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American slavery was “peculiar” because it was based solely on
race. Blacks were adjudged inferior and reduced to a diminished sta-
tus; their innate humanity and moral character were denied. Amer-
icans, particularly southerners, developed a complex legal and
constitutional system to protect slaveholders’ property rights and to
police slaves. Slaves had few legal rights, and their testimonies in
courts carried little or no weight. Slavery was protected by the U.S.
Constitution, under which Congress passed fugitive slave laws that
endangered even free African Americans. The legal system also assist-
ed slaveowners through its deep involvement in shameful and bru-
talizing slave auctions and its suppression of antislavery speech.
Slavery was strengthened (ironically) as society became more demo-
cratic. Worse yet, the institution was made to seem compatible with
democracy.

The essays, mostly of high quality, form a superb introduction
to the subject, profiting both expert and novice. Nevertheless, editor
Paul Finkelman, an authority on the literature of slavery and the
law, could have assisted the reader further by firmly placing this
anthology in that literature. It would have been useful also to have
put the essays in chronological order. For instance, the articles on
Rome, England, and colonial America could have followed immedi-
ately his effective introduction and William W. Fisher III’s fine arti-
cle on the ideology and imagery of the law of slavery. The volume’s
capstone could have been Michael Kent Curtis’s excellent essay on
the free-speech crisis (1857—1860) precipitated by Hinton Rowan
Helper’s antislavery The Impending Crisis. Derrick Bell’s article is
actually a foreword, in which Bell demonstrates that the study of
slavery explains racism’s permanence in America. The index does
not reflect the rich text and footnotes; a separate case index could
also have been constructed. These reservations aside, Slavery & the
Law establishes that slavery was central to our legal system’s growth
and development.

GASPARE J. SALADINO is coeditor of “The Documentary History of the Ratification of
the Constitution,” a documentary editing project based in the Department of Histo-
ry, University of Wisconsin—-Madison.

Wages of Independence: Capitalism in the Early American Republic.
Edited by Paul A. Gilje. (Madison, Wis.: Madison House Pub-
lishers, Inc., 1997. Pp. x, 166. Notes, indices. Clothbound, $49.00;
paperbound, $16.95.)

In her 1998 presidential address, American Historical Associ-
ation president Joyce Appleby lamented that progressives had mis-
represented the nature of capitalism by focusing on groups that had
“failed to benefit from [a] profit-driven economy” and hoped that pre-
sent and future generations would be equally aware of the liberat-
ing “human possibilities” of the marketplace (AHR, February, 1998,
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p. 13). Wages of Independence takes an important step toward pre-
senting a more balanced picture. Sparked by Paul A. Gilje’s erudite
opening essay that is both a review of the literature and a general intro-
duction to the topic, this collection of historiographical and inter-
pretive essays on capitalism in the new nation is the most useful
single volume available on this subject to scholars and students.

Jeanne Boydston analyzes the role of women in the market-
place, finding that after the revolution, with American capitalism in
full stride, women may have become both more important to men
and the nuclear family and more threatening to males’ sense of mas-
culinity. The increased emphasis on separate spheres was in part a
reaction to the volatility of the market and household. Ultimately, the
importance the society placed on separating women from the market
made the concept of “working woman” seem to be an oxymoron.

In his essay on southern paternalism, Douglas Egerton main-
tains that the South was a precapitalist society. He stresses that in
slavery there was no cash wage, that the slave/master relation was
not economic, and that the South was not a consumer society and
lacked an acquisitive yeoman class. Christopher Clark agrees with
Egerton about the South but stresses that agriculture outside the
South, although based on smaller farms, gave American capitalism
a major push. In Pennsylvania excess farmhands formed an indus-
trial working class; in New England economic stress forced women
into mills; in the West indebtedness pressed farmers to concentrate
on marketing and cash crops; and throughout the West increasing num-
bers of agricultural laborers began to appear before the Civil War.

In his discussion of capitalism and industrialization, Jonathan
Prude points out that the key change from earlier production was
organization. A factory could have as few as ten workers, but it always
utilized large-scale production—not always with new technology but
always with a division of labor, increased output, and decreased cost
per hand. While industrialization and industrial discipline could offer
a woman the chance to earn twice as much as the rural wage earn-
er or artisan who might become an entrepreneur, there were nega-
tive connotations attached to factory work, and wages ultimately
declined.

Richard Stott’s essay criticizes the concept of artisan republicanism
as misleading for several reasons: it does not encompass the outlook
of many rural artisans; the thesis of the decline of the skilled trades-
man is only true with selective trades; and the “harmonious workshop”
may have been a fiction. Capitalism, he points out, may have offered
the artisan more freedom than the paternalism that engulfed the
colonial craftsman.

Cathy Matson deftly surveys economic thought in regard to land,
commerce, credit and banking, and manufacturing, while Gordon
Wood in a final essay discusses the differing interpretations and def-
initions of capitalism and also offers a sharp critique of Marxist-
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oriented thought for its attempts to defend a moral economy that
never existed. He argues that Republicans, who were small farmers
and artisans on the make, were the group most responsible for capi-
talism. They wanted new banks and credit far more than Federalists.

This is a valuable collection and an excellent introduction to
current thought on the early national economy.

HoOWARD B. ROCK, professor of history at Florida International University, edited The
American Artisan: Explorations in Social Identity (1995).

The Corporate City: The American City as a Political Entity, 1800-1850.
By Leonard P. Curry. (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1997.
Pp. xix, 299. Tables, illustrations, notes, index. $75.00.)

This volume is the first of a projected series of four in which
Leonard P. Curry intends to document the development of Ameri-
can urbanism between 1800 and 1850. Curry defines urbanism as a
set of political and population patterns, expanding public services, and
an environment of opportunity and innovation that distinguished
American cities from nonurban areas. Focusing on the fifteen largest
American cities as of 1850, Curry’s investigation is shaped by his
commitment to what he terms comparative methodology. “The com-
parative method,” Curry contends, “demands that comparable data
be collected without conscious reference to a theoretical concept” and
results in “a product that presents far more data and is likely to give
considerably less attention to the elaboration of a theoretical con-
struct” than other methods achieve (p. xiv).

Curry keeps his promise to present data in The Corporate City.
In chapters loaded with details that will deter all but the most deter-
mined readers, he examines city charters, municipal finance, elec-
tions and the makeup of city government, street patterns and city
planning, city relationships with county and state governments, and
city sponsorship of commercial development for all fifteen cities in his
sample group. Most of his findings reinforce what urban historians
already know: that suffrage grew more democratic; that officehold-
ers still came from the ranks of the economic elite; that the nation’s
largest cities supported the Whig party between 1836 and 1850; that
cities designed after 1680 modeled themselves on Philadelphia’s pat-
tern of rectilinear streets; that “the city as a political entity became
an instrument of support for the commercial community” (p. 239).
Nevertheless, the weight of empirical evidence Curry piles up adds
some insights to familiar themes. For instance, he observes that while
urbanites expanded government authority, they simultaneously lim-
ited its exercise by spreading responsibility among numerous offi-
cials. Thus city dwellers demonstrated both “the imperative need for
order and corporateness” (p. 30) and their suspicion of concentrated
power. In his exploration of “urban mercantilism,” Curry makes the
valuable point that city government in the first half of the nineteenth





