers were living with relative self-sufficiency.61 Like most
Missouri yeoman, the staple of their diet was corn and hog, although
they produced a variety of other crops including wheat, oats, peas,
beans, barley, potatoes, and raised sheep, hunted, and engaged in
other activities to reproduce the household.
The most capitalistic behavior formed around the area most

geographically connected to the world market, ‘little Dixie’ on the
Missouri river, particularly the counties of Clay, Lafayette, Saline,
Cooper, Howard, Boone, and Callaway. Here, slaves rebuilt the ecol-
ogy of the region by clearing land, growing corn, tobacco, and hemp,
and eventually building railroads.62 For example, one of the first
settled areas was termed ‘Boon’s lick’ due to its abundant salt
resources. By 1814, around 526 white males lived in this area, and
that year settlers petitioned congress to remove Indian titles to the
land, which was accomplished the following year. The population
quickly increased, and by 1820 around 12,000 people lived in the re-
gion.63 In some cases, business men focused on smaller business,
such as taverns, and others focused on profits from trade. But in
other cases merchant-capitalists invested in industry. For example,
in the 1820s William Lamme, a highly successful merchant, opened
a tobacco factory in Franklin.64 Others opened gristmills and saw-
mills, and soon the region developed an uneven combination of rela-
tions that are not easy to characterize as fully capitalist, as much of
production was still organized by patriarchal families, but in which
families articulated with especially urban capitalist relations, linked
through the Missouri and Mississippi rivers to New Orleans and the
world market.
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This region contrasted most starkly with the Ozarks, the least
capitalist region in Missouri. As was often the case on the frontier
of empire, the first to move west were not slave owning planters,
nor patriarchal, petty-commodity producing families, but practically
self-sufficient ‘white Indians’. But the majority of settlers practiced
some variation of the patriarchal household mode of production; rel-
atively self-sufficient domestic production coupled with basic market
participation for goods they could not obtain through family produc-
tion. As Schroeder discusses, the territory developed around space
and social forms in an uneven way.

At the core were the large cities of the East where goods were consumed, business
transactions made, strategy laid out, and wealth transferred. Surrounding the core
was intensively used land of high value that provided products for direct sale in the cit-
ies, including more perishable products. Successively outward were zones of land use
of correspondingly less intensively used land, because the value of land, in general, di-
minished with the distance from the core. Beyond was unoccupied and little-used
land, viewed as part of this centralized economic system.65

In this sense, it is difficult to categorize the early settlement of
Missouri as purely capitalist or non-capitalist; rather, it was a sys-
tem of integrated relationships with gradations of capitalist behavior,
from more capitalist urban centers to less capitalist rural petty-com-
modity producers.
Further south in Texas about one-third of all farmers owned slaves

on the verge of the Civil War, and within this only a small portion
could consider themselves planters.66 Texas plantation owners mi-
grated primarily from the lower south, and went into the state in
search of cheap land and profits generated from surplus value pro-
duced by black slaves. Most slaves likely immigrated with their
owners, but some came in through the slave market. Cities such as
Houston and Galveston, similar to cities in Louisiana, developed per-
manent slave marts and auctions, and a Mayor of Galveston named
J.P. Sydnor was even a commission merchant and auctioneer
himself.67

Slave life on a Texas plantation was no different from plantations
throughout the south. Slave owners acted to reproduce the value of
their slave capital and profit from the labor of slaves through the
management of the plantations. Slaves were seen as lazy, childlike,
and in need of supervision.68 In other words, slaves did not naturally
act in their own self-interest to maximize their market conditions, as
neoclassical economic theory suggests all humans do, but had to be
forced to understand so-called ‘self-interest’ through careful man-
agement and, if needed, the whip. Capitalist time discipline and work
habits had to be imposed with violence.69 As elsewhere, slaves tried
to build lives and families in the conditions they were forced into.
And class struggle also shaped the social relations on plantations
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as, if pushed too hard, slaves would fight back or flee. Most slaves
were expected to work five and a half days per week, from sunrise
to sunset. On some plantations slaves were given their own plots of
land to garden, and even, with (or in some cases without) master’s
permission, allowed, in some cases, to sell their produce on the
market.70

But two-thirds of families did not own slaves. And even a portion of
those who did owned very few. As Fehrenbach puts it, “during the
whole antebellum era Texas was still a log cabin frontier”.71 Early
settlers lived in dog-run wood cabins (generally with two rooms con-
nected by a covered corridor) and produced little beyond subsis-
tence. Mary Rabb, one of Austin’s original three-hundred, provides
a clear example of early white-settler life. She left with her husband
and baby from Arkansas on October 1823, bringing along over a
dozen cattle and six horses, although some of the animals did not
survive the trip. With local help, John Rabb built a log house in a
week, their first house in Texas. They began to work to clear the land,
but after conflicts with the Native population, decided to look else-
where. Later they settled near Bernard River, and built another
house, growing corn, raising livestock, and living little beyond sub-
sistence. As early as April 1826 Mary Rabb records her husband
selling corn in Brazos, but, as was the case with the patriarchal
household mode of life, the Rabb’s practiced safety-first
agriculture.72

Mary Helm, whose husband founded Matagorda, Texas in 1829,
tells a similar story. What exchange did occur in this mode of living
was not about profit, but taking care of basic needs. Helm records,
for example, trading five cows and calves for hewed logs they could
use to build their home. She also notes that, with little money in cir-
culation, cows served as a form of currency, with one cow and calf
equaling about $10.73 Mathilda Wagner’s story, part of the German
immigration, is also similar. Her family settled in Texas, wherein lo-
cal men contributed their labor by constructing a two room home.
The division of labor was structured around kinship and gender with
the community, more broadly, contributing to larger scale tasks such
as raising a house. Her father cleared the land and farmed, while the
women made clothes, prepared food, and did other household tasks.
Practically everything was produced in the household. Wagner notes,
for example, that there were shoemakers in Fredericksburg, but of-
ten times yeoman and their families went barefoot or crafted their
own shoes: most could not afford to purchase such a luxury.74

While a small amount of sugar was produced in antebellum Texas,
the primary crop Texan plantation owners grew for the market was
cotton. Additionally, between 1850 and 1860 it appears an increas-
ing portion of farmers were producing cotton, suggesting that market
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integration was deepening, even for small farmers, in the decade be-
fore the Civil War. For example, while in 1850 around three-quarters
of the farm population grew no cotton, a decade later sixty percent
did not. That being said, ninety percent of cotton was grown by the
one-third of the population that owned slaves, suggesting that, as
throughout the south, plantation slavery was the vanguard of capi-
talism, and many yeoman farmers were yet to be controlled by ratio-
nal capitalist calculation.75 Overall, by 1860 Texas might be
considered more of a society with capitalism rather than a capitalist
society.

The Consolidation of Capitalist Empire

But over time an American labor market, built increasingly on wage
labor, formed. Between 1800 and 1860, the percentage of wage
workers as a part of the total labor force (southern slavery included)
rose from around 12 to 40 percent.76 At the same time, the popula-
tion laboring in agriculture declined from perhaps 75-83 to 52-55
percent, depending on the estimate.77 Thus the antebellum era was
also the epoch of the ‘initial proletarianization’ of the United
States.78 This trend continued after the war, as one estimate sug-
gests that by 1870 as many as 67 percent of American workers were
dependent laborers.79

As Norman Ware discussed in the 1920s, and ‘new’ labor histo-
rians would later emphasize, the making of the American working
class was a story in which a rising capitalist system stripped workers
of control of the means of production, and pressed upon them an
alien capitalist force, in which new forms of abstract value produc-
tion structured into, and ruled over, the practices of everyday life.80

Artisans spoke in terms of prices rather than wages; in other words,
it was not their labor power that was valued but the products they
produced.81 And as Laurie discusses, “journeymen subscribed to
traditional conceptions of social improvement. As late as
midcentury, they spoke alternatively of achieving independence or
securing competencies, not of the constant accumulation of
wealth”.82 Many early labor organizations, termed ‘associations’
and ‘societies’ were reflective of the pressures of this social—capital-
ist—revolution as artisans organized to hold on to the rights they had
to control their own labor against the rising pressures of an emerging
capitalist order.83

As Montgomery discusses, the desire of workers to control the or-
ganization of production continued through the industrial era.
Workers in the Columbus Iron Works in Ohio, in the mid-1870s,
the author argues, organized their labor around a moral code in
which, “those who held fast to the carefully measured stint, despite
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the curses of their employers and the lure of higher earnings,
depicted themselves as sober and trustworthy masters of their
trades. Unlimited output led to slashed piece rates, irregular employ-
ment, drink, and debauchery, they argued”.84 But over time, workers
gradually lost control to capital, as bosses and managers organized
the rhythms of labor, rather than workers. Thus to make a relatively
reliable working class, capital had to remake the culture of labor.85

This also entailed a movement from ‘customary’ to ‘industrial’ time,
in which workers habits and behaviors were strictly regulated by
clocks, and labor was organized to maximize profit, rather than
reproducing the ‘competency’ of workers.86

Along with the stripping away of workers’ control came increased
dependence on market relations for every aspect of social life. This
occurred in both rural and urban settings as the American popula-
tion decreasingly produced its own means of social reproduction
and increasingly specialized in market production to purchase the
necessities of daily life.87 For example, the making of middle class,
patriarchal culture meant that new consumer standards developed
to fit the emerging increasingly capitalist class and gender structure.
In places such as New England, for example, in the 1830s and 1840s
a variety of changes occurred and, “these include improved lighting,
more on-the-road vehicles, greater segregation of sleeping from
daytime living facilities, and elements of the parlor culture
associated with the cult of domesticity—window curtains, wallpaper,
carpets, clocks, musical instruments, sofas, heating stoves, and the
like”.88

While in cities, capitalist development tended to consist of the
gradual transformation of ‘artisans into workers’, as Laurie put it,
in the countryside it took a different path.89 Patriarchal households
in the northern countryside, between the American Revolution and
Civil War, gradually were remake from what Post termed ‘indepen-
dent household-production’ into ‘petty-commodity production’.90

During the Revolutionary War itself, state governments and the mil-
itary purchased supplies from yeoman farmers for high prices, in-
creasingly drawing them into market relations as farmers
themselves borrowed from stores. Along with debts, increased taxes
also pushed yeoman farmers to specialize more in market produc-
tion. This increased market deepening was a slow process, though,
and by the 1820s and 1830s perhaps 30 percent of farmers’ produc-
tion in places such as the Ohio Valley was production for the mar-
ket.91 But decades later:

by 1860, north-western farmers were selling approximately 60% of their total yield,
well over the 40% that usually marked the transition from ‘subsistence’ – to ‘commer-
cial’ agriculture. In other words, these farmers were marketing not only their ‘surplus’-
product but a major proportion of their ‘necessary’ product, necessitating the
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purchase of elements of their subsistence, and making them increasingly dependent
on the sale of commodities for their economic survival.92

The creation of a working class below, of course, also meant the
creation of a top layer; a capitalist class. And by the 1850s the mod-
ern corporation began to take form as their primary institutional ex-
pression. Of course, different capitalist institutional forms had been
developed and practiced much earlier than this, from port mer-
chants building up profitable networks stretching across the Atlantic
to Almy & Brown that in 1790 began the first significant cotton mill
in the country, to the Lowell factory system, and beyond.93 As state
and capital shape each other’s forms, so as early as 1809 for Massa-
chusetts and 1811 for New York, general acts to allow for
manufacturing corporations were passed.94 And as Wright dis-
cusses, the number of corporations per 100,000 people rose from 1
to 23 from the late eighteenth century through first twenty years of
the nineteenth as the US started on its way to be the world’s original
‘corporate nation’.95 And the US continued on the path as, between
1845 and 1859, Louisiana, Iowa, New York, Illinois, Wisconsin, Cal-
ifornia, Michigan, Massachusetts, Maryland, Ohio, Indiana, Minne-
sota, and Oregon all passed general incorporation laws in their
state constitutions.96

The modern corporate form emerged most significantly through
the railroad industry in the 1850s. Nationally, the amount of railroad
tracks during this part of the ‘transportation revolution’ increased
from 8,879 in 1850 to over 30,000 by 1860.97 Stretching across the
landmass, railroad companies had to calculate countless details as
companies used complex organizations of managers, assistant man-
agers, superintendents and salaried workers, and so on. Each
played a role in the large scale division of management labor that
constituted a central part of the modern corporate form further sep-
arating the division between ownership and control.98 The scale of
these firms dwarfed earlier textile mills, the most significant type of
corporate form in the earlier era of American capital.
The development of the American Empire of capital was further

consolidated during the Civil War and Reconstruction. By the late
1860s, on one hand, Reconstruction policies aimed to put black la-
bor back in the hands of plantation owners and, on the other, blacks
pushed against this system to obtain autonomy. The result of this ra-
cialized class struggle was the sharecropping system.99 This
prevailed on cotton plantations by the early 1870s and remained
the primary labor system on southern capitalist plantations for de-
cades. Under sharecropping, farmers, owning no implements, rented
equipment, land, and often houses, from plantation owners. In re-
turn they were required to give generally one-half of their production
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(in some cases one-third or one-quarter) to the capitalist.100 In addi-
tion to sharecropping, other tenants directly rented the land. And as
Aiken discusses, this was part of the broader ‘resubjection of blacks’
as an entire legal structure was put in place to control black labor for
the profits of southern capital. This included passing lien laws to for-
tify the sharecropping and tenancy systems and laws preventing
blacks from voting as by 1910 less than 10 percent of southern
blacks registered to vote.101 And this was, of course, driven by vio-
lence against black workers, seen most prominently with the rise of
the Ku Klux Klan.
William Gillette, in Retreat from Reconstruction, saw Reconstruc-

tion as, primarily, a political failure. A divided, relatively weak north-
ern Republican government, along with a decentralized political
tradition, reinforced with rampant racism, blocked Reconstruction
from going further.102 But framing Reconstruction’s retreat simply
in terms of politics and race misses the important question of capi-
talism. In this sense, when asking whether Reconstruction failed,
the question is: for whom? For the white American north, recon-
struction was, besides for radicals and abolitionists, not a failure.
Their goal was to develop and expand American capitalism, and in
this sense, reconstruction was as successful as it needed to be. As
Richardson puts it, “Northerners wanted the South to develop an
economic system that was compatible with the North quickly so that
the nation could boom”.103 This meant viewing former slaves as
‘good workers’ and potential free wage laborers as wage labor became
increasingly defined as compatible with American freedom. And for
some northern capitalists, concerned with profits rather than equal-
ity, the postwar south was seen as a space to invest their capital. In
particular, the ecology of the south was seen as potentially exploit-
able by northern capitalism as, in the 1870s, northern capital went
south. Woodward notes, for example, a northern congressman who
purchased 111,188 acres in Louisiana, Chicago capitalists who pur-
chased 195,804 acres, a Michigan company for land brokers that
purchased close to 700,000 acres, a capitalist in Grand Rapids who
bought 126, 238 acres, and so on. Overall, forty one Northern groups
purchased 1,370,332 acres in Louisiana alone.104

But it was not just the Republican Party that transformed. In the
elections of 1868 the Democratic Party campaigned with the slogan
‘new departure’, as they also became a party of capital in its postwar
form. Northeastern American capital, for example, had always been
somewhat reluctant to embrace the cause of the north as they had
a long history of profiting from the slave trade and it products, most
significantly, cotton, which went in Northeastern ships to
England.105 At the same time, while some southern capitalists found
their fortunes destroyed by the war, many southern planters
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reestablished themselves as Reconstruction and Andrew Johnson’s
pardons restored their property.106 For capital, the politics of north
and south were less important than the politics of profit, and, like
the Republican Party, Democrats shifted accordingly. As Camejo
puts it, “the Democratic Party was becoming an alternate expression
of the same class interests as the Republicans”.107 By the 1872
elections, the Democrats ran with the slogan ‘acceptance of the re-
sults of the war’, against corruption and radicalism within the
Republican Party. They also supported Liberal Republican, rather
than traditionally Democratic candidates, as many previous Repub-
licans, who split with the party in 1872 as oppose to Ulysses Grant’s
perceived corruption, found themselves fusing with the Democrats.
This included leaders such as Charles Sumner, Horace Greeley,
George W. Julian, and Lyman Trumbull. In 1876, for example, the
Democrats ran Samuel J. Tilden, a New York lawyer, for president,
signifying the extent to which the parties were no longer sectional,
but variations of a party of national capitalism.108

As the empire continued to grow, the further opening of the west af-
ter the Civil War created a vast space for capital accumulation. As
William Robbins argues by the 1870s expansion was no longer about
pioneers and small farms but capital and industry. As he argues, “to
a significant degree, then, the emerging western industrial program
was an extension of capitalist relations in eastern North America
and in Europe where surpluses had accumulated”.109 In the late an-
tebellum period, as the northeast became increasingly capitalist, the
American state also began to develop more of an interest in develop-
ing the west as a space for capital accumulation. In the 1850s, for ex-
ample, the US Army Corps of Topographical Engineers conducted
large railroad surveys, and surveys continued after the war as the
government sponsored Clarence King, Ferdinand V. Hayden, George
M. Wheeler, and John Wesley to further survey the west. These sur-
veys, and the eventual establishment of the US Geological Survey,
paved the way for capital by locating the potentially profitable geog-
raphy of the west.110

By 1870, the first transcontinental railroad had been completed,
and three decades later five railroads ran across the continent.111

Railroads both made the transportation of goods and peoples to
incorporate the west into capitalism possible, and were a profitable
industry in themselves. And a significant amount of capital came
from Britain, as between the Civil War and First World War, 34 per-
cent of Britain’s overseas portfolio investment went to the United
States. Effectively, it was not just western oriented companies build-
ing the railroads, but British capital, transferred to New York City
banks, then flowing to the west, that developed the western capitalist
empire.112 And while large, industrialized boom farms arose in the
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Midwest, and railroads expanded across the continent, the most
important industry in the story of post-Civil War western capitalism
was mining. Following the California gold rush, mining took off
throughout the west, symbolized by miners rushing to Nevada’s
Comestock Lode in the early 1860s. From Montana silver to Arizona
copper, the mining industry quickly expanded as workers provided
the labor that built the empire.113

By the 1870s, then, the logics of capital and territory, of capital and
empire, fully merged. The rise of the US as the world’s largest eco-
nomic power was based upon this fusion, and, in many respects, it
is this twin logic of capitalism and empire which shapes the globali-
zation of American power to this very day.
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For another important recent discussion of labor, capitalism, and the post-
war west, seeeds. Daniel E. Bender and Jana K. Lipman. Making the Empire
Work: Labor & United States Imperialism (New York: New York University
Press, 2015). Unfortunately, this work takes 1865 as a starting point for ex-
amining American class formation, in doing so, downplaying the importance
of the development of capitalism and labor in the centuries before the war.
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