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centennial committees did not have the luxury of being forced
to look for ways to spend federal funds (p. 430).

More serious are the conceptual limitations revealed by
the assertion that these families were selected “principally to
illustrate and explain various themes of our study’” and that
“countless other families would reveal as much . ..” (p. x).
Instead of including more “typical” families—e.g., southern
Italians and potato famine refugees from Ireland—the
authors chose descendants of a skilled worker from northern
Italy and of an Irish immigrant of 1892. Why a German
Catholic family which settled in southwest Indiana was not
selected is also questionable. The assumptions, or themes,
moreover, are dubious. For instance, is there something
pernicious about the view that private property and home
ownership promote good citizenship (p. 738) ? Should Ameri-
cans find the ideal of legal equality and the existence of
social inequality irreconcilable (pp. 103, 503) ? Had Ameri-
cans learned by 1975 that ‘“they were tied to one another by
unbreakable bonds” (p. 503) ?

The most obvious theme is that only one family “ever
enjoyed real power. Though most had entered the middle
class by the 1950’s, none had achieved complete economic
security. They were aware that they had little access to the
centers of power . ... But they accepted passively the right
and superior wisdom of a small, self-perpetuating elite . . .”
(pp. 502-503). More careful selection of families and more
attention to the structure of élites would have weakened this
assertion considerably. For example, Evansville’s poor of
1900, the German Catholics, wielded substantial power by
1975. Both candidates for mayor in 1971 and 1975, moreover,
were Roman Catholic. Such a situation would have been un-
thinkable in 1900. Tt is also doubtful that “complete economic
security” existed anywhere in the America of 1975.

The new social history is essential, and family history
is a useful teaching tool. The scholarship of this textbook,
however, leaves much to be desired. Whether it will interest
students in history remains to be seen.

Indiana State University, Evansville Darrel E. Bigham
Two Centuries of American Agriculture. Edited by Vivian

Wiser. (Washington: The Agricultural History Society,
1976. Pp. vi, 315. Notes, tables, index. $8.00.)

Two Centuries of American Agriculture is the sixth in
a series of anthologies published by the Agricultural History
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Society, all of which appeared originally as journal numbers
of Agricultural History and all except one of which grew out
of symposia sponsored by the society. Unlike earlier volumes,
which are organized around regional and period topics in
United States agricultural history, the 1976 contribution
focuses, predictably, on a bicentennial theme. The book in-
cludes an introduction, nineteen articles, and several com-
mentaries delivered by critics at the symposium.

On the whole the articles fall short of the quality of those
in the earlier volumes. This is due largely to the symposium’s
rather cumbersome bicentennial format. Most of the articles
attempt a two hundred year overview of such subjects as
Indians, immigrants, and women in agriculture; research and
education; science and technology; agricultural credit and
trade; and rural politics. With few exceptions this ambitious
but difficult undertaking results in poorly supported generali-
zations or dreary recitations of well known facts. In either
case the effort at synthesis fails. The four pieces on women
labor under an added burden. Although one might applaud
the symposium’s symbolic support for feminism, these articles
succeed only in demonstrating the inadequacy of the women
in agriculture theme as an organizational framework for
scholarly inquiry. In an apparent effort to stretch the bicen-
tennial structure to include a public policy dimension, two
authors peer into the future and predict several far reaching
changes in the agricultural sector, but they provide little more
than readers might reasonably be expected to intuit on their
own.

Several of the articles rise above the rest. Theodore
Saloutos’ orderly review of immigrant contributions to United
States agriculture and Gilbert C. Fite’s thoughtful essay on
the pioneer farmer offer fresh insights. Allan G. Bogue, in
one of the volume’s two successful attempts at synthesis, as-
sembles a mass of information and weaves it into a perceptive
account of the history of land credit in the northern states.
In the other successful attempt at synthesis, Paul W. Gates
calls upon his vast knowledge and understanding of land
policy to trace the acquisition and disposition of the public
domain over the two hundred years since the Revolution.
The volume’s most provocative article, William N. Parker’s
comparative analysis of the European industrial revolution
and American agricultural development, proposes a three
stage model of technological change—artisan industry with



Book Reviews 343

royal or commercial stimulation, a burst of mechanical inven-
tions, and the development of fundamental science—to explain
productivity growth. In addition to the useful information
and insights contained in these articles, Joseph D. Reid’s com-
mentary on the Bogue and Parker pieces makes the interesting
observation that what the field of agricultural history now
needs is an overarching theoretical framework. Reid offers
the enticing suggestion that the American experience may
best be seen as varieties of profit maximizing behavior.

In sum, despite the value of several of the articles, the
results of the bicentennial symposium are disappointing.
Happily for those interested in the field, the Agricultural
History Society has returned to a regional/period format for
subsequent symposia.

Vanderbilt University, Nashville Donald L. Winters





