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 A “nation enjoying extraordinary natural, moral, and political advantages, unalloyed by 

any countervailing disadvantages, cannot possibly fail, under a wise policy, to enjoy a high 

degree of prosperity,” Pennsylvania economist and publisher Mathew Carey wrote in late 1823 

as he was making the case for another revision of the tariff
 
.
1
 Increasingly focusing his attention 

on the role of government in shaping economic conditions in the years after the War of 1812, 

Carey consistently argued that federal action could have prevented, or at least greatly mitigated, 

the recession that now was prostrating all branches of the economy. A more careful mapping out 

of national resources together with a closer attention to fluctuations in exports and imports, 

immigration, property and commodity values, specie flows, and related variables, he believed, 

would have alerted federal officials to the fundamental weakness of the republic‟s economic 

foundation. Had these data sets been more systematically collected and readily available, the 

“rocks and quicksands” now threatening to wreck the “national vessel” could have been 

avoided.
2
  

In the first decades of the nineteenth century, as growing wealth disparity together with 

recurring cycles of large-scale unemployment, bankruptcies and specie scarcity, plummeting 

commodity and real estate prices, and urban poverty were becoming increasingly visible 

phenomena, elected officials, newspaper editors, economic thinkers, and the public at large 

                                                           
1
 Carey, The Crisis (Philadelphia, 1823), 53. 

2
 Carey, The Olive Branch (9

th
 ed., Winchester, DE, 1817), 10; The New Olive Branch (Philadelphia, 2

nd
 ed., 1821) 

reprinted in Essays on Political Economy; Or, The Most Certain Means of Promoting the Wealth, Power, Resources, 

and Happiness of Nations (Philadelphia, 1822), 263-273. I use “reformer,” “protectionist,” and “economic 

nationalist” interchangeably to label actors like Carey who in the years after the War of 1812 argued for the 

necessity of the federal government‟s taking an active role in recalibrating the different branches of industry and 

diverting labor and capital from agriculture and foreign commerce into domestic manufacturing and internal 

improvements. While reformers certainly differed on details and specific policies, I believe that it is nevertheless 

fruitful to study these actors, their beliefs, and the basis of their arguments in a synthetic manner. 
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struggled with the mighty challenge of how to craft a more predictable economic order.
3
 To 

reform-minded Americans, the persistent geopolitical instability and boom-and-bust cycles 

throughout the wars of the French Revolution and Napoleon confirmed the need to rethink in 

fundamental ways the government‟s role in shaping the conditions of ordinary Americans. 

Convinced that future prosperity and security was predicated on a strengthening of the federal 

government and the development a more autonomous and balanced national economy, reformers 

rejected assertions with regard to the self-regulating nature of market relations. With federal 

protection of domestic industry, they insisted, labor and capital would be diverted from 

unproductive agriculture and foreign commerce into manufacturing and internal improvements, a 

reliable home market would expand, the interdependence between rival interests would be 

strengthened, and the dependence on international market fluctuations and great power politics 

would diminish.  

In protectionist political economy, federal and state initiatives—in the form of legislation 

for limited liability businesses, investments in transportation and communication networks, 

restrictions on auction sales, direct subsidies to certain productive activities, protective duties on 

specific foreign manufactures and raw materials, and outright prohibitions on trade with specific 

places and ports—were crucial for the success of farmers, merchants, and entrepreneurs. 

Throughout the nineteenth century, policies aimed at encouraging home manufacturing, 

                                                           
3
 The most comprehensive monograph of the recession after the War of 1812 remains Murray N. Rothbard, The 

Panic of 1819: Reactions and Policies (New York, 1962). See also Samuel Rezneck, “The Depression of 1819-1822, 

A Social History,” The American Historical Review (Oct., 1933); J. David Lehman, “Explaining Hard Times: 

Political Economy and the Panic of 1819 in Philadelphia” (Ph. D. diss., University of California Los Angeles, 1992); 

Daniel S. Dupre, “The Panic of 1819 and the Political Economy of Sectionalism,” in Cathy D. Matson, ed., The 

Economy of Early America: Historical Perspectives and New Directions (University Park, PA, 2006). On the impact 

of wealth disparity on contemporary political discourse, see above all Andrew Shankman, Crucible of American 

Democracy: The Struggle to Fuse Egalitarianism & Capitalism in Jeffersonian Pennsylvania (Lawrence, KS, 2004). 

On urban poverty, Seth Rockman, Scraping By: Wage Labor, Slavery, and Survival in Early Baltimore (Baltimore, 

2009). 
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particularly the tariff, would remain immensely divisive in American politics. But while scholars 

have produced a substantial body of work analyzing the impact of protectionist initiatives on 

different regions and economic sectors along with consequent political tensions, we know 

considerably less about the intellectual basis of the protectionist position. On what authorities 

and theories did proponents of increased government involvement draw? What evidence did they 

present to legitimize their policy preferences? And how did they try to convince the public of the 

accuracy of their claims?
4
 

Although references to writers and politicians like James Steuart, Colbert, J. B. Say, 

Alexander Hamilton, and Robert Malthus appear throughout the congressional debates, a perusal 

strongly suggests that Adam Smith was by far the most read and authoritative economic thinker 

in America throughout the first quarter of the nineteenth century. Smith, a group of Philadelphia 

protectionists complained in 1819, “stands so pre-eminent in the estimation of a large portion of 

Christendom, as the delphic Oracle of political economy, and there is such a magic in his name, 

that it required great hardihood to encounter him, and a high degree of good fortune to obtain a 

fair and patient hearing for the discussion.”
5
 In the antebellum decades, southern planters indeed 

                                                           
4
 Lawrence Peskin, Manufacturing Revolution: The Intellectual Origins of Early American Industry (Baltimore, 

2003) focuses on the development of the protectionist movement in the decades after the Revolution, but does not 

deal with the growing interest in statistical analysis. For a succinct overview of the tariff debates, see J. J. Pincus, 

“Tariff Policies” in Jack P. Greene, ed., Encyclopedia of American Political History (New York, 3 vols., 1984). 

Monographs of prominent protectionists include Kenneth Wyer Rowe, Mathew Carey: A Study in American 

Economic Development (Baltimore, 1933); Jacob E. Cooke, Tench Coxe and the Early Republic (Chapel Hill, NC, 

1978); Philip R. Schmidt, Hezekiah Niles and American Economic Nationalism (New York, 1982); Maurice G. 

Baxter, Henry Clay and the American System (Lexington, KY, 1995). On the centrality of the tariff, see Nicholas 

Onuf and Peter Onuf, Nations, Markets, and War: Modern History and the American Civil War (Charlottesville, 

2006); Brian Schoen, The Fragile Fabric of Union: Cotton, Federal Politics, and the Global Origins of the Civil 

War (Baltimore, 2009). 
5
 Addresses of the Philadelphia Society for the Promotion of National Industry (Philadelphia, 1819), 11. For an 

examination of policymakers‟ familiarity with economic theory and the dominant position of Adam Smith, see 

Richard C. Edwards, “Economic Sophistication in Nineteenth Century Congressional Tariff Debates,” The Journal 

of Economic History (Dec., 1970), 802-838. On the central role of Smith in American economic discourse in the 

years after the War of 1812, see also Paul K. Conkin, Prophets of Prosperity: America’s First Political Economists 

(Bloomington, IN: 1980), 17-30. 
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found plenty of arguments in the writings of the Scottish thinker favoring their free trade position. 

Yet Smith never denied the necessity of protective tariffs in specific situations. He admitted that 

commercial restrictions might be required to shield industries vital to national defense, retaliate 

against foreign restrictions, and promote free trade over the long haul. Smith and American 

economic nationalists were also in agreement that domestic exchange provided more 

encouragement to a nation‟s productive activities than did foreign or colonial trade, and that 

nations with well-developed home markets were less vulnerable in times of international crises. 

Rising mercantile profits from international trade, moreover, both schools of thought concurred, 

came at the price of an increasingly skewed distribution of wealth, reduced investments in land 

improvement, missed opportunities in alternative productive pursuits, and a fundamental 

economic imbalance.
6
  

Despite Smith‟s recognition of the necessity of government intervention in the economy, 

however, early proponents of “national industry” very seldom invoked Smith‟s authority when 

outlining their legislative agenda. In fact, they not merely challenged specific elements of the 

Smithian system; they outright rejected the Scottish philosopher‟s underlying assumption that 

market relations was ultimately governed by a set of transhistorical axioms grounded in the 

qualities of economic man.
7
 The resistance to a greater overall coordination of domestic 

productive activities, Carey believed, originated in “the pertinacious adherence of mankind to 

theory,” particularly that propagated by “the disciples of Adam Smith, Say, Ricardo, and the 

other political economists of that school.”
8
  While philosophers like Smith might have created 

                                                           
6
 On Smith and protectionism, Bernard Semmel, The Rise of Free Trade Imperialism: Classical Political Economy, 

the Empire of Free Trade and Imperialism 1750-1850 (New York, 1970), 25, 28-29; Nicholas Onuf and Peter Onuf, 

Nations, Markets, and War, 210-213.  
7
 For a perceptive comment on Smith‟s method, Onuf and Onuf, Nations, Markets, and War, 190-218. 

8
 Carey, The New Olive Branch in Essays on Political Economy, 272. 



6 

 

 

internally coherent theories, Carey and fellow economic nationalists suggested, their abstract 

explanations were at the same time detached from a complex and ever changing reality. 

Dismissing Smith‟s evidence base as well as his methodology, reformers insisted that the 

propositions of their opponents remained unsubstantiated and discredited by the latest round of 

imperial warfare. In place of principles supposedly derived from the study of human nature, they 

claimed to develop an entirely different kind of argument, and a more scientific approach to 

policy-making. They based their understanding of economics on a new source of authority: 

quantitative data. Yet while incessantly railing against the theoretical basis of the position of 

Smith and his followers, economic nationalists nevertheless sought to legitimize a theoretical 

framework of their own. In the process, they not only helped create a better understanding of the 

republic‟s economic geography and advance the field of economics. Arguing that the United 

States—owing to its low level of economic diversification and self-sufficiency—would, without 

government promotion of domestic industry, remain in a disadvantageous position in the Atlantic 

trading system, they inadvertently undermined the notion of the federal union as an economic 

unit founded in regional interdependence. The harmful consequences of economic asymmetries 

that economic nationalist warned about and sought to demonstrate in data tables could easily be 

transferred from the international arena to the union. Consequently, the efforts to provide a more 

coherent intellectual defense of protectionism also helped bolster the position of southern free 

traders.
9
 

                                                           
9
 For a list of statistical works, see Patricia Cline Cohen, A Calculating People: The Spread of Numeracy in Early 

America (Chicago, 1982), 254, note 3. Adam Seybert‟s, Statistical Annals (Philadelphia, 1818) was the most 

comprehensive work to be published in the period covered in this paper and the most frequently referenced in 

congressional debate and protectionist pamphlets and petitions. Other important works include Samuel Blodget, 

Economica: Statistical Manual for the United States (Washington, 1806); Tench Coxe, A Statement of the Arts and 

Manufactures of the United States of America for the Year 1810 (Philadelphia, 1814); and Timothy Pitkin, A 

Statistical View of the Commerce of the United States (Hartford, 1816).  For a contemporary comparison of these 

works, see “Seybert‟s Statistical Annals,” North American Review (Sep, 1819). 
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Assembling increasingly comprehensive data sets on employment, production costs and 

volumes, imports and exports, population, credit availability et cetera and attempting to link 

fluctuations in these sets to public policies, reformers not merely aimed at describing 

socioeconomic conditions. A careful study of these series, they maintained, would also help 

establish the causal relations among variant measurable factors while advancing remedies to 

particular problems. In an unpredictable world, systematic compilations and analyses of numbers 

held out the possibility of identifying the determinants of socioeconomic change and, 

consequently, the prospect of establishing the knowledge base necessary for more informed 

policy decisions. Equipped with enhanced methods to examine economic variables in 

conjunction with greater access to more reliable empirical data, reformers asserted, policy-

makers would be in a position to craft a more adaptive, dynamic, and legitimate political 

economy. In contrast to Smith‟s “abstruse” system, which derived explanations of causality from 

the common characteristics and needs of man, a political economy founded on the rational 

analysis of quantitative data would make evident the conditions of, and relations among, the 

different branches of industry in different parts of the union, thus paving the way for social peace, 

sustainable growth, and genuine independence.
10

 

Reformers presented the compilation, and study, of quantitative data as a participatory 

enterprise. A more thorough monitoring of the republic‟s resources—economic writers, editors, 

                                                           
10

 Carey, Autobiography, 102. On statistical tables as a necessary aid to legislators, see e. g. Blodget, Economica, 9-

20; Seybert, Statistical Annals, iv, 17. Smith‟s “system,” agreed a group of protectionists, “is far from characterising 

the general policy of nations. The prevalent one has been regulated by an opposite spirit,” Addresses of the 

Philadelphia Society for the Promotion of National Industry, 134. See also [Gold, HR, NY] Apr 3, 1816, AC 14-1, 

1323. Similarly, a petition to Congress did not impugn “the soundness in theory” of unrestricted trade, but 

nevertheless insisted that “it is an abstract speculation, requiring, when reduced to practice, numerous and important 

exceptions from its literal import,” “Prohibition of the Importation of Coarse Cotton Fabrics,” AC 14-1, appendix, 

1647. See also “Protection to Manufactures,” AC 14-1, Appendix, 1654-1655; [McLane, HR, DE] Apr 28, 1820, AC 

16-1, 2097-2098. Louis McLane supported modification to the 1820 tariff, but agreed with more ardent 

protectionists that “[m]uch of the numerous treatises upon political economy consists in plausible theories, founded 

upon a state of things which, in fact, have no existence,” [McLane, HR, DE] Apr 28, 1820, AC 16-1, 2097. 
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and protectionist political leaders agreed—would produce a more informed and active citizenry, 

helping policy-makers enact effective legislation congruent with the interests of all occupational 

groups and all parts of the union. Adam Seybert‟s Statistical Annals (1818)—the most 

comprehensive compilation of statistical data to date, an openly protectionist tract, and 

frequently referenced by reformers in and out of Congress—was published as an aid to 

lawmakers. But “the other great objective,” Seybert underlined, was to provide “accurate 

information for the people, who, in our country, constitute the mainsprings of action, and direct 

the policy of the nation.”
11

 By making publicly available previously unobtainable documents as 

well as urging fellow citizens to compile and share information about their respective productive 

pursuits, reformers putatively offered a new brand of political economy closely tailored to 

popular needs.  

*** 

Both in its causes and effects, reformers claimed, the “Panic of 1819” was retracing the patterns 

of the depression and political turmoil in the years following the American Revolution. Looking 

back on the first decades of the republic, economic nationalists lamented what they regarded as 

repeated blunders of statecraft. “The imbecility, the folly, the vacillation, the want of system, of 

energy, and of decision, displayed by the majority” in Congress, Carey complained, had become 

particularly evident during the crisis in the fall of 1814.
12

 But the republic‟s problems were not 

confined to wartime conditions. Despite a seemingly superior system of government and an 

                                                           
11

 Seybert, Statistical Annals, iv, v. Samuel Blodget added empty data columns in his Economica urging attentive 

readers to track changes in demographic data, the number improved acres, land values, the extent and cost of roads 

and canals, exports and imports, tons of shipping, and the growth of academic institutions, Blodget, Economica, 14-

15, 99, 202. On the publication of data tables in almanacs, Cohen, A Calculating People, 151, 165; for examples, 

ibid., 257, note 37. For content of the 1818 edition of Carey‟s The Gentleman’s Pocket Remembrancer, see Nov 3, 

1818, The Democratic Press. Niles regarded his statistical articles as a repository of information for elected officials 

and as a public service the “readers who have not leisure or opportunity to wade through the documents and papers 

needful to obtain them,” “British Statistics,” Sep 30, 1815, Niles’ Weekly Register. 
12

 Carey, The Olive Branch, 21. 
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advantageous geopolitical situation together with the possession of a territory containing a great 

variety of soil, extensive waterways for transportation, and an abundance of natural resources, 

economic and political stability remained elusive objectives. Why was this? Why had the federal 

government repeatedly demonstrated such difficulties of enacting efficient policies? And why 

did political strife and local prejudice persist?  

To economic reformers, internal divisions and the republic‟s weakness in relation to 

foreign rivals stemmed from the same problem. Based on a static understanding of market 

relations and removed from rapidly changing conditions, the course hitherto pursued, wanted in 

legitimacy, pitted interest against interest, and slowly undermined the strength of the federal 

union. As long as basic understanding of the interactions between demographic, economic, and 

financial variables remained inchoate and reliable data difficult to obtain, policy-making—

shaped by mere philosophical speculation and prejudice—could not be undertaken in any 

comprehensive or strategic manner. Rather than enacting legislation grounded in rational 

analysis of the facts at hand, reformers lamented, public officials had instead relied on rigid, 

unsubstantiated assumptions: that the economy should be left to regulate itself, that agriculture 

was a superior (or, even, the sole) source of wealth creation, that factory work was a source of 

vice and social dependencies, that cheap land and the ensuing high price of labor rendered 

manufacturing unprofitable in the United States, and that federal encouragement of home 

manufactures equaled a tax on other sectors of the economy.
13

  

                                                           
13

 Carey argued that federal officials‟ “different degrees of illumination” and “neglect to prepare” explained the 

failure to enact effective polices. Carey, The New Olive Branch in Essays on Political Economy, 274. See also ibid., 

297-299. “[T]he mere habit of contemplating subjects of magnitude, will help to cure local prejudices, Blodget, 

Economica, 12. For discussion of the fallacy of conventional wisdoms, see also e. g. Coxe, A Statement of the Arts 

of Manufactures, xxv, lix-lx; Report from House Committee of Commerce and Manufactures, Feb 13, 1816, AC 14-

1, 961, 964; [Gold, HR, NY] Apr 3, 1816, AC 14-1, 1321-1323. 
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In the course of the increasingly antagonistic debates over the tariff after the War of 1812, 

reformers collected, assembled, published, and analyzed large sets of quantitative data on foreign 

and domestic trade, real estate values, specie flows and related economic variables in a concerted 

attempt to rebuff traditional tenets of political economy. For sure, the interest in the compilation 

of data series was not a new occupation in North America. Eager to attract settlers and capital for 

colonial enterprises, representatives of the Lords of Trade and Plantations, the Privy Council, and 

joint-stock companies early on used numbers, however dubious, relating to demographics and 

economic activities in their promotional tracts. But there were no procedures in place for a 

systematic collection of statistical data in colonial British America. Established to determine 

representation and taxation in the new federal polity, the population census of 1790 was the first 

of its kind in history. Even as it constituted a large step forward in quantifying the United States, 

this potentially powerful instrument—to the chagrin of early statisticians and modern scholars—

remained unreliable at least until the mid-nineteenth century. Basic mathematics, moreover, 

remained an esoteric field of study and it was not until the early nineteenth century that a 

familiarity with basic numerical operations became a necessary skill for ordinary people.
14

  

The want of dependable statistical data formed part of a more general problem of 

information dearth. In 1806, a Senate committee reported in that congressional work was greatly 

impeded by the lack of access to basic data, with regard to the United States as well as to foreign 

countries. After the move to Washington City, the report noted, lawmakers lacked access to the 

larger public libraries and private collections that had been established in larger urban centers 

like New York City, Philadelphia, and Baltimore. “Every week of the session causes additional 

regret that the volumes of literature and science, within the reach of the National Legislature, are 

                                                           
14

 Cohen, A Calculating People, 117-118. 
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not more rich and ample,” the committee lamented. Particularly distressing was the lack of 

“geographical illustration” and “the deficiency of historical and political works.”
15

 The pursuit of 

descriptive data in general, and statistical tables in particular, intensified at the time of 

heightened commercial uncertainty brought on by the non-importation, embargo, and non-

intercourse policies during the Jefferson and Madison administrations. Federal schemes 

(primarily the censuses, the property valuations following the direct taxes laid in 1798 and 1813, 

and the 1810 manufacturing report), the great outpouring of  private publications containing data 

series, along with growing public skills in basic mathematics marked the beginning of a new era 

in American economic discourse.
16

  

With persistent geopolitical instability and repeated interruptions of foreign commerce, 

estimations of the republic‟s aggregate resources as well as those of its rivals became an ever 

more regular feature in newspapers and periodicals. As Anglo-American relations reached new 

lows during Madison‟s first presidential term, editors and publishers urged responsible citizens 

to furnish detailed information about local conditions, particularly with respect to the 

investments, the machinery, the size and composition of the workforce, the production costs, and 

the produced volumes in manufacturing establishments. The collection and publication of 

                                                           
15

 Jan 20, 1806, AC 9-1, 55. 
16

 On the extent of data collection in the colonial period, see Cohen, A Calculating People, 47-115. Cohen shows 

how “the importance attached to numbers” in the shaping of government policy greatly increase during the last 

quarter of the 17
th

 century and points out the importance of the creation of the Board of Trade (the successor to the 

Lords of Trade) in this process, quote at ibid., 78. On census, ibid., 158-164; Margo J. Anderson, The American 

Census: A Social History (New Haven, CT, 1988), 5-23. For early calls to expand the scope of the census, see e. g. 

American Philosophical Society Memorial to U.S. Congress, 7-10 Jan, 1800, PTJ, dig. ed.; Tench Coxe to Madison, 

May 11, 1801, PJM, dig. ed. Referencing the 1790, 1800, and 1810 censuses, Niles’ Weekly Register complained in 

late 1811 that data had unfortunately been collected in an “incorrect” and “slovenly manner,” Dec 21, 1811, Niles’ 

Weekly Register. For a discussion of some the problems in Coxe‟s A Statement of the Arts and Manufactures, 

Seybert, Statistical Annals, 6; Paul Paskoff, Industrial Evolution: Organization, Structure, and Growth of the 

Pennsylvania Iron Industry, 1750-1860 (Baltimore, 1983), xviii. On early modern statecraft and the growing interest 

in quantification, see e. g. Daniel Roche, France in the Enlightenment (translated by Arthur Goldhammer, 

Cambridge, MA, 1998), 13-73; Alain Desrosières, The Politics of Large Numbers: A History of Statistical 

Reasoning (translated by Camille Naish, Cambridge, MA, 1998). 
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various sets of quantitative data not only became a way to gather information for government use; 

the descriptions and quantifications of the United States‟ ability to manufacture arms, munitions, 

and other vital supplies became a way for hardliner editors and pro-administration publicists to 

create perceptions of the republic‟s strength and preparedness to a vacillating public.
17

  

Newspapers and periodicals published qualitative and quantitative data outlining internal 

trade routes and foreign commerce; assembled and published available statistics on the 

population, territory, finances, currency, commerce, and manufacturing capabilities of rival 

powers; and reported on the size and stationing of foreign troops and navies.
18

 Both editors and 

public officials urged private citizens to share information. With an increasing likelihood of 

armed conflict, the purveyor of public supplies, Tench Coxe, made an appeal in the Weekly 

Register in November, 1811, asking the public for help to “place the resources and capacities of 

the country more fully before the various branches of the government, so as to enable them to act 

as the nature of their powers and duties may appear to require or admit.” This, he hoped, could 

be done if “three or more public spirited and intelligent citizens, will promptly take the proper 

and necessary measures to communicate this paper to every township, hundred, town, ward or 

                                                           
17

 “At a time when our rights on the ocean are disregarded and subverted,” the American Watchman, a Republican 

newspaper published in Wilmington, Delaware, declared in the fall of 1810, “it affords consolation to the friend of 

American independence, to view the internal resources of our country fast converting into objects, which shall 

forever supersede the necessity of a servile dependence on the tyrants of the old world.” The paper pledged to 

present to its readers with all available information concerning “new invention in mechanics; some further extension 

and progress in our infant manufactures; some discovery in the latent sources of opulence and convenience with 

which our soil abounds,” “New Hampshire,” Feb 3, 1810, American Watchman. For other examples, see e. g. From 

the Aurora, “Chemical Manufactures,” Jul 7, 1810, American Watchman; From the Aurora, A Pedestrian Observer, 

Jul 18, 1810, American Watchman; From Baltimore American, “Practical Patriotism,” Aug 29, 1810, American 

Watchman.  
18

 See e. g. “Domestic Manufactures,” Sep 7, 1811; “‟The Western Country‟,” Sep 7, 1811; “British Statistics,” Sep 

14, 1811; “General View,” Sep 14, 21 and 28, 1811; “Geography. Mexico or New Spain,” Sep 14, 1811; “French 

Statistics,” Sep 21, Nov 2, 1811; “Canals of France,” Oct 12, 1811; “Swedish Statistics,” Oct 26, 1811; From the 

Virginia Argus, “British Naval Establishment,” Nov 2, 1811; and “Statistical notices of Russia,” Nov 9. 1811 (all 

articles from Niles Weekly Register). For example, numbers in “British Statistics,” Supplementary to No. 6, Sep 28, 

1811, Niles Weekly Register were based on John Bristed‟s The Resources of the British Empire. Numbers in “From 

a New-York Paper,” “New-York Statistics,” Oct 5, 1811, Niles Weekly Register were based on Sterling Goodenow‟s 

A Brief Topographical and Statistical Manual of the State of New-York.  
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other smallest section of our counties, cities and boroughs, in order to ensure a general and 

effectual attention to the measure.” Local correspondents would then provide lists of the “kinds 

of goods manufactured, and current prices, and the quantities and the whole amount.” The 

gathering of this information, Coxe predicted, would not only benefit the government but also 

local industries.
19

 

The war would amply demonstrate the federal government‟s difficulties in mobilizing 

and channeling the aggregate resources of the republic. After the peace, the want of basic 

reference works and adequate statistics remained a serious problem in the federal capital. The 

British invasion of the federal capital in August 1814 and the subsequent destruction of public 

buildings (including the Capitol and much of the Library of Congress‟s holdings) further 

aggravated the problem. After the war, Congress undertook a series of initiatives to facilitate 

access to state papers and other public documents. In early 1817, the Joint Library Committee 

ordered subscription to the transactions of scientific societies and a number of American and 

foreign periodicals furnishing statistics on demographics, trade regulations and statistics, surveys 

of natural resources, and technological advances. The following year, Congress authorized the 

subscription of 500 copies of Adam Seybert‟s proposed Statistical Annals and purchased 250 

copies of Timothy Pitkin‟s A Statistical View of the Commerce of the United States for the use of 

lawmakers.
20

 

                                                           
19

 Coxe, “Domestic Manufactures,” Dec 21, 1811, Niles Weekly Register. See also, “Domestic Manufactures,” Sep 7, 

1811, Niles Weekly Register. 
20

 “An act authorizing the subscription for a printing of the second edition of the Public Documents,” AC 14-1, 

appendix, 1803; “Resolution, requiring the Secretary of State to compile and print, once in every two years, a 

register of all officers and agents, civil, military, and naval, in the service of the United States,” AC 14-1, appendix, 

1918; “An act for the publication of the laws of the United States, and for other purposed,” AC 15-1, appendix, 

2556-2559 (Apr 20, 1818); “An Act authorizing the subscription of the Statistical Annals of Adam Seybert, and the 

purchase of Pitkin‟s Commercial Statistics,” AC 15-1, appendix, 2587 (Apr 20, 1818); “Resolution  granting to the 

Washington Library a copy of the Public Documents, Laws, and Journals,” AC 17-2, appendix, 1418 (Mar 3, 1823). 

The Joint Library Committee ordered subscriptions to “The Edinburgh and Quarterly Reviews, republished in New 
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Congress‟s increasing recognition of the usefulness of reliable statistics and its 

commitment to rendering data sets more easily available is also made evident by a brief 

comparison of the census acts of 1810 and 1820. Whereas the earlier census merely called for the 

return of the aggregate number of non-whites, the 1820 census classified slaves and “free 

persons of color” into eight categories based on sex and age. The 1820 census also included an 

examination of occupations. Finally, whereas the act of 1810 contained no provision about 

distributing the final report, the act of 1820 stipulated that the data, after compiled by the 

department of state, be printed in 1500 copies “for the use of the Congress.” In 1822, Congress 

directed the Secretary of State to furnish not only federal officials, but the executives of states 

and territories, the judges of U. S. courts, and “the Colleges and Universities in the United 

States” with a copy of the census. Remaining copies were deposited in the Library of Congress.
21

  

Despite a growing consciousness among public officials of the utility of statistical data, 

outlining the republic‟s economic geography and that of its trading partners with any great 

precision remained a challenge throughout the age of the early republic. Public access continued 

to be limited and even a well-connected writer like Carey experienced great difficulty in 

obtaining copies of committee and department reports, petitions, and other documents with 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
York; The British Review, the Annual Register, the Analytic Review, and Cobbett‟s Political Register, published in 

Great Britain; The North American Review, published in Boston; The Portfolio, the Analectic Magazine, and 

Walsh‟s American Register, published in Philadelphia; The Portico and the Weekly Register, published in Baltimore; 

The National Register, the Daily National Intelligencer, and the Historical Register, published in Washington” along 

with “The Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, the Transactions of the Royal Society of London, the 
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quantitative content.
22

 Some important statistics, moreover, simply did not exist. Prior to 1819, 

no federal records exist of passengers arriving in American ports, and, consequently, 

immigration data remains difficult to assess.
23

 Trade statistics continued to be unreliable owing 

to the ineffective practices of customs officials. Goods free of duty were not registered in the 

Treasury‟s statements. Nor did these statements offer any valuation of articles subject to specific 

duties. Moreover, noting the inchoate manner in which the data of the re-export trade was 

collected, the general problem of valuating goods, the difficulty of determining export 

destinations with any great certainty, and the problem of consolidating all articles subject to the 

same ad valorem duty into one category—the Senate Committee of Commerce and Manufactures 

released its 1820 report on the “Statistical Account of Commerce and Navigation,” proposing “a 

general and permanent system” enacted into law for the obtainment of more reliable trade 

statistics. Congress passed legislation for this purpose later in the year, but for writers and 

policy-makers examining fluctuations over longer time periods in order to establish the intricate 

interdependence of economic variables as well as the effects of specific legislative acts, the 

scarcity of basic data remained a compelling challenge into the antebellum period.
24

  

Contemporaries who sought to outline internal trade networks, compute regional 

productive activities, and establish general consumption patterns encountered a host of additional 
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problems. Customs house records said nothing of the origin of domestic productions; nor could 

they determine the final market of imported goods. “We must not suppose,” Seybert noted in his 

attempt to sketch out domestic commodity flows, “that the productions of the customs houses as 

the exports of any one state, are exclusively of the growth, produce or manufacture of the state 

for which they are returned.” Interstate commerce, he continued, is “so constant, as to make it 

very difficult to ascertain with accuracy, the origin of the merchandise exported.” The farmers 

and manufacturers in the upper Mississippi and Ohio valleys shipped some of their goods 

downstream to New Orleans, but large volumes also went over land to Baltimore and 

Philadelphia; the products of New Jersey primarily found its way to foreign and domestic 

markets by way of New York City and Philadelphia; North Carolina goods passed through 

Virginia ports; and southern raw materials went by the major ports on the Atlantic seaboard.
25

 

In the years after the War of 1812—as Mid-Atlantic grain farmers encountered shrinking 

European markets and the great inflow of cheap foreign goods threatened to ruin the domestic 

industries that had sprung up during the restrictive system and the war convinced a host of 

political leaders and publicists of the necessity of restructuring the American economy—the lack 

of adequate information with respect to domestic manufacturing establishments was a 

particularly compelling concern. With the European peace giving “a new course and character to 

the commerce of the world,” Treasury Secretary Alexander J. Dallas noted in his 1816 tariff 

report, the existing system of duties—essentially unchanged since 1790—was simply was not “in 

a state adapted to the present epoch.” Major changes in population, wealth, “employment of 

labor and capital,” “the demand of luxuries,” and “the native resources to supply the demand,” he 
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could only conclude, necessitated a “measure of revision and reform.”
26

 But the task at hand was 

a difficult one. “The means of information,” Dallas admitted, “are scattered and imperfect. Many 

conflicting interests and prejudices are to be reconciled; and, in the unsettled state of commerce, 

much of any plan connected with its operations must unavoidable rest upon hypothesis, and be 

tested by future experiment.”
27

 Arguing for the general necessity of encouraging domestic 

industry, he remarked with a nod to Tench Coxe‟s often criticized report (published in 1814) that 

“detailed and accurate information upon the subject” of manufactures had “only been successful 

in a very limited degree.” The secretary nevertheless attempted to classify different domestic 

industries based on level of maturity—firmly established, recently or partially established, and 

goods for which the United States was fully dependent on foreign supplies—but stressed that the 

table should be seen “as an outline and an estimate” rather “than as a complete and 

demonstrative statement of fact.”
28

 

Economic nationalists in and out of Congress agreed with Dallas about the difficulty of 

determining with any great precision what duty levels would be sufficient to secure the survival 

of domestic manufacturing establishments. At this time, however, politicians and writers 

advocating a diversion of labor and capital from agriculture and foreign commerce into domestic 

industries did not present their agenda as founded in any rigid theory of market relations. 

Protectionism, they insisted, was not an end in itself. Rather, what they emphasized was the 
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necessity of a historical understanding of economic change. The creation of a more well-

balanced and autonomous national economy, reformers believed, was predicated on continuous 

monitoring of economic variables, assessments of previous predictions, and ensuing policy 

adjustments. “In three years,” Kentucky‟s Henry Clay said as he defended “the object of 

protecting manufactures” before his colleagues in the House of Representatives, “we could judge 

of the ability of our establishments to furnish those articles as cheap as they were obtained from 

abroad, and could then legislate with the lights of experience.”
29

 

The inchoateness and unreliability of contemporary statistics required a system of 

continual adjustment and tinkering, providing economic reformers with an opportunity to 

corroborate their claims to scientific method. Reform-minded Americans repeatedly admitted 

that inadequate or faulty information might produce erroneous calculations, but maintained that a 

more systematic study of statistical data was imperative to effective policy-making in the long 

term. In March, 1816, Hezekiah Niles‟s Weekly Register pointed out that with regard to 

“statistical matters, a great deal must depend upon propositions arbitrarily assumed and used as 

facts.”
 
Yet when treated with care, quantitative data would nevertheless convey “general ideas 

almost as well as if they were drawn from positive conclusions resulting from actual 

experiment.”
30

 Publicists calling for a radical restructuring of the republic‟s economic foundation 

urged that their claims be scrutinized and challenged critics to prove them wrong. Carey 

repeatedly asked readers to verify presented facts and challenge his assumptions. Insisting that he 
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“carefully studied to be correct in point of fact and argument,” he again and again admitted 

possible mistakes and regarded it:  

as a most particular favour, if any gentleman who discovers them, however minute, 

will frankly point them out, and they shall be most cheerfully corrected. […]If the 

cause I espouse cannot be supported by truth, candour and fair argument, may it 

perish, never to find another advocate!
31

  

Contemporaries in the business of assembling quantitative data regularly referenced sources, 

discussed their relative merits and problems, accounted for assumptions made, and often 

admitted when presented data was uncertain or disputed.
32

 Even seemingly inconsequential 

information became subject to the greatest attention. To take an example—after having 

published an article in which “the force of the Cyane, as stated by lieut. Hoffman, was given at 

twenty 32‟s, &c. instead of twenty-two 32‟s,” Niles profusely apologized and urged “every 

subscriber to make the needful alterations immediately, with a pen.”
33

 After having tried to 

quantify the possible redirection of capital and labor from the agricultural sector to 

manufacturing establishments, he asked for an “attentive perusal; requesting each political 

economist to correct and apply them as his judgment shall direct.”
34

 On other instances, Niles 

asked that his predictions be compared with data collected in the future, urged that those 

“copying our statistics will be careful to avoid errors in the figures,” and publicly called out 
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fellow editors who failed to do so.
35

 Reformers admitted that precise and reliable data were not 

always available, yet maintained that existing statistics, however inchoate and rudimentary, 

nevertheless corroborated earlier predictions and made obvious the necessity of a radical change 

of course.
36

 

*** 

In January, 1816, spokespersons of manufacturing establishments testified before Congress on 

the need for a protective tariff to counter the great influx of cheap foreign manufactures. One of 

them was Isaac Briggs, who represented a group from Wilmington and its vicinity. Characteristic 

of the protectionist understanding of political economy, the memorial, calling for the necessity of 

finding a stable “equilibrium” between the branches of industry, went straight to statistics. It 

compared import numbers with the ratio of population growth in order to compute the potential 

expansion of the home market; it used data series on population and exports to estimate the 

growth of surplus production of raw materials and foodstuffs; and it compared the increasing 

American productive capacity with the size of overseas markets. These simple calculations, 

Briggs asserted, demonstrated that the continued reliance on production for foreign markets was 

“a concealed weapon more fatal to national independence than the sword.”
37
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The prominence afforded to the compilation and analysis of quantitative data in reformist 

argumentation, in and out of Congress, accorded with aspirations for crafting a more scientific 

political economy, one that was “agreeable to the dictates of political wisdom” and at the same 

time adaptable “to circumstances” as well as “to particular exceptions and modifications.”
38

 

While Briggs and fellow Delaware manufacturers focused their efforts on demonstrating that the 

republic‟s agricultural surplus productions were rapidly outgrowing overseas demand, they had 

little information to go on with respect to the manufacturing capabilities in other parts of the 

union. Furnishing such data became a vital part of the protectionist campaign in the winter of 

1815-1816.  

In petitions to Congress and letters to newspaper editors, individuals and groups calling 

for promotion of domestic industry typically offered detailed data on investments and production 

costs in local establishments, the machinery in use, the workforce categorized by age and sex, 

and output volumes. By quantifying the progress of the manufacturing sector, its significance for 

the economy at large, and its capacity to meet domestic demand, these accounts, their authors 

undoubtedly believed, would both demonstrate to policy-makers the legitimacy of protectionist 

claims and the specific needs of particular industries. Charged with reporting on the petitions, the 

House Committee of Commerce and Manufactures not only sided with manufacturing groups in 

arguing for the general principle of federal protection of home industry. The resulting report, 

stressing the committee members‟ refusal “to offer any theoretical opinions of their own, or of 

others,” was at the same time an acknowledgement of significance of statistical data in enacting 

effective and fair legislation. “To make this statement as satisfactory as possible—to give it all 
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the certainty that it is susceptible of attaining,” the committee essentially compiled and examined 

the data provided in the several petitions
 
.
39

 

Flawed political decisions, reformers would continue to argue, were primarily caused by 

an insufficient attention to the intricate structure of international market relations. Profound 

ignorance of the determinants of economic fluctuations and the historical patterns of 

international competition, a group of Philadelphia protectionists lamented in 1819, had led 

Americans to adopt a “mistaken policy,” grounded in maxims that were “utterly destitute of even 

the shadow of foundation.”
40

 Should “the so much-extolled system of the Doctor [Smith],” 

which had already repeatedly been proven “radically and incurably unsound,” they warned, the 

republic “must crumble to ruins.”
41

 Instead of accepting the fallacious theories of Smith and his 

disciples, policy-makers needed to pay “adequate attention” to the “the science of promoting 

human happiness.” In order to “develop [sic] the true principles of political economy,” 

Americans needed to undertake a systematic review of the policies of nations that enjoyed 

prosperity and “examine the actual situation of our country.”
42

 A more precise knowledge of the 

republic‟s economic geography would lay bare fundamental relations between the different 

branches of industry, demonstrate the futility and shortsightedness of local projects, help 

legitimize and craft effective legislation, produce a more stable economic foundation, and thus 

produce a more consensual body politics. 

To the writers and editors in the business of compiling quantitative data, the very lack of 

knowledge of the forces shaping economic conditions was a source of conflict. Without 

advancements in the science of governance, by means of statistics, and without a concomitant 
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popular interest in this developing field, early statistician Samuel Blodget predicted, there “will 

be always a Shays, a Bradford, or a Fries, for every provoked occasion.”
43

 Similarly, Adam 

Seybert asserted, a more “thorough knowledge of the habits and means of the people,” would 

make possible “an equal distribution of the public burthens, so that they may be lightly and 

cheerfully borne.”
44

 Reformist editors like Hezekiah Niles (The Weekly Register), John Binns 

(The Democratic Press), Joel K. Mead (The National Register), and Alden Spooner‟s and 

George W. Prentiss (New-York Evening Journal, and Patron of Industry) presented themselves 

as conduits of useful information insisting that their publications stood above party conflict. In 

the prospectus of the National Register, Mead declared that his paper would function as “a 

Complete Annual Register” for “Public Documents and State Papers.” In contrast to the distorted 

information and “intemperance” characterizing ordinary newspapers, the Register, he promised, 

would provide continual information concerning “the history, statistics, and commerce” of the 

United States and its foreign rivals; reports on “improvements and discoveries”; topographical 

descriptions; and “Commercial, Financial, and Statistical Tables.”
45

 

Insisting that a better allocation of resources would enhance American competitiveness, 

spur individual enterprise, and help bridge domestic divisions, reform-minded publicists gathered 

and collected data from wherever they could find them.
46

 Newspapers and periodicals assessed, 
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compiled, extrapolated from, and analyzed data series lifted from government reports, tracts on 

economic matters, travel journals, and articles and government reports from foreign prints. 

Moreover, editors invited readers from all parts of the union to report on local conditions, 

particularly with respect to the investments, production costs, machinery, workforce, and 

production capacity of manufacturing establishments.
47

  

For the modern reader, contemporary statistics on domestic as well as foreign 

productions and trade volumes, commodity prices, public health and poverty, specie supply, 

immigration et cetera seem to be of obvious public interest. But in the first decades of the 

nineteenth century, editors seemingly published whatever data table they could get their hands on. 

Instead of dismissing these articles as mere curiosities, however, we might see them as forming 

part of an ambitious effort to provide policy-makers and the broader public with an ever more 

detailed and accurate account of the world system, its progression, and the United States‟ 

position and prospects within it. After all, “[t]he mind of an able statist,” Blodget informed his 

readers, “should resemble the proboscis of a noble elephant; it should be feelingly alive to every 

thing, and yet all powerful; it should perceive the smallest defect in the parts, while it fully 

combines the whole in the most extensive plan, or the most comprehensive machine.” At a time 

when the construction of this “most comprehensive machine” had only just begun, it was not 

self-evident what kind information mattered and what did not. Early pioneers in the business of 
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compiling statistical data generally presented their tracts as unfinished bodies of information that 

others might expand on and improve.
48

 

*** 

Despite great advances in the field of mathematical statistics in the preceding century, early 

American economic discourse did not produce particularly sophisticated calculations or 

models.
49

 Analyses of aggregate data remained confined to rather simple operations, such as 

different methods for calculating averages, identifying aberrations, extrapolations from limited 

data sets, and the comparison of fractions. Reformers juxtaposed this simplicity to the seemingly 

complex reasoning of their opponents. Indeed, data tables were chiefly intended as the means to 

clarify conditions and illuminate in a straightforward manner the relations between economic 

variables. Used to undermine the ambiguous and abstruse propositions of Smith and his disciples, 

numbers had to be easy to grasp for public officials as well as a broader public with only modest 

schooling in mathematics. Accordingly, Carey could proudly admit in his autobiography that, 

while early on showing “a peculiar aptitude for common arithmetic,” he was never able to master 

“the rudiments of mathematics.”
50

 

Stressing the need to examine historical experience and asserting the objective nature of 

numerical data, proponents of encouraging home industry refashioned their position as a new 

brand of political economy, with truly republican objectives and founded on an unbiased 

authority. Ostensibly disconnected from any grand theoretical system or set of universal laws, 

the components of reformers‟ agenda naturally had to be subject to continual revisions and 
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reassessments. For politicians and economic thinkers calling for need of federal intervention in 

the shaping of a more robust economic order, the chief problem with the conjectures of 

established writers, not least Smith, was the assumption of some ideal state of affairs. In contrast 

to predictions based on numbers, the maxims underpinning Smithian political economy, 

reformers claimed, could never be tested, nor strengthened by historical experience. Their 

unyielding repudiation of the theoretical canon of economic writing was a conscious effort to 

invoke the image of a truly republican citizenry, always questioning and scrutinizing the claims 

of established authorities. “[A]t this enlightened period,” wrote a group of Pennsylvanians:  

we trust our citizens will scorn to surrender their reason into the guidance of any 

authority whatever. When a position is presented to the mind, the question ought to 

be, not who delivered it, but what is its nature, and how is it supported by reason and 

common sense, and especially by fact? A theory, how plausible soever, and however 

propped up by a bedroll of great names, ought to be regarded with suspicion, if 

unsupported by fact—but if contrary to established fact, it ought to be unhesitatingly 

rejected.
51

  

Reformers consistently denied that incentives for domestic industry constituted a rigid system of 

political economy. Rather, government initiatives designed to rebalance the branches of the 

economy, they maintained, accorded with the United States‟ specific needs at this specific time. 

Consequently, Pennsylvania representative Samuel Ingham explained during the 1816 tariff 

debate, the reformist outlook was radically different from Old World practices of forcing 

“industry out of its natural and proper channels, or to cramp it by monopolies.”
52

 It was “the duty 

of a Republican Government,” he insisted, “to encourage every pursuit (not morally wrong) in 

which the conditions of country and the inclinations and capacity of the people may authorize a 

reasonable prospect of success.”
53
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 A dynamic political economy—attuned to the needs of all groups and based on an 

enhanced knowledge of natural resources, productive activities, technological advance and 

machinery, production and transportations costs, and related market factors—required continual 

monitoring and revision. Only by examining the actual impact of the tariff on commodity prices, 

capital flows, and federal finances, proponents of higher duty levels agreed, would it be possible 

to improve the conditions for enterprising Americans and foster economic independence. When 

the 1816 tariff failed to revive domestic industries and end the recession, consequently, 

reformers called for more capacious measures. At the same time, this presented southern 

agrarians and New England mercantile interests with rhetorical ammunition. In the debates of 

1820 as well as in 1824, opponents of increased tariff protection portrayed reformist initiatives as 

a scheme to tax farmers and tradesmen for the benefit of manufacturing capitalists. 

Protectionists‟ historical approach to economic analysis could now be turned on its head. The 

inability to craft effective stimuli for the economy at large, their opponents now argued, not only 

demonstrated the futility of basing policy-making on statistical exercises, but also the harmful 

consequences of government interventions in economic matters.   

On the face of it, the tariff debate in the fall of 1820 demonstrated in a clear manner how 

differently the two camps approached questions of economic policy. Proponents of more 

comprehensive protection of home industries continued to insist that policy-makers take into 

account and quantify the observable changes in the size of markets and productive capacities. 

Arguing in favor of tariff revision in the spring of 1820, Pennsylvania Representative and 

Chairman of the Committee on Manufactures Henry Baldwin urged colleagues in Congress to 
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“look to facts, and profit by experience.” Rather than making predictions about future prospects 

in overseas markets based on the unsubstantiated assumptions of “English writers on political 

economy,” American policy-makers, he argued, could merely read the tables on foreign duties.
54

 

Creating a stable economic order at home, Baldwin insisted, required “a real and not a mere 

nominal preference to our industry.” The precise level of stimulus, while admittedly difficult to 

assess with any perfect precision, he said, ought to be calculated based on existing information 

about “the bounties, premiums, and drawbacks of other Governments, on the exportation of 

goods, our custom-house credits, and sales at auction.”
55

 Directing himself to southern planter 

and New England merchant interests, who anticipated that foreign commerce would soon revive, 

Baldwin said he “would be indeed thankful for the information on which this prediction is made” 

and asked if these gentlemen “judge by experience, from facts, or […] the chapter of 

accidents?”
56

 

 Baldwin and fellow supporters of tariff revision insisted that the world had entered a new 

era and that the United States must adapt to the realities of the post-Napoleonic commercial 

order. This meant estimating the size of possible markets based on available data on 

demographic trends, geopolitical change (not least the developments in South America), and 

technological innovation. Leaning on widely accepted projections of the ratio of population 

growth in Europe and the United States respectively and pointing to the depressed prices on 

traditional American export commodities, Speaker Henry Clay outlined a scenario in which 

American productive capacity was rapidly surpassing “the powers of the consuming countries” 
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in Europe.
57

 In this situation, he said, it was completely absurd to “coolly and philosophically 

talk of leaving things to themselves,” and rely on the advice of “theoretical writers.” The Speaker 

admitted that, he too, sometimes amused himself “with the visions of these writers, (as I do with 

those of metaphysicians and novelists,)” but when it came to policy-making leaders needed to 

heed changing economic and geopolitical circumstances. And these changes were easily 

observable in the form of numerical data.
58

 

 Although demographic trends seemed to conform to reformers‟ predictions about the 

rapid growth in the American market and diminishing prospects in Europe, Clay and others 

admitted that future opportunities in foreign market could not be determined with great precision. 

Renewed great power conflict might very well again render the export of staples and foodstuffs 

highly profitable for American farmers and merchants. But economic insecurity would persist, 

and booms would inevitably be followed by busts. The greatest advantage of the home market, 

Clay said, was “its steadiness and comparative certainty at all times.
59

 Whereas the divisions 

over the Embargo and subsequent restrictions on foreign trade had given rise to “a vast 

assemblage of jealous rivals,” the promotion of home manufactures would create predictable 

conditions and “transform these competitors into friends and mutual customers.”
60

 A more self-

sufficient economic system, protected from the unpredictable fluctuations of great power politics, 

would be able to map out in greater detail and its progress easier to direct. In time—if the United 

States managed to reduce its dependence on foreign capital, goods, and markets—a growing 
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repository of data would help policy-makers understand the intricate interactions of the forces 

shaping socioeconomic conditions. 

Troubled by the United States‟ persistent vulnerability, economic nationalists deployed 

statistical date in their efforts to outline the economic geography of the Atlantic trading system. 

The postwar depression and the great economic boom-and-busts in the course of the wars of the 

French Revolution and Napoleon, they insisted, were direct results of the asymmetries within 

this system. History clearly demonstrated that nations able to diversify their productive 

enterprises would always profit at the expense of those merely supplying raw materials and 

provisions. “The wonderful resources of England,” wrote a group of protectionists, “so far 

beyond her intrinsic advantages, and the prostrate state of Spain and Portugal, place these great 

truths on the most impregnable ground.”
61

 Only through the federal government‟s promotion of a 

more balanced and robust economy could the United States ever hope to escape its 

disadvantageous position and enter an era of security and stable economic growth. Reformers 

continued to point to the benefits of regional specialization in creating a more interdependent and 

harmonious union. In offering a vision of future national greatness, however, reformers—

emphasizing the long-term consequences of uneven development and the great weaknesses of 

economies dominated by unprocessed productions—at the same time inadvertently drew 

attention to the differential regional impact of their policy preferences. 

Opponents in and out of Congress ostensibly dismissed reformers‟ heavy reliance on 

numbers. Market relations, many of them continued to claim, was, like Adam Smith had written, 
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ultimately governed by the characteristics of economic man. The proper method to establish the 

mechanics behind macroeconomic relations was to extrapolate from individual economic 

behavior to the group. If left unimpeded, capital and labor would, Virginia congressmen John 

Tyler, Mark Alexander, William Archer, and Philip Barbour agreed, automatically flow into the 

most profitable channels. A self-regulating system, Tyler argued, would in the long run “produce 

the most beneficial results to the community.”
62

 This maxim was seemingly self-evident and, 

thus, needed no further verification or reflection.  

Yet even while continuing to rely on traditional free trade arguments, opponents of a 

general increase of the tariff repeatedly referenced newly published statistics to underline 

specific points. Philip Barbour offered a host of quantitative data to counter the calculations 

offered by colleagues and the petitions of manufacturing societies while at the same time 

insisting that there was “no demonstration in the science of morals and politics, as there is in the 

mathematics; but there are, in each of those sciences, certain truths so obvious in themselves and 

so universally assented to by mankind, that they almost rank in the class of axioms, and 

constitute the basis of reasoning in questions of this kind.”
63

 As the development of market 

relations depended on non-quantifiable factors, he and other concurred, numbers, explaining 

everything and nothing, did little to undermine Smith‟s behavioral analysis. “This doctrine of 
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letting the branches of industry alone” that was “assailed and ridiculed” by reformers was “sound, 

legitimate doctrine,” insisted a representative of Maine mercantile interests.
64

 

In the years to come, representatives of southern staple-producing areas as well as some 

New England mercantile groups would increasingly draw on available statistics in attempts to 

demonstrate that higher duties on manufactured foreign goods would unfairly benefit certain 

groups and areas, ruin foreign trade (as foreign nations would erect countervailing duties), and 

thus operate as a tax on farmers and planters. Southerners who after the War of 1812 initially had 

supported a more capacious role for the federal government in structuring the economy—

including leaders like John C. Calhoun, William Lowndes, George McDuffie, and John 

Forsyth—gradually gravitated toward a fervent commitment to free trade. Their change of mind 

in part reflected political pragmatism. The conflict over slavery‟s westward expansion greatly 

heightened southerners‟ concerns about federal action. But peace, with and between the 

European powers, together with the rapid expansion of the cotton trade also helped convince 

staple producers that their interests would be best served by unregulated Atlantic exchange.
65

  

When manufacturing groups renewed efforts in the late winter and spring of 1824 to 

revise and increase duty levels, they met a barrage of accusations about their neo-imperial 

pretentions. Moreover, the seeming inability to fix simple duty levels and produce desired 

results—a robust  manufacturing sector, strong enough to withstand foreign competition—

afforded planters and mercantile groups with an opportunity to question both the practicability 
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and empirical basis of reformers‟ comprehensive agenda. Even as opponents of tariff revision 

increasingly leaned on tables and statistical calculations to make a case for the inability of a 

home market to absorb domestic surplus produce, the unequal regional impact of the tariff, the 

deleterious consequences of manufacturing on public morality, and the certainty of a reduction of 

federal revenue, they at the same time questioned the possibility of ever assembling the 

necessary data required for such a comprehensive redirection of the economy. Any attempt was 

bound to result in an unmanageable complexity.  

“What is the tariff?,” asked Virginia Representative Charles Mercer: 

What degree or description of knowledge, I will not ask, does, but rather does it 

not, require? An knowledge of the whole globe, of geographical and statistical 

details, of every variety and extent—a knowledge of the laws of every foreign 

State—of the policy of every foreign Government—the commercial history of our 

own country, and from the very earliest periods, and the rise and progress of every 

different branch of this trade—without knowledge like this, we must legislate in 

the dark.
66

  

Rather than embracing the reformers‟ experimental agenda, and sanction it by “any hocus pocus 

of law,” fellow Virginian Robert Garnett agreed, policy-makers ought to pay heed to the United 

States‟ remarkable growth since independence by means of the production of raw materials and 

foodstuffs for export markets.
67

 At the end of the day, he insisted, reformist writings were based 

on “a jumble of patriotic notions, partial statements, and fallacious reasonings.”
68

 In this respect, 

exponents of a protective tariff were but the latest in a long row of “[v]ain and visionary 

philosophers.” Seeking the cause of the economic decline of the southern states, they had 

identified numerous sources: slavery, climate, “ardent spirits,” or the growth of tobacco. But the 

true cause, Garnett, and others who opposed duty increases, believed, was extensive government 
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regulations and the great advantages these afforded to monied men and the manufacturing 

sector.
69

  

While Garnett and others questioned the utility of the data deployed by economic 

nationalists, southern free traders would increasingly use the same evidence as they began to 

calculate the value of the union.
70

 They accepted the protectionist view of the world in that they 

recognized the vulnerability of staple-producing areas in any given system of exchange. 

Protection of home industries, they predicted, would drive up the price of imported articles to the 

advantage of Mid-Atlantic and New England industries; prompt foreign powers to enact 

retaliatory measures, thus curbing access to their markets; and force a restructuring of the 

revenue system. Higher duties, then, would have the effect of transferring wealth from southern 

staple-producers to other areas.
71

 Just as one New York Representative could discern the effects 

of British commercial hostility toward the United States by reading Timothy Pitkin‟s “invaluable 

treatise on „Statistics,‟” free traders could just as easily apply the same set of numbers and 

policies when they projected the differential regional impact of government intervention in the 

economy.  

Remarking in 1824 to a correspondent that “in the H. of R. there are 213 persons to 

satisfy & 1000 interests to conciliate,” Kentucky Representative Henry Clay admitted the 
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impossibility of adopting a comprehensive agenda that would immediately satisfy all interests. 

Policies had to be continuously fine-tuned, tested against foreign countermeasures, developed in 

sync with technological advances, and reconsidered to adopt to contingencies. It was not, he 

wrote, to be expected “to find perfection in any thing which is human.” Yet, he insisted, “[w]e 

must aim at great results. Perfection in matters of detail, if ever attainable, must be left to the 

future.”
72

 The duty of a true statesman, Speaker Clay told his colleagues in the House of 

Representatives, was no less “than that of a physician, to survey with a penetrating, steady, and 

undismayed eye, the actual condition of the subject on which he would operate; to probe to the 

bottom the diseases of the body politic, if he would apply efficacious remedies.”
73

 The 

diminishing exports and immigration, the reduction the carrying trade, the extent of unsold 

produce, “the alarming diminution of the circulating medium, […] the numerous bankruptcies,” 

the growth of unemployment, and the increasing of numbers of people imprison for indebtedness 

that were observable at this time not only offered evidence of socioeconomic problems. 

Economic variables, if collected and examined over time, would reveal the mechanics behind 

market relations, make it possible to mitigate, if not avert, recessions, and point the way toward 

stable economic growth and geopolitical security.
74

  

In the years to come, few would question Clay‟s emphasis on the need for a scientific 

approach to matters of political economy. Statistical data became a central element of antebellum 

economic discourse. But while politicians, publicists, and economist seemed to agree with regard 

to the seemingly objective nature of numbers, the consensus on economic matters that optimistic 

reformers had sometime envisioned never materialized. Quite the contrary; divisions over the 
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tariff and other economic policies would remain at the center of domestic divisions in the 

decades to come. While the increasing interest in, and more systematic collection of, data helped 

early nineteenth-century economic reformers develop a more robust intellectual foundation for 

their policy preferences and compensate for the “theory deficit” they initially suffered in relation 

to established authorities like Adam Smith, Smith‟s followers—by transferring the protectionist 

logic from the international arena to interregional relations within the American union—were 

able to deploy the same evidence and thus bolster traditional tenets of political economy with 

new scientific legitimacy.     

  


