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‌‌‌‌Introduction 

Henry C. Clark (Dartmouth College)

To commemorate the sestercentennial of the founding of Dartmouth College, the Political Economy Project organized and hosted a weekend scholarly conference on September 27–28, 2019 entitled “Dartmouth and the World: Religion and Political Economy @1769.” In addition to the seven authors represented in this volume, the conference featured a number of other participants. Shannon Stimson, the Thomas and Dorothy Leavey Chair in the Foundations of American Freedom, professor of government, and faculty fellow of the Berkley Center for Religion, Peace and World Affairs at Georgetown University, delivered a paper on “Heterodoxy and Wealth: Sir William Petty and the Ends of Political Economy.” Philip J. Stern, the Gilhuly Family Associate Professor in the History Department at Duke University, spoke on “Charters, Contracts, and Corporations: The Legacies of the Eighteenth-Century British Empire in Dartmouth College v. Woodward (1819).” T. H. Breen, the William Smith Mason Professor of American History Emeritus at Northwestern University, and now James Marsh Professor-at-Large at the University of Vermont, gave a talk on “Reconciliation and Revenge: The Refugee Crisis that Ended the American Revolution.” Kate Carté, associate professor of history at Southern Methodist University, concluded the conference with her paper “Wheelock to Dartmouth: The Apotheosis of British Protestantism.” All of the authors present addressed themes that were in one way or another relevant to the task of placing the founding of Dartmouth College in its broader context.

The world was a different place in 1769. With conspicuous exceptions, everyone in it was “poor” by modern standards. Per capita income seems to have been roughly three dollars a day (current measures), and life expectancy at birth was roughly thirty.1 Even to achieve this modest sustenance required heroic efforts. Ninety percent or more of the world’s people were illiterate, partly because roughly 75,000 times as much of their labor was needed to acquire an hour’s worth of artificial light as for us.2

Beneath the surface of these broad generalizations lay a tenor of life difficult for those born into a world of mass abundance to fathom. Women had six to eight children on average, spending about 70 percent of their adult years bearing and rearing them; over half their progeny failed to reach adulthood—victims of disease, starvation, or violence.3 Nor were they likely to have much choice of partner: In fact, the more we learn about the past weight of family authority, the starker the contrast seems between their world and ours.4 The caste system in India, which some revisionists had begun to imagine was a mostly recent contrivance imposed by British colonialists to divide and conquer, has been revealed by ancient DNA studies to have been “overwhelmingly important for millenia.”5 Footbinding in China, sometimes seen as an elite sexual or aesthetic indulgence, now looks to have been integral to the labor discipline of ordinary households—only disappearing with the adoption of modern textile production.6 Rigid control was the order of the day, from hut to kingly court: autocracies were dominant, democracies absent.7 Slavery was legal and customary, virtually everywhere—rarely in harsher form than in the very places where its abolition would first become thinkable.

Precious few of the eight hundred million or so humans alive in 1769 (about a tenth our current complement) might have imagined that these grim parameters would ever change, or even what it might mean to do so. Most were acculturated in religious, moral, and family traditions tracing their legitimacy back centuries, and teaching patience, humility, and forbearance toward the inscrutable ways of heaven. The number of those who could truly visualize a different way was meager indeed.

Jack A. Goldstone (“1769—Dartmouth, Machines and Modernity”), one of our leading comparative historians, tells a story of striking resemblance and even synchronicity connecting China, the Middle East and Europe before 1769. They seemed to resonate to the same rhythms of climate, demography, popular subsistence, even social rebellion and political stabilization. The very modes of legitimacy show remarkable affinities over the centuries, based as they were on religious and philosophical texts harking back millennia. Paradoxically, one of the signal features of these eternal, tradition-bound authorities was to be “changeable and arbitrary.”

Where, then, did visions of a different way come from? Goldstone finds key stirrings in science, religion and politics. It was after Columbus that traditional authority began to yield ground in science, and after Luther in religion. New standards brought a crisis of confidence in inherited truth, raising the status of experimental and mathematical approaches to the world. Though states faced a rash of fearsome threats in the seventeenth century in India, China and the Middle East as well as in Europe, they mostly achieved restoration after mid-century, largely by teaming up with elites. The major exception was England, an island on the Eurasian periphery where continued ferment in religion and politics survived its 1660 Restoration, accompanied by new scientific approaches whose appeal had only grown by the early eighteenth century, now also bringing society and politics under its purview.

It was especially in the Scottish Enlightenment universities that this yeasty combination was most active. The absence of a real established church in the English colonies made it easier for Scotch Presbyterians and Dissenters to broadcast new religious ideas that would be relatively independent of inherited authority, while reaching a new and wider audience that included women, blacks, Indians, and others of the unenfranchised. Goldstone links them to a wave of new academic institutions in the American colonies. These were built, however, not only on religious foundations but on a certain commitment to the new scientific knowledge itself, the Great Awakening finding its analogue in figures like the traveling popularizer John Desaguliers (1683–1744). It is no accident, Goldstone argues, that 1769 saw not only Dartmouth’s founding, but Watt and Arkwright’s patents and Franklin’s election as president of the Philosophical Society. The patents were epochal breakthroughs in the age-old quest to harness nature for the “relief of man’s estate,”8 doing much to launch the Industrial Revolution. Nor is it an accident, he concludes, that Dartmouth, founded ostensibly for religious reasons, was soon producing distinguished graduates in science and engineering as well as literature, the law, and politics.

In a way, Steve Pincus’s boldly revisionist essay (“Dartmouth College and Patriot State Building”) goes even further: Far from being a religious school that evolved into a secular one, Dartmouth College was founded primarily for worldly improvement from the start. A graduate of Dartmouth himself (History and Classical Archeology, ’84) and now one of our leading British historians, Pincus places more emphasis on political than religious modernization, while agreeing that a “political economy of improvement” was increasingly on the agenda: Science, secular culture, and state interests were not only prominent in the decision to found the “college on a hill,” they were central to it.

He thus takes issue with a long-standing view of Dartmouth as a private venture. This was the view canonized during an 1819 Supreme Court case when Daniel Webster (Class of 1801) famously declaimed, “It is, sir, as I have said, a small college, and yet there are those who love it.” Taking the side of the half-forgotten Ichabod Bartlett (Class of 1808), Pincus argues that the college was conceived to be separate from Eleazar Wheelock’s other educational venture, Moor’s Charity School, and was designed precisely as an agent of political, cultural, and economic development in the New England colonies.

The generation before 1769, Pincus finds, saw a significant shift—especially among a party he calls the patriots—toward a focus on development rather than mere mercantilist extraction, one that favored consumption over production, and free labor over slavery. The key figure in his Dartmouth story is not so much Eleazar Wheelock as John Wentworth. Provincial governor of New Hampshire at the College’s founding, Wentworth embodied the new agenda to a tee. Part of a patriot circle back in England, the youthful administrator (he had barely turned thirty) brought a reformer’s zeal to his task as colonial governor. Even the name of the new college, it seems, may have been a way of announcing the patriot designs of the founding.

Like Goldstone, Pincus remarks on the flurry of new schools set up during this period. Noting the absence of a religious test among Dartmouth students in the Royal Charter, he nonetheless lays emphasis upon the role of the state. Part of an abortive idea of a “confederal” union with strong and well-integrated colonies, a vision that was largely forgotten after the colonial rebellion of the 1770s, the founding of Dartmouth took its place amid a whole wave of improvement ultimately seeking nothing less than “the welfare of mankind.”

If this lofty language of universal betterment was mostly that of religious, scientific, and political elites, Emma Griffin’s essay (“Life and Living Standards in Britain’s Industrial Revolution”) turns our attention to the mundane condition of the masses. In it, she addresses one of the knottiest questions of modern historical research: what effect did the Industrial Revolution have on those who lived through it? As president of the Royal Historical Society, Griffin is well placed to address this question. Her book Liberty’s Dawn: A People’s History of the Industrial Revolution had challenged what she calls the “social catastrophe” school of interpretation. That is the one we are mostly familiar with: namely, that the first generation of industrial workers suffered enough in the way of alienation, exploitation, and immiseration to provide the breeding ground for durable threats of systemic revolution. Drawing instead on the written accounts of workers who lived through the process, Griffin paints a quite different picture, finding that these accounts “offer little support for the pessimistic interpretation of living standards.” It was thus the humble autobiographers themselves, not naïve economists or closeted Whig historians, who “spoke in remarkably consistent terms of improvements and progress.”

Partly, this is because the world they left behind, the late eighteenth-century Anglo-American world—Wheelock’s world—was anything but idyllic. Despite the well-known indignities on the shop floor, status and a sense of worth were more accessible after the factory turn than before, both at work and in the community. Men were no longer at such risk of arbitrary dismissal, but were instead more able to exercise a right of exit. The “balance of power between master and servant,” lopsided even in the household of a man of the cloth such as Eleazar Wheelock, was upended by the advent of industrial capitalism. Partly, this bespeaks the constricted supply of employment in the earlier period, when “servants’ need for work outstripped the masters’ ability to provide it.” The new industrial laborers appreciated the higher wages, greater variety of employment and more regular demand for their services (for men, at least) than in the days before industry, when workers were far more beholden to the “vagaries of the seasons.” The technologies of the late eighteenth century—including those key patents of 1769—became the private wealth of the nineteenth century, some of it reaching even the commonest of laborers, and in historically unprecedented fashion.

Though many specialists trace this great escape from the long Malthusian straitjacket to science, technology, and industry, a few highlight changes in commercial and business practices, which supposedly brought a rationalizing focus to profit-making enterprises. As early as the Renaissance, as one put it, “symbolic algebra functioned together with double-entry bookkeeping as the main instruments for the determination of objective value, the basic idea of the mercantile society.”9 This algebraic objectivity is not exactly the kind of “accounting” that is meant by the next author in our collection, Kristen Beales. In “George Whitefield’s Changing Commercial Theology,” Beales, a Warren Center Fellow at Harvard, takes us behind the scenes of Great Awakening luminary George Whitefield’s founding of an orphanage, an enterprise certainly more philanthropic than commercial in nature. On the other hand, the very fact that the accounting practices of an Evangelical preacher reached public attention is perhaps noteworthy. The expanding post-Gutenberg print culture of Atlantic-oriented Europe has been plausibly linked to the birth of modernity in multiple ways, not least for its self-corrective effects (Eisenstein 1979, McCusker 2005, Buringh and van Zanden 2009, Marks 2016, ch 4, Rubin 2017, chs. 5–6, though note Van Zanden 2013 and Mokyr 2016, 293). Whitefield’s career is worthy of attention, among other reasons, for featuring just such a mid-course correction.

In a famous episode, Ben Franklin grudgingly softened his perennial hostility long enough to donate to the fiery preacher’s collection plate, “gold and all.” Beales cites the anecdote as an entrée into the fascinating changes this leading Evangelical minister, patron and counselor to Eleazar Wheelock underwent in developing what she calls his “commercial theology”—his method of combining accounting practices, mercantile thinking and theological precepts. At first, inspired by a German Pietist of the 1680s, Whitefield stressed the direct dependence of his proposed orphanage upon God, by taking only the spontaneous offerings of auditors like Franklin. He also utilized every possible occasion, including controversy over his own sermonizing, to drum up donors to the new institution. Indeed, the accounts themselves became part of this early strategy to promote a kind of “experimental Christianity.”

Once the setbacks started around 1741, he rethought his financial approach, placing much more emphasis on longer-term planning. Even his increased reliance upon slave labor, Beales argues, is a function of this new emphasis on steady private subscriptions. Thus, by the time he began to advise Occom and Wheelock in the late 1750s, Beales finds Whitefield to be “a different man” from the firebrand of the Great Awakening. He now advised they settle
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