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DID THE AMERICAN COLONIES PAY TOO HIGH A COST
FOR REVOLUTION?

If one leaves ont petro-nations (e.g., Qatar, United Arab Emirates) and fiscal havens (e.g., Bermuda) from international rankings of income per

person, one will find the United States at or near the top of the list (depending on the source used). For many, it is a short step to connect this

causally to the American Revolution.

DID THE AMERICAN
COLONIES PAY TOO HIGH A
COST FOR REVOLUTION?

by Vincent Geloso and Antoine Noél

The core of this argument is that the American Founding
set the United States on a unique path that made it one
of the richest and freest places in the world. Yet, this
causal connection requires a leap of faith. Few have
attempted to conjure a counterfactual in which America
remained a British colony or became independent in ways
similar to later British Dominions (e.g., Canada, Australia,
New Zealand, and South Affrica).Serious causal inference
generally requires the use of large datasets to infer the
effects of important policy changes or some large
exogenous shocks. For nations, especially in the more
distant past, this is even more challenging because of data
paucity, limited numbers of observations, and other
confounding factors. It may even be impossible. A
possible alternative course is to rely on analytical
narratives to construct a theory, laying out assumptions
and predictions. Then one takes the list of predictions
and assumptions and checks to see if they hold up using

both quantitative and qualitative sources.

Many have tried to deploy this practice with regard to the
American Revolution by asking what realyled to the
Revolution (e.g., burdensome elements of British
imperial policy such as the Navigation Acts) or what the
British Empire would have looked like had they retained
the American colonies (notably the decision to abolish
slavery in the West Indies). However, to the best of our
knowledge, construct a

very few attempts to

counterfactual regarding economic growth in the

United  States without the  Revolution have been
undertaken. This is an unfortunate omission as American
prospetity is not just a by-product of the ideas of the
Revolution. Asking what would have occurred had the
Revolution failed is asking a question that goes to the root
of why America sought its independence. Notice we say
“failed” rather than “never happened,” because we are
asking if the institutional changes that emerged from the
Revolution’s success were beneficial. This is what we seck
create a reasonable

to do here, attempting to
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counterfactual of American economic growth until the
Civil War.

Strangely enough, the first step in constructing a
counterfactual lies north — in the Canadian province of
Quebec. In 1759, when the French army was defeated
outside Quebec City, Quebec was still a French colony
with an almost exclusively Catholic population. By 1760,
French forces had capitulated at Montreal and, three
years later, the colony was formally and permanently
ceded to Britain. Moreover, and this is also relevant for
the purpose of constructing a counterfactual, the
colonists in Quebec were invited to join the American
Revolution, an offer that was rejected. As such, we have
an example of a group of colonists in North America that
both became British subjects and chose to remain British

subjects.

Recent research about colonial Quebec’s economic
growth suggests three key facts that are of use in setting
up a counterfactual. First, the colony was the poorest
place in all of North America — by a wide margin. Second,
it enjoyed no increases in living standards (wages,
incomes) until the 1760s. Third, the colony most likely
enjoyed mild economic growth until the 1850s.

This can be contrasted with evidence from economic
historians regarding economic growth in the United
States before, during, and after the American Revolution.
Currently, the consensus is that economic growth prior
to 1776 could not have been below 0.05% per annum
(which is a powerful finding given the rapid population
growth) and not higher than 0.5% per annum for 4/ the
thirteen colonies (even though there were important
variations regionally). The extent of the decline in living
standards during the war was substantial and it is
relatively well-documented. A reasonable figure would be
that incomes fell 20% during the period (with larger
declines in the southern states). As such, when the war
ended and economic growth resumed, it started from a
lower floor. From there, the data about economic growth
is far more solid and it suggests that, from 1790 to 1860,
the average income of Americans grew between 1.07%

and 1.41% per annum (the latter being estimated from

1800 to 1860) — astoundingly fast growth rates in

economic history up to that point.

The tendency of many in constructing a counterfactual
would be to assume that growth rates pre-Revolution
would have continued even had the Revolution failed.
This suggests a trend such as depicted in the two top
panels of Figure 1 below, where the dashed lines can be
seen as the counterfactual (with incomes in 1700 being
set equal to 1 so that a value of 2 on the y-axis implies
that incomes were twice as high as in 1700). The
difference between the counterfactual and the actual
growth rates — the solid black line — can be seen as the
“effect” of the Revolution’s success. In that graph, we
assume the 1.07% figure of per capita growth from 1790
to 1860, which suggests that Americans were 59% richer
in 1860 than they would have been (assuming that growth
continued at 0.5% per annum) or 87% richer in 1860 than
they would have been (assuming that growth continued
at 0.05% per annum) without the positive effects of the

Revolution.

However, this is the wrong counterfactual in that it falls
into the post hoc ergo propter hoc fallacy. The better
counterfactual, as outlined above, is the Canadian colony
of Quebec. Taking a mid-range value of 0.6% per annum
growth in Quebec as the counterfactual suggests the
trend in the bottom two panels of Figure 1. There, it can
be seen that the “net total effect” of the Revolution is far
smaller. Instead of being between 59% and 87% wealthier,
they are somewhere between 39% and 48%. This use of
Quebec and Canada essentially allows us to set plausible
high and low bounds to the counterfactual of the United
States failing to win the Revolutionary War.

The second step we can take is to assess the benefits as a
residual by subtracting the main costs of the Revolution
from the “total net effect” (which we obtained in the first
step and illustrated in Figure 1). The list of proposed
costs is, fortunately, not too long. Few historians seem to
believe that slavery would have ended sooner had it not
been for the Revolution. There are more serious
discussions of whether the welfare of Native Americans
would have been greater but given their demographic

weight and the differences in living standards, it is hard
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to see that their welfare had a large economic cost to the
United States as a whole (there was, obviously, a large and
varied cost to Native Americans). The remaining costs

fall into the broad category of trade disruption.

Recent research has shown that natural trade bartiers
imposed by the ocean were not as detrimental
trade and market

to international integration  as

generally thought. Trade policy (i.e., tariffs) seems to have
been a far stronger determinant. Pre-Revolution, there
are strong signs of market integration between the
colonies and Britain. In the period from 1760 to 1775
when Canada, the British West Indies, the thirteen
colonies, and Britain were essentially in the same political
union, annual price data for wheat suggests there were
also strong trends in favor of market integration. It is
unsurprising that the period leading up to the Revolution
is marked by strong gains in shipping productivity and
rising trade volumes per capita. The American colonies
were essentially already participating in a global economy.
The Revolution’s success — unfortunately — meant that
trade policy barriers would be erected. The Americans no
longer had preferential access — under the Corn Laws —
to British grain markets. Numerous goods were heavily
taxed. Similarly, trade with the West Indies and Canada
became subject to more tariff barriers. As a result, trade
volumes took a long time to return to their pre-

Revolutionary levels.

Canada’s preferential access to British grain markets and
the fact that the United States and Canada had similar
transport costs with Britain essentially delayed the First
Age of Globalization across the North Atlantic. The first

age of globalization — where economies grew increasingly

intertwined — is tied to serious gains in economic growth.
Since the American Revolution meant the heightening of
tariff barriers across the North Atlantic, its success also
meant the delay of the first age of globalization was one

of the costs.

How big was that cost? This is where we can again look
north to Quebec. Between 1760 and 1775, it was part of
the same political entity as the United States. Using
monthly price data for wheat for Quebec City, Boston,
Philadelphia, New York and a large number of British
cities, we can assess the level of market integration
between these economies using multiple metrics — the
most common and easiest to understand is the coefficient
of variation. That coefficient, because it divides the
deviation in prices by the mean prices across all areas,
gives a standardized measure of price spreads across
space and time. The lower the coefficient, the more
integrated markets were. In Figure 2 below, we show the
coefficient of variation across North American cities
from 1760 to 1775. The red dashed line shows the
coefficient of variation averaged over the entire post-
Revolutionary period. The difference between the black
and red lines is the “difference in market integration”
before and after the Revolution. As can be seen, except
within the first months of British rule over Quebec,
markets were always better integrated during the colonial
era. We also replicate this figure for the integration
between all of North America and London from 1770
(the first point in time where continuous monthly prices
are available). As can be seen, the same pattern is true —

markets were better integrated before the Revolution.

How much does this matter? It is hard to arrive at a
measure without using economic modeling. However,
some works of economic history may help us ballpark the

cost.

Using data for Mexican grain market integration
following the expansion of railroads from 1880 to 1910,
we can see there was a halving of the coefficient of
variation. That halving, it is argued, explained half of the
growth in Mexico during the period. Given the growth
rate in Mexico during the period, this means that a

halving of the coefficient of variation increases growth by
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roughly 0.8% per annum. Transposing this to the
American case suggests that the rough doubling of the
coefficient of variation within the north Atlantic shwed
down growth by 0.8% per annum. Obviously, this is a
ballpark and future efforts are needed to more precisely
assess the benefits of market integration. Nevertheless,
even a halving of that proportion to 0.4% per annum
implies a major cost from the Revolution. Indeed, it is
close to half of the growth observed in the data from
1790 to 1860.

Some might take our article as a form of devaluing the
American Revolution since we claim that its economic
gains were not as large as some think. However, we see
the exact gpposite — it is a vindication of the American
Revolution. Revolutionaries &new there would be costs. It
might have been impossible for them to predict that
Britain would tighten its Corn Laws from the 1790s
onwards or that the French Wars would engulf the North
Atlantic from 1792 to 1815. After all, these factors were
largely out of their control. However, even that
uncertainty about the true cost is something they would
have considered as well. This means, costly as it might
have seemed, the Revolutionaries knew that the benefits
were so much larger. This, we believe, is a testimony to
the magnitude of the fruits of the revolution. That is
saying that there

truly is something historically

exceptional about America’s founding moment.
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Endnotes

[1] Probate records — which allow for wealth estimations

that can be converted into income under some
assumptions — suggest per capita growth rates of wealth
ranging somewhere between

from 1792 to 1835. Improvements to price
indexes (in order to deflate nominal wealth into inflation-

adjusted wealth) suggest somewhat slower growth (
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to 0.83%). Different estimation techniques over the
period 1822 to 1850 suggests growth rates ranging

from 0.17% to 0.53%. Finally, real wage data for the

period suggests that there were gradual improvements
until the 1820s at which point things plateaued until the
1850s. If the wage data are taken as the measure of
growth averaged over the period from 1760 to 1850, the
growth rate in living standards is somewhere between at
0.36% to 0.72% per year.

ECONOMIC GROWTH AND
REVOLUTIONARY MIGHT-
HAVE-BEENS

by Samuel Gregg

All political revolutions have significant economic causes.

The immediate impetus for the French Revolution, for

example, was the effective bankruptcy of the French state.

This precipitated King Louis XVTI’s fateful decision to

issue an edict convening the Estates-General in 1789.

French Revolution

France’s long standing economic problems, which dated
back to Louis XIV’s long years of war, had been
exacerbated by his great-great-great grandson’s choice to
lend significant financial and military support to the
American revolutionaries, secretly in 1776 before

becoming open about it in 1778.

We will never know if a decision by France against

supporting America’s revolutionaries would have
resulted in a political outcome that maintained some
formal links between the American colonies and Britain.
What we do know is that non-economic factors—
sympathy for some of the American revolutionaries’
ideals and a desire to diminish British power—overrode
economic considerations and proved to be decisive in
Louis XVI’s choice to go to war. A similar point underlies
the conclusion of Vincent Geloso and Antoine L. Noél’s
argument that America’s revolutionaries recognized that
there would be significant economic costs associated with

declaring their independence. But they went ahead
anyway.

Counterfactuals are always speculative exercises. Yet
Geloso and Noél illustrate, convincingly in my view, that
economic growth in America was likely slowed down by
the American colonies’ exit from the British Empire. To
this analysis, however, two broad glosses can be made

which shed further light on their conclusion.
Britain and Trade Liberalization

During the years before and after the American
Revolution, Britain and its imperial possessions began,
albeit slowly, to move away from the mercantile
arrangements that had dominated the European world
since the sixteenth century. Had the American colonies
remained within the empire, they would likely have
benefited from these developments instead of being
locked out, as Geloso and Noél note, by the
establishment of trade barriers across the Atlantic

following the Revolution.

A prominent example of Britain’s liberalizing trend was
the Free Ports Act. Passed by Parliament on June 6, 1766,
it established free trade ports in the British Caribbean:
two on the island of Dominica and four ports in Jamaica.
The Act also reduced the scale of trade regulation
between Britain’s North American possessions as well as

British, French, and Spanish colonies in the West Indies.

The Free Ports Act was always a limited liberalization. It

contained compromises that maintained some

mercantilist regulations in place. But as Gregory M.
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Collins notes, the Act did represent a “conscious

movement in the direction of freer commercial

intercourse”|l|—including for Britain’s American

colonies. Edmund Burke, who had played a major role

in the Act’s drafting and passing, pointed out “The trade
of America was set free from injudicious and ruinous
Impositions—its Revenue was improved, and settled on
a rational Foundation—Its Commerce extended with
foreign Countries; while all the Advantages were
extended to Great Britain.”[2]

Edmund Burke

After the American Revolution and William Pitt’s
appointment as prime minister, there were further
successful efforts to lower tariffs. Pitt was a great admirer
of Adam Smith and had thoroughly absorbed Smith’s
insight that reducing tariffs would diminish the price of
goods, reduce smuggling, and likely increase tax revenues.
Early in his administration, Pitt worked to reduce tariffs
on goods ranging from tea and spirits to raw materials.
Then in 1786, the Pitt administration signed a
commercial treaty with France. Known as the Eden
Agreement, this further reduced duties on silk, linen, and
other goods highly desired by Britain’s growing class of

industrial manufacturers.|3|

The treaty was abrogated when war broke out between
Britain and Revolutionary France in 1793. What is not in
doubt, however, was a momentum towards trade
liberalization and the growing sway of Smith’s ideas upon
elite political opinion in Britain. Had the American
colonies remained with the Empire, it is reasonable to

speculate that they would have benefited from this.
Choices at the Founding

There is, however, another side to this question: that
which concerns the economic consequences of decisions
agreed upon by leaders of the newly independent United
States following the drafting and ratification of the U.S.

Estimating growth levels in the pre-revolutionary
American colonies is a hazardous exercise, given the
limits of existing data. But estimates by historians of the
era range from zero to 0.3-0.5 percent annually.[4| After
1790, there was an upward tick in growth. The lowest
estimate is about 1 percent annually for the decade; the
highest is 3 percent. These are no small shifts, and it is

worth reflecting upon possible causes.|5|

The trade situation remained difficult for America for the
first half of the 1790s. War between Britain and France
created new impediments for American merchants. The
Treaty negotiated by John Jay between the United States
and Britain and ratified by the Senate and President
George Washington in 1795 resulted in the former being
granted “most favored nation” status from the latter; yet
it also limited America’s commercial access to Britain’s

prized Caribbean possessions.|0|

Between the end of the Revolutionary War and 1790, the
most important political change was the replacement of
the Articles of Confederation in force between 1781
and 1789 by the U.S. Constitution. From this flowed a

number of economic consequences that, we may suppose,

contributed to the expansion of economic growth in

this decade. We can also surmise that, absent the
American Revolution, these changes may not have

occurred.

Perhaps the most important effect was the establishment

within the United States of a common market. This
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facilitated a greater division of labor and specialization
America.|7| Indeed, a

of entrepreneurship swept the

throughout spirit

country after the

Constitution’s ratification, dwarfing that which existed in

colonial Ametica.|3|

The Constitution itself did not create an entrepreneurial,
competitive economy. But it did confer powers upon the

Federal Government which allowed it:

e To lay and collect Taxes, Duties, Imposts and
Excises, to pay the Debts and provide for the
common Defense and general Welfare of the

United States.

e To establish . . . uniform Laws on the subject of

Bankruptcies throughout the United States.

e To promote the Progress of Science and useful
Atrts, by securing for limited Times to Authors
and Inventors the exclusive Right to their

respective Writings and Discoveries.

e To borrow Money on the credit of the United
States.

e To regulate Commerce with Foreign Nations,

and among the several States.
e To coin Money, regulate the Value thereof.|9|

These powers needed to be executed. Article I, Section 8,
of the Constitution gave Congtess the responsibility “To
make all Laws which shall be necessary and proper for
carrying into Execution the foregoing Powers.” But
policymakers had to decide how to exercise these powers
in areas ranging from trade to taxation, public finance,

capital markets, bankruptcy, and property rights.

Among the decisions made by Congress, under the
guiding hand of Treasury Secretary Alexander
Hamilton beginning with his 1790 landmark Reporzs on
Public Credit, were the institution of a national currency
and national Mint, the creation of a national bank, and
the consolidation and funding of a public debt. As a
collective whole, those political choices provided an
institutional framework for the development of financial

markets (much of which occurred at the state level) that

took the United States from having a premodern financial
system to one which by 1800 rivaled those of financial
superpowers like Britain and the Dutch Republic.|10]

Laws to protect intellectual property rights and establish
clear bankruptcy procedures were also passed in the
1790s. This reduced the costs involved in closing down
failed businesses and diminished the incentives for

politicians to bail out such companies.|1]

A good example of the growth-enhancing changes
enhanced by the political conditions prevailing after 1789
concerns corporations. Robert Wright has detailed the
dramatic rise in chartered corporations in the 1790s.
During the colonial era, he notes, a mere eight
corporations were chartered. That, Wright states, owes
something to the sheer complexity of British imperial
regulations and corporate law that imposed high costs on
those seeking to incorporate. Only 21 corporations
emerged in America in the 1780s. In the 1790s, however,

290 corporations were added to this number.[12]

Wright argues that the reduction of political uncertainty
following the Constitution’s ratification produced a
growing willingness to invest in large scale capital-
intensive enterprises. Obtaining a charter became simpler
and less-expensive, thus making it easier for
entrepreneurs to obtain the benefits of limited liability,
transferable shares and other legal privileges associated

with corporations.|13

Many of these decisions were actively disputed at the time.
Their acceptance required persuasion of legislators and

powerful social and economic groups via carefully
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drafted formal state papers as well as highly polemical

newspapers and pamphlets.

The vital point, however, is that it is unclear whether
these developments would have occurred without the
American Revolution and the subsequent decision to take
what was essentially a loose Confederation of States and
turn them into the republic produced by the U.S.
Constitution. In that sense, the choice to take up arms
against Britain and declare independence in 1776 had
unintended positive consequences for growth in America
that may have offset the effects of reduced access to

European markets.
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TAXES, TARIFFS, AND
SLAVERY: THOUGHTS ON
THE AMERICAN
REVOLUTION AND
ECONOMIC GROWTH

by Marcus M. Witcher

As a historian who enjoys teaching and writing economic
history, I am very appreciative of the work that Vincent

Geloso and Antoine Noél did in their initial essay. We

American  historians  have long assumed that
the , with its emphasis on market
liberalism, rule of law ingrained in the ,and

establishment of pro-growth institutions, led to more
economic growth than would have occurred had the
American colonists remained British subjects. Geloso
and Noél have provided a quantitative analysis to confirm,
albeit with some key qualifiers, what so many of us have

long believed.
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American Revolution

In trying to determine how much the revolution
benefited the economic growth of the United States,
Geloso and Noél use Quebec as
might have looked like had the

American colonists not established their own nation.

a proxy for
what

113

Quebec offers them “a group of colonists in North
America that became British subjects and chose to remain
British subjects.” By using this comparison, Geloso and
Noél find that the Revolution increased annual growth

between 39 percent and 48 percent.

The use of Quebec as a proxy raises some questions. First,
were the institutions, culture, and residents of Quebec
comparable to what existed in the British colonies to the
South? After all, as Geloso and Noél note, “in 1759,
Quebec was still a French colony with an exclusively
Catholic population” that numbered less than 100,000
(compared to around 1.5 million in the British North
American colonies). When Britain took control of
Quebec in 1763, they guaranteed the traditional rights
and customs of the colony and even after the Quebec Act
(1774) the Crown maintained the use of French civil law.
Were there more, and perhaps more important,
institutional differences between the two? Further,
Geloso and Noél might consider what effect culture
differences might have in this comparison. Do they think
there is anything to ’s protestant work ethic
thesis? Were the Americans more entrepreneurial than

their counterparts in Quebec?

Once Geloso and Noél finish their comparison between
Quebec and the United States, they subtract “the main

costs of the revolution from the ‘total net effect.”” The
colonies in the British Empire had enjoyed a large
amount of market integration. After the Revolution,
however, trade barriers were imposed by both Britain and
the United States. The cost of such protectionism was
significant, reducing American economic growth by .4
percent per year (or about half of the economic growth
that Geloso and Noél document for the U.S. from 1790
to 1860).

It seems clear to me that freer trade leads to greater
economic economist
concluded in his The Tariff History of the

United States, “Little, if anything, was gained by the

growth. As

protection which the United States maintained” during
the ecarly 19th century.|l| But not all historians (or
economists for that matter) agree with Taussig’s analysis.
Geloso and Noél should address the argument that tariffs
protected infant industries in the United States from
British firms—with their first mover advantage, their
better and more established business practices, their
increased access to capital, and their own protections
from the British mercantilist economic model. After all,

almost any American history college textbook argues that

America’s infant textile industry emerged
during ’s embargo and grew because of the
tariff of 1816./2| With the rise of national conservativism

and resurgence of protectionist rhetoric on both the left
and right, many may not simply accept that trade barriers

hurt U.S. economic growth in the 19th century.

Another aspect of British rule that Geloso and Noél
should address are the regulations and taxes that were
placed on the British American colonists prior to the
revolution, that might have remained had the colonists
not gained independence. After the French and Indian
War, King George III established the Proclamation Line
of 1763 designed to keep the British colonists from
settling west of the Appalachian Mountains. Would U.S.
western expansion, which in part drove economic growth,
have happened under continued British rule? Would the
upper Midwest have remained part of Quebec? Would it
have been developed? Would treaties with native peoples

have been respected, to a larger extent, under British rule?
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What effects would all this have had on American

economic growth?

In addition to restrictions that the British might have
placed on western expansion, there is the question of
taxation. Around the time of the Revolution, British
citizens who lived in Britain paid around 26 shillings a
year in taxes whereas their New England counterparts
paid 1 shilling. After the Revolution, many American
states had to raise taxes to pay for war debts, but if we
compare the tax rates in the early American Republic to
those in Great Britain, Americans continued to pay
less.|3] If the revolution had failed would the United
States have enjoyed low tax rates? Or would they have
paid an amount more on par with British citizens living

in Britain?

Without a successful revolution, another open question
is what the role of the U.S. economy to the mother
country would have been? After all, the British
embraced mercantilism until at least the middle of the
19th century. Before the revolution, the British placed
restrictions on what goods the American colonists could
produce, required them to transport their commodities
on British ships, imposed import duties, and limited the

Ametrican colonists trade with other nations.

Many American colonists, including John Dickinson,

accepted the tenets of mercantilism. As Dickinson

explained in his second letter in Letters from a Farmer

in Pennsylvania, “The Parliament unquestionably

possesses a legal authority to regulate the trade of Great
Britain and all her colonies. Such an authority is essential
to the relation between a mother country and her
colonies, and necessary for the common good of all.”
Dickinson was upset with the Stamp Act because it was
an explicit attempt to raise revenues rather than promote
the general welfare under the existing mercantilist system.
As he explained, “All before are calculated to regulate
trade and preserve or promote a mutually beneficial
intercourse between the several constituent parts of the
empire; and though many of them imposed duties on
trade, yet those duties were always imposed with design
to restrain the commerce of one part that was injurious

to another, and thus to promote the general welfare.”|4|

John Dickinson

So, the question remains what effect would such
restrictions have had on U.S. economic growth? Would
the nature of the relationship between the Crown and its
North American subjects have changed? Or would the
failure of the American Revolution have limited the
industries

emergence of U.S. searching  for

their comparative advantage due to the restrictive
regulations imposed by the British mercantilist colonial
model? Perhaps the above concerns are captured in by
Geloso and Noél’s use of Quebec as a proxy. If not, they

are worth considering.

Finally, it is worth considering what effect the failure of
the American Revolution would have had on slavery in
the United States and how that would have influenced
economic growth. In contrast with the 7679 Project, my
co-author, Rachel Ferguson, and 1 argue in Bluck

Liberation Throush the Narketplace that slavery was a
negative for the American economy and specifically for
the South’s economic development.|5| Free people,
engaging in a free market, pursuing their passions and
comparative advantage results in economic betterment
for everyone. Slavery, in contrast, obviously harms those
who are enslaved—robbing them of their happiness and
the ability to realize their full potential—but it also denies
everyone else the benefits of trading with them and
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benefiting from their passions, skills, and services. In
short, the exploitation of black labor by a small class of

elite southerners harmed American economic growth.

If the American Revolution had failed perhaps the British

North American colonies would have

along with the rest of Britain’s holdings some
thirty years earlier. In 1833, the British Parliament passed
the Slavery Abolition Act and by 1840 most enslaved
people had been freed. In 1843, the exceptions to the Act
were abolished. Providing the failure of the American
Revolution did not change the political realities in Britain,
then, one could argue that had the colonists remained a
part of Britain, slavery would have been eradicated at least
twenty years carlier. Under this scenario, slavery could
have ended without a devastating Civil War. Instead of
an entire region of the country smoldering and devastated,
the Slavery Abolition Act would have provided
compensation to those who owned slaves. There is no
doubt that such a result would have been much better for
U.S. economic growth than how the country ultimately

put an end to its “original sin.”

T appreciate Geloso and Noél for writing a thoughtful and
ambitious essay that attempts to quantify the effects that
the American Revolution had on U.S. economic growth.
I'm inclined to believe that the Revolution unleashed a
social, cultural, and economic revolution that
transformed the country and eventually the world. The
American Republic embraced the ideas of the English
and and engrained within a
written Constitution that humans have inalienable natural
rights. If market liberalism results in human flourishing,
there can be little argument that the radicalism of the

American Revolution led to exdaimonia.
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HOW MUCH FREEDOM DID
AMERICA GAIN WHEN IT
REVOLTED?

by C. Bradley Thompson

Messts. Geloso and Noél have written a thought-
provoking paper that raises serious questions about the
nature of historical causation and how historians can
know the past. I shall focus my remarks less on their
claims and more on the

substantive economic

methodological assumptions informing their paper.

The title of the Geloso-No€l paper asks a provocative
question: How much economic growth did America leave
behind when it revolted? Scholars of the period have
some sense of this. Economic historians have measured
the Americans’ short-term economic losses during the
years of the imperial crisis (1765-1776), during the war
(1776-1781),
immediately following the Battle of Yorktown up to
(1783-1788), but it

is difficult to demonstrate a causal connection beyond

for independence and during years

ratification of the
that because, in part, the American economy quickly

made up for its wartime losses and launched an

unprecedented era of wealth production.
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Geloso and Noél then course correct to pursue a slightly
different question. The question they now seck to answer

seems to be: how much wealth was generated by

the American Revolution? In their opening paragraph,
Geloso and Noél engage with certain (unnamed) scholars
who claim there is a causal connection between twenty-
first century American wealth and the American
Revolution. Our two authors believe such claims require
a “leap of faith,” although they never explain the nature
of these alleged leaps of faith or why they are inadequate
to understanding the causal relationship between the
American Revolution and twenty-first century American

wealth.

Ironically, Geloso and Noél then ask their readers to take
an even bigger leap of faith. They invite us to join them
on a thought experiment, namely, to “comurea
counterfactual in which America remained a British
colony or became independent in ways similar to later

b2

British Dominions [emphasis mine],” such as Canada.
From here, Geloso and Noél deductively “construct a
theory” against which they will measure its validity by
seeing if it “hold[s] up using both quantitative and
qualitative sources.” Alternatively, they might have used
an inductive approach that begins with empirical data to

construct a theory.

Be that as it may, Geloso and Noél sharpen their
counterfactual by imagining a scenario in which the
American colonists /ose the war for independence. To be
clear, they are not asking us to consider how the
American economy might have developed had there been
no Declaration of Independence, war, or revolution, but

instead they want us to think about how the economy

might have developed had the Americans lost the war. To
this conjured counterfactual, Geloso and Noél add a
second counterfactual, which compares American
economic development with that of the French-Canadian
province of Quebec, which came under British rule at the

end of the Seven Years’ War.

Our two authors then ask the reader to compare the
primary counterfactual to the corollary counterfactual,
namely, to compare a “defeated” America to the neutral
province of Quebec, which took no part in the war
despite an invitation from the Americans to join them in
the fight for independence. In other words, the second
counterfactual (i.e., the example of Quebec) serves as an
example of the kind of counterfactual that the authors
explicitly rejected in the first instance (i.e., an America
that does not declare independence and stays in the

British empire). Is this not comparing apples to oranges?

The obvious problem with our authors’ primary
counterfactual is that we are no longer dealing with
historical reality. We have entered the realm of
speculation and guesswork, where imperfect knowledge

reigns supreme and uncertain.

For example, the Geloso-No€l counterfactual does not
consider the real possibility—indeed, the likelihood—
that a victorious Britain would have sought revenge and
imposed harsh penalties on the colonies. Had the British
won the war, they almost certainly would have extended
and deepened the role of the British State in the colonies.
It is not untreasonable to think that Parliament and
Whitehall would have moved more Redcoats, tax
collectors and other customs officials to the colonies.
They would have almost certainly raised taxes and created
new regulations on both external and internal trade. It is
also likely that George III would have destroyed the
colonial charters, suspended or abolished the colonial
legislatures, and converted the colonies to royal
protectorates governed by royally appointed governors.
The trans-Appalachian West would have been closed to
the colonists. (Imagine how the trajectory of subsequent
American economic development would have changed
had the Americans been prevented from settling and

developing the West.) And all this would have been likely
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just the beginning of the repressive measures taken

against the colonies by the British Deep State.

There is no point in using a counterfactual if you can’t
know or control for the that, in this case,
would have likely come with a British victory over the

colonies.

And once the counterfactual “what if” door has been
opened, why not go further, and ask: What if Great
Britain had lost the Seven Years” War? What if Great
Britain had never launched its campaign to tax and
regulate the colonies? What if the colonies had accepted
all of Britain’s taxes and regulations? And what if Great
Britain had acceded to the colonists’ demands? And on

and on we could go!

To complicate matters even more, Geloso and Noél
eventually announce that the primary counterfactual in
which the Americans lose the war for independence “is
the wrong counterfactual” because “it falls into the post hoc
ergo propter hoc fallacy.” Y es, but why put the reader through

this if it’s the wrong counterfactual?

I also wish the authors had explained more clearly how
and why using the Quebec counterfactual is helpful in
comparing it to the counterfactual of a defeated America.
Why not compare Quebec with an imaginary America
that agrees to stay in the British Empire? Or why not just
compare Quebec with the historically real America that

emerged out of a successful war against Great Britain?

Or, better yet, why not use Nova Scotia or Upper Canada
(i.e., Ontario) as the counterfactual? The problem with
using Quebec is that it was too different politically,
culturally, religiously, legally, and even economically from
the United States to serve as helpful counterfactual. Nova
Scotia or Upper Canada were much closer in these ways
to the United States, and thus the comparison with these

two provinces would have been measuring apples to
apples.

In the end, the ultimate point of the Geloso-Noél paper
was unclear to me. They conclude by claiming that they
view their paper as “a vindication of the American
Revolution,” but I fail to see how that is so. To vindicate

the Revolution in economic terms would be to

demonstrate how the Revolution changed the American
economy (which it did) and what the consequences were

of that change. Regrettably, this paper does not do that.

I, therefore, urge Messts. Geloso and Noél to address
much simpler and more direct questions, such as: What
was the causal effect of the American revolution on
subsequent economic growth? How and why did the
American Revolution change the nature of the American
economy? And finally, did the American Revolution

cause the United States to grow faster than its neighbors?
A Reality-Based Approach

I am what might be called an “old-fashioned” scholar,
which means 1 prefer a reality-based approach to
historical questions. A reality-based approach to history
attempts to explain what happened, how and why it
happened, what its consequences were, and what its
meaning is for the present and future. I take my Scotch

neat, and I like my history straight up.

The real, mon-counterfactual question that I believe
Messrs. Geloso and Noél could and should have
addressed is simple and direct: What did the political
Revolution of 1776 do to launch an economic revolution

over the course of the next century?

To answer this question, we might begin by recalling that
in 1763, Britain’s American colonists were the freest and
possibly the wealthiest people anywhere in the world
(including relative to their cousins in Great Britain), but
they were free largely because of Britain’s policy of
“salutary neglect” and their distance from the mother
country. The colonies were out of sight from British
imperial officials, which means they were also out of

mind.
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1765 Stamp Act

All of that changed with the end of the Seven Years’ War
and with the passage of the Stamp Act in 1765, followed
in quick succession by the Declaratory (1766),
Townshend (1767-68), Tea (1773), Intolerable (1774),
and the Prohibitory (1775) Acts. In a remarkably short
period of time, the British Deep State attempted to
reassert its political and economic control over the
colonies by taxing and regulating them in unprecedented
ways. Who knows what they might have done if they had
defeated the Americans on the battlefield?

Once independence was declared, the former colonists
began to create a new kind of society unlike any other.
First, at the state level, they created new constitutions,
which in turn created new governments, and then they
created a federal constitution and a national government
for the United States. The Americans created what I have
called /laissez-faire constitutions that in turn created /aissez-

faire governments.

Relative to all governments hitherto, these new American
governments were dramatically limited in their purposes
and powers, which means they created large spheres of
liberty, or what referred to as “the natural
system of perfect liberty and justice.” The result was a
remarkable explosion of human energy and
entrepreneurial activity in the six decades after the
founding. Millions of ordinary men, once limited in what

they could do and earn, were liberated from the political

and social system of an archaic past to secure for
themselves a place in the world determined by their merit.
American revolutionaries wanted to create a new
republican world defined and led by those whom

and referred to as the
“natural aristocracy.” Birth and blood were to be replaced
by talent and ability, and aristocracy was to be replaced

by meritocracy.

The greatness of the American Revolution was to remove
the artificial barriers that had suppressed the natural
talents of ordinary people. All over the United States the
natural aristocracy of ability and ambition was set free
from their expected roles to see where their aspirations
and dreams might take them. The legitimacy of the
various forms of traditional political, social, economic,
religious, and familial authority was coming apart. The
social duties and responsibilities of all Americans were
being reordered. The distinction between superiors and
subordinates was unravelling, and new men were pushing

their way through old barriers and limitations.

The explosion in creativity and productivity that came out
of the American Revolution was unprecedented in world
history. This is the story that I would like to see Geloso
and Noél tell.

THE BALANCE OF
FREEDOMS

by Anthony Comegna

Once again this year, the capacity for zeal about
the puzzles me. I’'m shocked to
see that for so long, among so many groups, for so many
decades, with untold billions spent on fireworks and hot
dogs, people continue to almost religiously worship the
Revolution and those who supposedly made it. We treat
it as one of the pinnacles of human success. Many go so
far as to argue that the American Revolution is a
punctuated departure from all of world history—a
particular choice made by particular people who knew the
risks and decided to chance failure for the freedoms to be

gained. This is a common rendition of those who hold to
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the theory (or faith) of “American exceptionalism,” a
mytho-historical view which places the United States in a
messianic role with regard to the rest of the world. We
have risked it all to avoid history’s traps and lead everyone

else to God’s promised Paradise.

Once extricated from the mythos, though, it’s much
easier to see how costly the Revolution really was—not
only to the rank-and-file American public of the time—but
to the world at large and to our understanding of it.
Clearly our lead authors are not part of the mytho-
historical scholarly space as such, and I had no problems
with the lead essay until we get to the conclusions—I
have no empirical training to speak of and no way to
evaluate the study at hand. I take the findings at face value
as one interesting example of studies on

. As they close, though, the authors insist upon
revering the American Revolution despite its economic

and human costs. I will not.

Back in college, I used to practice libertarian edge-lording
by writing an annual Fourth of July post cataloging the
problems with the American Revolution. I would usually
begin with the obvious speculations—The British Empire
and could well have

ended American slavery much earlier than 1865.

was trending toward

American Indians could well have avoided much of the
cruel fate forced upon them by the newly independent
and especially rapacious Americans. I would also discuss
things like the notion that in the United States, history
itself has been broken and transformed by average,
common people—that we have escaped from the
feudalistic past and we can create history as we see fit.
This is a significant problem in nationalist mythology that
is still either overlooked,

simply accepted, or

understudied, though for a fuller discussion we will have
to wait for further rounds of essays in the forum. My
point as a Ron Paul kid was always that the civic religion
is playing you for a fool-a happy, tax-paying,
ritualistically-voting, law-abiding fooll Edgy-lordy, for

sure...to my ever-lasting shame.

But more careful scholars than I was as an undergraduate
have spilt tremendous ink on what Barbara Clark Smith’s
book title labels , (2010). There were
far more costs associated with the American Revolution
than a simple tally of lives lost, resources spent on the war
effort, reduction in living standards during the conflict,
the raw emotional burdens of war, and even the reduction
in economic growth noted by our lead authors. Smith
builds her book around clear examples of traditional
freedoms enjoyed within the British imperial system that
were phased out or sharply cut during the Revolution and
its settlement in 1789. Her first lines are terribly
important: “Colonial Americans were less free than we
are, and in countless ways. Their political theories
accepted lack of freedom as normal and often desirable.”
She continues, “I would not be so foolish as to suggest
that we should wax nostalgic about colonial times or
yearn for the opportunity implied by white families’
access to ‘open’ or ‘free’ land, bought at the cost of
dispossession of Native American peoples...Early
America was no Golden Age.” Neither was a Golden Age
granted by the institutions which flowed out of the

Revolution.

Smith’s purpose, then, is “to suggest that there existed in

colonial America eclements of liberty, forms of
participation in public affairs, that later generations would
not experience.” The issue is not quite that pre-
Revolutionary, pre-Constitution Americans were “less
free than succeeding generations as differently free. Their
understanding of liberty is not adequately measured by
nineteenth-century ideas and institutions, nor by later
centuries’ unalloyed celebration of the Revolution and its
aftermath.” Put in conversation with our lead authors’
questioning of economic prosperity as a result of the
Revolution, Smith’s key questions become all the more

important in assessing the balance of the scales: “What
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happens if we view colonial Americans without being
certain that the freedom they lacked was more important
than the freedom they had? What if we suspend the
certainty that being subject to the British crown was
necessarily (in every way and for everyone) less than

being a citizen of the U.S. state?”

What’s more—though this, too, will have to wait for a later
response essay for a fuller elaboration—I would argue that
many (if not most) of our dearest individual liberties were
developed and either culturally or legally coded into
American life during the 19th and 20th centuries. These
freedoms did not simply pop into existence, either. They
were fought for, struggled over, resisted by the relatively
powerful, and won by the relatively powerless. They had
little at all to do with the American Revolution or even
the structures of government settled in 1789. I think
neither the Revolution nor the Constitution produced a
greater raw count of libertons, nor was either event or
movement based on purely ideological concerns about

abstract individual freedoms.

George Washington

Smith’s narrative is particularly important as it revolves
around the conflicting interests of what she calls “the first
Patriot coalition” and the “second Patriot coalition.”
The first Patriots were those from below, as it were—Sugar

and Stamp Act protesters and rebels, frontiersmen

ignoring the Proclamation of 1763, sailors, working
people and the like. The second cohort of Patriots were the
Sons of Liberty-types, the genteel mercantile interests,
planters—like —statesmen in the colonies—
like Washington—landed gentlemen...like Washington.
Well, you get the point. The Revolution likely would not
have been successful without the second Patriot coalition
joining with the first against the British, but nonetheless
the fundamental contradiction of interests involved
guaranteed a contest over the deployment of power in the
new system of government after the war’s conclusion. As
it happened, the second Patriot coalition unquestionably
won out during the Constitutional Convention and
subsequent ratification votes. As the Beards long ago
pointed out, the base personal interests of those who
stocked ratification conventions largely guided the votes
for and construction of the American charters. For a
century or more now, we could well have stopped
idealizing the Revolution and its political outcomes
because for the average American of the day it was a case

of “Meet the new boss; same as the old boss.”

Historian and political scientist Crane Brinton (

1938) put the American, French,
and Russian revolutions in conversation with each other
to discover their common causes, processes, and results.
Much of what Brinton found in common were the causes
of catastrophic debt, inflation, or expenses on the balance
sheet. In other words, fiscal crises caused these
revolutions rather than high-falutin' political or social
ideals. For the British and the Americans in 1776 the
fiscal cause was the long-standing war debt from the
Seven Years War, and its variety of impacts on the
American colonies. For the French, it was the absolutely
crushing impact of Versailles’ excesses and taxes along
with the steady loss of profitable colonies to the British.
The French people starved as the Louies strolled their
fancy gardens and gorged themselves while literally
surrounded by crystal, mirrors, and gold. For the
Russians, it was the catastrophe of World War One, the
collapse of confidence in the Czar, and a complete
inability of the state to fulfill its credit.

Liberty Matters, August/September 2023

Page 16


https://oll.libertyfund.org/people/george-washington
https://amzn.to/3OFuXrN
https://amzn.to/3OFuXrN

Volume 11, Issue 6

Believing that these revolutions happened and were
successful thanks to the high ideas we have come to know
them for is simply asking too much of actual people
involved in actual events. It’s the stuff of movies, not
reality. No one wants to see a movie about aristocrats
angry over trade or debt disputes—that’s how The
Phantom Menace starts, and we know how that turned

out.

And for those just waiting to shout back “GEORGE
WASHINGTON!,” keep in mind that we are talking
about possibly the most wealthy private citizen in the
entite world at the time. Perhaps, just maybe this
famously un-ideological first President had something
other than high-minded ideology at the forefront of his
mind. Maybe the “sacrifices” of his soldiers’ lives did not
exactly weigh on his conscience at Valley Forge like the
would like wus to

Perhaps Jis sacrifice was positively ignoble. When you

Americanist  cultists believe.
really dig in and dismiss the fog, the great planter
Washington may not be that far from your bloodthirsty

Jacobin or your genocidal Bolshevik.

Now, I also think I need to spend some time here
introducing the classical liberal theory of class conflict
into the conversation because it highlights at least some
of the problems with @/ wars and a// state-making. The
theory (with deep roots in the intellectual history of
liberalism) is that the use of power, of whatever sort it
might be, by itself immediately splits individuals and—by
their associations and intersections—groups into
antagonistic classes aligned by their contest with those
who initially deployed power. This can be very small in
scale (conflicts within family units or two astronauts
locked in a capsule together), ranging to medium-sized
groups (think of high school social cliques or conflicts
between departments in a corporation) and very large
groups with subjects like white supremacy or imperialism
at hand. From the deployment of economic power (think
the Harvey Weinsteins of the world), cultural power
(think “cancel culture” or DeSantis’ war on Disney),
social power (think about the role of mega-churches or
the left’s community organizing efforts), and of course

political power (probably does not need to be

explained)...Each use of one’s power or a group’s power
to coerce another inevitably and invariably increases the
overall amount of conflict in society: a division between
the interests of those who can deploy and those who

must respond.

And so, to my various interlocutors, I offer this challenge:
Tell me in which ways the average person in what became
the United States actually benefited from the Revolution.
Materially, politically, culturally, socially, globally, or
almost anything else. I’'m genuinely curious to know how
you square this circle without crediting other generations,
the “framework” established in 1789, or the mystical
influence of being freed from the British yoke. Instead,
the Revolution simply looks to me like another early step
in the where government in the
Americas simply continued to grow and grow. We
switched around the chairs and changed up the music,
but the Revolution was no noble sacrifice for the

betterment of human liberty.

THE AMERICAN
REVOLUTION WAS COSTLY
AND THAT’S WHY WE KNOW
THAT IT WAS
EXCEPTIONAL!

by Vincent Geloso and Antoine Noél

We would like to thank Professor Thompson and Messrs.
Comegna, Gregg, and Witcher for their valuable
responses and insightful comments on our lead essay.
Our response addresses some of the comments made
regarding the use of counterfactuals, the choice to
compare the American economy with Quebec’s economy,
the importance of protectionism for infant industries,
and the importance of the in the

development of the American economy.

We agree that we must be careful when dealing with
counterfactuals since we enter the “realm of speculation,”

as Professor Thompson points out. However, we should

Liberty Matters, August/September 2023

Page 17


https://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/GovernmentGrowth.html
https://oll.libertyfund.org/collection/the-american-revolution-and-constitution

Volume 11, Issue 6

point out that we are not drafting a counterfactual the
same way that Winston Churchill conjured one when he
imagined what the world would have looked like had the
battle Gettysburg been won by Robert E. Lee. When
economists draw up counterfactuals, they use constraints
imposed by economic theory. For example, demand
curves cannot slope up; if demand is inelastic compared
to supply then consumers pay the larger share of a tax’s
burden etc. Each assumption behind a model must then
be checked off against historical evidence. Falsified
assumptions falsify the counterfactual. With that in mind,
a proper counterfactual must be as close as possible to
historical reality. This is why our counterfactual is a
modest one — it posits that the US would have grown at
the same rate as the other British North American

colonies.

We acknowledge that our counterfactual cannot perfectly
represent the economic consequences of a failed
Indeed,

Revolution would probably have resulted in “harsh

American Revolution. a failed American
penalties on the colonies.” However, we know for a fact
that the (successful) American Revolution brought
significant institutional changes in the colonies.
Therefore, our results must be understood as a lower
bound for the effect of the American Revolution relative
to the scenario where the colonies fail to become
independent. In this case, the conclusion we reach can
only be bolstered by easing some of the assumptions we
made that were designed to cut against our key

conclusion.

Messrs. Thompson and Witcher question the use of
Quebec to determine how much wealthier the United
States became thanks to the American Revolution.
Indeed, they argue that the comparison is flawed since
Quebec and the American colonies are very different
culturally, socially, and religiously. That is a fair point but
we should point out that the recent work of one of us has
shown that Quebec was growing at the same pace as the
colony of Nova Scotia from the 1760s to the 1850s. Also,
combining the work of Frank Lewis with that of the
present authors shows it also grew at the same pace as
Upper Canada (i.e., Ontario) from the 1790s to the 1850s,
which is particularly telling as the initial settlers to the area

were American Loyalists.

It is also important to mention that Quebec was
geographically close to the United States (similar
transportation costs when exporting to Britain) and both
colonies were important actors in the British grain
markets. Furthermore, as we have mentioned in our essay,
Quebec had low living standards before 1760 and
experienced mild economic growth after the Revolution.
Therefore, even though there are important differences
between Quebec and the United States, we are confident
in our ability to get valid lower and upper bounds for the

estimation.

As Mr. Witcher highlighted, even though he disagrees
with them, some historians believe that protectionist
tariffs were a necessary means to the development of
Therefore

protective tariffs increased long-term growth. He gives

American infant industties. imposing
the example of the infant textile industry which emerged
thanks to the Jeffersonian trade embargo and grew
because of the 1816 protective tariff on cotton and wool
textiles. However, both policies negatively impacted the
American economy. Irwin (2005) finds that the embargo
cost 5 percent of the American GNP in 1807 while Irwin
and Temin (2001) explain that the American textile
industry would have developed even without the
protective tariff, because the British and Americans were
making different types of textile products. Therefore, we
side with Taussig and believe that protectionist tariffs had,

at best, no impact on the growth of the American
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economy. Furthermore, it is important to note that
imposing tariffs on the British gave them ammunition to
impose their own tariffs which would negatively impact

productive American firms.

We should also mention that there are some aspects of
the American revolution that were detrimental that went
unmentioned and that are tied with tariffs. The most
notable is the role of the tonnage duties which are not
included in the estimates of tariff levels by Doug Irwin.
The tonnage duties were justified on the basis of funding
lighthouses. However, as one of us has shown in work
with Justin Callais in the Eurgpean Economic Review, duties
discriminating against foreign ships were raised
significantly to 25 times the tonnage duties on American
ships. The federalization of lighthouses thus appears to
have been a tool to sneak in protectionist measures —

which is an extra cost of the revolution.

We should finally point out that we need not
explain what made America exceptional. Our attempt to
build a counterfactual is based on setting the baseline of
an America without any exceptionalism — an America that
looked like the British colonies to the North. All we know
is that America was exceptional. It paid a deep cost that
few appreciate (i.e., the delay of the first age of
globalization that we highlight) and yet, it came out on
top of the counterfactual. This is ##/y exceptional. For us,
the roots and reasons of American exceptionalism are

one debate too far ... for now. One step at a time.

AN ECONOMIC PRICE
WORTH PAYING

by Samuel Gregg

What is the relationship between the
, the

economic growth enjoyed by the United States since the

subsequent Founding, the rapid
1790s, and America’s eventual emergence as the world’s
economic superpower by the 1890s? That is a core
question analyzed by Vincent Geloso and Antoine L.
Noél in their essay, and a central issue with which the

subsequent responses grapple. This goes hand-in-hand

with a more speculative question: did the American
Revolutionaries effectively give up, at least in the short-
term, opportunities for economic growth because they
subordinated the prospects for economic gain to their

quest for liberty?

Comparative historical and economic analysis of the type
in which Geloso and Noél engage is potentially rewarding
but also risky to the extent that it involves engaging in
what-might-have-been  conjectures as  well  as
consideration of counterfactuals. Every counterfactual,
for instance, opens up the possibility of others, including
some that would likely cancel out the imagined historical

impact of the original.

The American colonies might well have benefited from
British efforts at trade liberalization in the last quarter of
the eighteenth century had they not rebelled and thus
remained part of the British Empire. But that absence of
rebellion would presumably have meant that none of the
economic growth-inducing effects of the political
developments that flowed from the drafting, ratification,
and institutionalization of the would
have occurred. Assessing precisely where, economically
speaking, the American colonies would have
subsequently ended up is a very speculative exercise. That
is why I generally prefer, to use C. Bradley Thompson’s

words, “a reality-based approach to historical questions.”

| W,{

ok o

F R B
/b;,mwﬁw’ﬂj,{,ﬁ;;wfu

oo A

j&“#fln‘:"r Lir®?’

That said, Geloso and Noél’s paper does underscore the
vital role of human choices and agency in explaining how
and why nations do (or do not, as the case may be)
embark on particular courses of action that have major
economic men who

consequences. The signed

the in July 1776 surely
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knew that they were effectively opting for a long and
difficult war with what was, after all, one of the great
military and financial powers of the age. They also
recognized that the economic cost of that war for them
personally and for the colonies that they represented

would be considerable, if not devastating.

A strictly economic weighing of the likely costs of
rebellion and revolution may well have resulted in such a
declaration never being issued. Indeed, the economic
damage inflicted by Britain's efforts to crush the rebellion
between April 1775 and July 1776 was already before the
eyes of American revolutionaries, whether in the form of
the blockade imposed by the British navy or the ravages
inflicted on states like Massachusetts by the soldiers of
George III. The revolutionaries had reason to hope that
French intervention in their conflict with Britain might
help them prevail in the long-term, but they neither knew
whether Louis XVI would commit France to supporting
their revolution nor the form that any such intervention
might take or the price that France might demand for its

commitment.

And yet despite the certainty of the severe economic
consequences of declaring independence and a plethora
of political unknowns, the men of 1776 went ahead
anyway. As Geloso and Noél remark, “That is saying that
there truly is something historically exceptional about
America’s founding moment.” Economic growth and
stability truly matter, but they are not everything. Some
things—such as liberty and the defense of our natural
rights grounded in natural law—matter even more and

are worth paying a large economic price.

THE AMERICAN
REVOLUTION AND HUMAN
FLOURISHING

by Marcus M. Witcher

Once again, I'd like to take the opportunity to thank the
initial authors, Geloso and Noél, for writing a thought-
provoking initial article that the rest of us have been able
to engage with. Having said that, I share C. Bradley
Thompson’s preference for “a reality-based approach to
historical questions.” I too am a contextualist who
believes that we must study historical events by paying
particular attention to their place and time, and to the
individuals that made history happen. Thompson
rightfully points out the limits and problems with Geloso

and Noél’s counterfactual.

After reading all the essays, it seems clear to me that my
co-contributors and I agree that market-liberalism is what
leads to economic growth. To the extent that
the set the United States on a
path toward market liberalism, it has contributed toward
human flourishing. 1 imagine that even Anthony
Comegna, despite his bemusement at the “zeal for the
American Revolution” would agree that the governments
established in the various state constitutions and the
federal government created in Philadelphia in 1787
promoted human initiative. As Thompson explains,
“Relative to all governments hitherto, these new
American governments were dramatically limited in their
purpose and powers, which means they created large
spheres of liberty...” As the economic historian

puts it, common people had to be given the

opportunity to have a go.
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Deirdre McCloskey

I'm a big believer in McCloskey’s argument that
innovation is the key to economic growth and human

liberalism

innovation.[1| I think my co-contributors would agree, at

flourishing and that unleashed  that
least in general, with this assessment. As Samuel Gregg
has demonstrated, the American Revolution led to the
creation of an institutional framework (embodied in the
state and federal constitutions) that allowed people to
have a go and be inventive. As Gregg explains, “Indeed,
a spirit of entrepreneurship swept the country after the
Constitution’s ratification, dwarfing that which existed in
colonial America.” Gregg continues to show that
following the 1790s, laws that protected intellectual
property and clarified bankruptcy procedures encouraged
innovation and initiative in the young republic. It is
unclear, or perhaps unlikely, that these changes would

have taken place without the American Revolution.

Yes, market liberalism and the economic benefits it
brought began in the Netherlands and Great Britain. The
American colonies benefited from this tradition of liberty
and a heavy dose of salutary neglect. The United States
inherited market liberalism and bourgeois dignity from

England, and they went on to magnify it.

Indeed, as the American Republic matured, the
institutional framework established in the wake of the
Revolution enabled the American people to earn a
reputation for their “practical” inventiveness. In addition
to improvements in housing and infrastructure, America
was filled with inventors: Samuel Morse created the
Charles

vulcanized rubber, and Elias Howe invented the modern

telegraph  system; Goodyear  developed
sewing machine. American economic growth surpassed
Britain’s during the Second Industrial Revolution and by
the turn of the 20th century the United States was on its
way to becoming the preeminent economic power in the
wortld. This was not a product of mere materialism. It was
a product of ideas and an institutional framework that
channeled individual initiative and entrepreneurial
activity into activities that contributed to American

flourishing.|2|

While the United States undoubtedly did not live up to
the high ideals of the American Revolution (as

represented in the Declaration of Independence and

the Constitution) and while the country has committed
atrocities and made significant mistakes, I would
challenge Comegna to name another country that has
done a better job of promoting the ideals of market
liberalism. As a historian, it seems odd to claim that the
Revolution was not “a departure from world history” — it
absolutely was a departure. The American Revolution
was the first successful liberal revolution and its success
helped to encourage the spread of liberalism across
Europe in the 19th century. That is to say nothing of the
role that the United States played in the 20th century of
forces of

safeguarding  liberalism  against  the

authoritarianism as represented by fascists and

communists.

It seems odd to diminish the importance of America’s
Founding documents and their positive effects on
liberty across the globe. After all, anytime there is a
another

revolution in country, who do they

quote? Thomas Jefferson and the Declaration of

Independence. Further, whose flag do the crowds
yearning for freedom and self-governance wave? The

American flag. The reality is that ideas do matter in the
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course of history. The American Revolution was justified
through radical Enlightenment notions of the individual
liberty, dignity, and equality. Its success led to a flurry of
constitution making in the new states and eventually a
federal constitution that went well beyond the British
model in promoting market liberalism, which in turn led
to human flourishing. The world is better for the success
of the American Revolution and especially for the

triumph of market liberalism.
Endnotes

[1] Deirdre McCloskey has laid out this argument
painstakingly in three volumes: The Bourgeois Virtues
(2000), Bourgeois Dignity (2010), and Bourgeois Equality
(2016). She and Art Carden have also published a shorter
and more accessible version in Leave Me Alone and I'll
Make You Rich (2022).

[2] This line of thinking was inspired by William Baumol’s
article “Entrepreneurship: Productive, Unproductive,

and Destructive” Journal of Political Economy, 1990.

WAS THE AMERICAN
REVOLUTION A REAL
REVOLUTION?

by C. Bradley Thompson

When American revolutionaries signed the Declaration

of Independence, they knew that a war with the world’s

greatest military power would follow, and they also knew
that the new American nation would face serious
economic hardships in the years ahead whether they won
or lost. More: if they lost, the leaders of the Independence
movement faced death by hanging. In the words
of Benjamin Franlklin, “We must all hang together, or,
most assuredly, we shall all hang separately.” And yet,
they went ahead and did it anyway.

Benjamin Franklin

The obvious question is, why?

Once we account for the disruption to the American
economy caused by the war and by Britain’s various
attempts to punish the Americans economically in the
years afterward, the evidence seems clear that the long-
term economic effects of the Revolution were, on net,
positive. And with every passing decade after 1790, the
American economy continued to grow at an astonishing
pace, despite a quasi-war with France and a second war

with Great Britain during the years of the early republic.
Again, the obvious question is, why?

These two “why” questions go to the heart of what
the Revolution was about. How we answer them makes
all the difference. To address these questions, we must
find some way to access the revolutionaries’ intentions:
we must find a way to get inside the minds and motives
of those who fought for the Revolution and who later
designed the political system in which the American

economy would function.

We can start to answer these questions by reading the
Declaration of Independence and the Constitution of
1787. The Declaration gives us some sense of how and
why American Patriots committed everything they had to

the revolutionary cause (see Awerica’s Revolutionary Mind:
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| Moral History of the American Revolution and the Declaration

that Defined 17), and the Constitution tells us how and why
the framers designed and implemented what I have
elsewhere called a laissez-faire constitution that provided
a political framework for a free-market economy (On
laissez-faire  constitution,

America’s see here, here,

and here).

This is what I call doing history from the inside out, i.e.,
starting with the actors of history and trying to
understand their ideas and motives as a way of
understanding their actions. (I call this approach the “new
in the

Revolutionary Mind, which is my attempt to sketch a

moral Introduction  to Amwerica’s

history”

classical-liberal approach to the study of history.)

There are, of course, other approaches to doing history.
One is the neo-Marxist approach favored by Nikole
Hannah-Jones and the 1619 Project. This anachronistic
approach to doing history studies past actors and events
from the outside in, i.e., by superimposing on the past the
assumptions, concerns, and prejudices of the present.
This “presentist” approach is taken by one of the
participants in this forum, who assumes he knows the

motives, ideas, and actions of past actors better than they

did.

Anthony Comenga’s response to the Geloso-Noél essay
oozes with contempt, even ressentiment, for the American
Revolution and for those twenty-first century Americans
who treat the founding period as though it were
somehow important, unique, or special. He’s “puzzled”
and “shocked” by those who hold what he calls the
“mytho-historical” view of the Revolution that speaks of
“American exceptionalism.” He revels in debunking the
“national mythology” of the Revolution. As with Howard
Zinn and Nikole Hannah-Jones, he seems not to see any
good in the American Revolution. Then, in a moment of
unbuttoned frankness, Mr. Comegna asserts that George
Washington “may not be that far from your bloodthirsty

Jacobin or your genocidal Bolshevik.”

Mr. Comegna’s contempt for the American Revolution
and its revolutionaries begins with a conceit—a fatal
conceit that assumes he knows the motives, ideas, and

actions of American revolutionaries better than they did.

He mocks the revolutionary generation by claiming that
the American Revolution “was no noble sacrifice for the
betterment of humanity.” Strictly speaking, the
revolutionary generation did not view their actions as a
“sacrifice for the betterment of humanity,” but they did

think they were launching a novus ordo seclorum based on

certain philosophic principles. Alexander Hamilton’s
claim in the first essay of 7he Federalist is only the best-
known statement of how the founders’ understood their

project:

“It has been frequently remarked that it seems
to have been reserved to the people of this
country, by their conduct and example, to decide
the important question, whether societies of men
are really capable or not of establishing good
government from reflection and choice, or
whether they are forever destined to depend for
their political constitutions on accident and

force.”

This is how the founding generation understood the
meaning of their founding act; it’s how many European
(including English) intellectuals at the time saw what they
were doing; and it’s how subsequent generations of
Americans saw the actions of the founders. Remarkably,
though, Mr. Comenga knows the founders’ motives
better than they did. How he knows this is unclear.
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Thomas Jefferson

Liberty Matters, August/September 2023

Page 23


https://amzn.to/44zwnde
https://amzn.to/44zwnde
https://cbradleythompson.substack.com/p/the-birth-of-the-laissez-faire-constitution
https://cbradleythompson.substack.com/p/constitutionalizing-the-private-property
https://cbradleythompson.substack.com/p/the-laissez-faire-constitution
https://amzn.to/44zwnde
https://amzn.to/44zwnde
https://oll.libertyfund.org/people/george-washington
https://oll.libertyfund.org/people/george-washington
https://oll.libertyfund.org/people/alexander-hamilton
https://oll.libertyfund.org/title/jay-the-federalist-gideon-ed

Volume 11, Issue 6

I conclude with one example of how subsequent
generations of Americans understood the founders'
founding act. Consider the ILoco-Focos, who were
principled defenders of the founders’ principles and
institutions during the 1830s and 1840s. The Loco-Focos
viewed themselves as the true heirs to the founding
generation. They wanted to return to the original
constitutional regime ratified in 1788, or at least the

Jeffersonian version. According to William Leggett, the

goal of the Loco-Focos was to restore the founders’
constitution, which captured “the noble and just
sentiment of Jefferson, that the sum of a good
government is to restrain men from injuring one another;
to leave them otherwise free to regulate their own
pursuits of industry and improvement; and not to take
from the mouth of labour the bread it has earned.”[1] In
1834, New York City’s
the Ewvening Post, declared its hope that the United States

Loco-Foco newspaper,
was “destined to prove to mankind the truth of the saying,
that the world is governed too much, and to prove it by
her own successful experiment in throwing off the clogs
and fetters with which craft and cunning have ever

contrived to bind the mass of men.”|2|

I may be mistaken, but I’'m pretty sure the Loco-Focos
did not think the founders were genocidal maniacs. |

stand with the Loco-Focos.

Endnotes

[1] William Leggett, “Morals
Democratick Editorials: Essays in Jacksonian Political
Economy, (Indianapolis, IN: Liberty Press, 1984), 54-55.

of Legislation,” in

[2] William Leggett, “The Monopoly of the Banking

System,” in Democratick Editorials, 81.

REVOLUTION AND FORCE-
PUMP DEVELOPMENT

by Anthony Comegna

I am very glad to see that my fellow respondents gave
thoughtful, appropriately generous, and critical responses
to our lead authors—even as my initial criticisms and
claims were so harsh and wildly out of the leftern

wilderness.

Speaking of the wilderness, I was slightly surprised by the
insistence that world history would be impoverished
without the “development” of the American West as it
actually happened. I do not doubt that my colleagues
would agree that economic exploitation of the Plains
could well have occurred without the decimation and
genocide of the Natives, but if you want to claim the
supposed benefits of that process while also following a
“reality-based approach” to American history, you also
then seem committed to endorsing at least many of the
actions which caused those outcomes. The reafity, after all,
is that the rapacious Americans slaughtered Plains
Indians and many others whenever they had lucrative

opportunities.

William Leggett
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Once independence was achieved and the government
began positively encouraging westward settlement, so

great

“force-pump

began what the locofoco  radical

called  the

development. The race to “develop” the West was a giant

method”  of

government-created socio-economic distortion that
warped American history into something twisted and
unnatural, little different from the process of distorting
an economy through state intervention. In an editorial
discussing the ideal of a “Free Trade Post Office,”
Leggett undermined the supposed necessity of a
government postal service and advocated for trustin “the
laws of trade.” But with the (white) settlement of the
West, as with the mails, the government did everything
but trust in “the laws of trade.” Leggett addressed the
argument that a government post is necessary in order to
“lextend] mail routes through the wilderness, and thus
[present] inducements for population to gather together
at points which would otherwise remain unimproved and
uninhabited for years.” Leggett’s reply to this challenge
deserves full consideration because it speaks directly to
the reality of how the West was settled in the wake of

the

To this we answer, unequivocally...We would
withdraw all Government stimulants; and let no
man suppose that the progress of improvement
would be retarded by such a withdrawal. The
country would grow from year to year,
notwithstanding, as rapidly and more healthily
than now. It would only be changing the hot-bed
system to the system of nature and reason. It
would be discontinuing the force-pump method,
by which we now seek to make water flow up hill,
and leaving it to flow in its own natural channels.
It would be

application of Government facilities

removing the high-pressure
from
enterprise and capital, and permitting them to
expand themselves in their own proper field. The
boundaries of population would still continually
enlarge, circle beyond circle, like spreading rings
upon the water; but they would not be forced to
enlarge this way and that way, shooting out into

strange and unnatural irregularities, as it might

please land speculators, through the agency of
members of Congress, to extend mail facilities
into regions which perhaps God and nature
meant should remain uninhabited for ages to

come.

When the government lays its heavy hand on the table to
influence the results of the game, there is always
deadweight loss and distortion. In the case of the West,
the costs of government-sponsored “development” were
the wholesale slaughter of entire peoples, the wiping away
of ancient cultures, environmental catastrophes, and
distortions of American life to a degtree that could never
possibly be measured. It was a terrible turning point in
history when Americans decided the world was #hezrs to
make and remake at will-like the Revolutionaries who

took it upon themselves to decide the fates of others.
Endnotes

[1] Lawrence White (ed.) & William Leggett (original
authot),

, “Free Trade Post Office,” March 23,
1835.

RADICALISM AND
REVOLUTION

by Anthony Comegna

was “fire in motion.” He began his
editorial career without much interest in politics, a good
Jacksonian Democrat and devotee of the Founder’s Cult
rejoicing in the Revolution and its resultant constitutional
compact. His story of motion, though, cannot be ignored.
Any presentation of Leggett which does not conclude (as
his own life did)

abolitionism is a misreading of the man’s life and work.

with radical, anti-Constitution
The most important moment in William Leggett’s life—
next to when his suicide attempt was averted—was when
he converted to abolitionism and realized the feebleness

of the Revolution he once worshipped.

After his conversion, Leggett became maybe the most

radical (white) abolitionist to that point. He flew past
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even William Iloyd Garrison by preempting his call for

disunion:

We cannot give up Freedom for the sake of
Union. We cannot give up the principle of
vitality, the very soul of political existence, to
secure the perishing body from dismemberment.
Nol! rather let it be hewed to pieces, limb by limb,
than, by dishonourable compromise, obtain a
short renewal of the lease of life, to be dragged

out in servitude and chains.

Later that Summer, Leggett unflatteringly compared the

Revolutionaries and Jacksonian era slaves:

[O]ur federal union [is| o coak for stavery and a
banner devoted to the canse of the most bateful oppression.

The oppression which our fathers suffered from

Great Britain was nothing in comparison with
that which the negroes experience at the hands
of the slaveholders. It may be ‘abolition
insolence’ to say these things; but as they are
truths which justice and humanity authorize us
to speak, we shall not be too dainty to repeat
them whenever a fitting occasion is presented.
Every American who, in any way, authorizes or
countenances slavery, is derelict to his duty as a

christian [sic|, a patriot, and a man.

Leggett anticipated Lysander Spooner, positively

casting his lot with potential slave rebellions. In the event,
Americans would be called upon to defend the flag and
put down the slave. Leggett refused:

Lysander Spooner

mav_be ‘abolition insolence’ to ca is otious
It v be ‘abolit 1 "t Il this ‘glori

emblem’ the standard of oppression, but, at all events, it
is unanswerable truth. For our part, we call it so in a spirit,
not of insolence, not of pride speaking in terms of
petulant contempt, [emphasis added] but of deep humility
and abasement. We confess, with the keenest
mortification and chagrin, that the banner of our country
is the emblem, not of justice and freedom, but of
oppression...We should stand a sad spectator of the
conflict; and whatever the commiseration we might feel
for the discomfiture of the oppressors, we should pray
that the battle might end in giving freedom to the

oppressed.

That’s what a libertarian radical sounds like—but maybe
you’re not a libertarian radical and Leggett went too far
for your liking. In my view, Leggett stands as a soul once-
devoted to the cult of American exceptionalism who was
able to snap himself into reality and recognize the horrific

and historical costs of state-building in all its forms.
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