












































§) Puritan Economic Experiments

threaten the colony with famine. In the spring of 1622, this
prophecy came true.*

The Common Storehouse

What is perhaps the Pilgrims’ second-best-known historical
incident after the thanksgiving feast is the disastrous experiment
with common ownership. Everyone was required to bring all
that he had produced into the common storehouse, and to each
family was rationed out the supplies deemed appropriate to its
size. It was a classic experiment with the Communist principle
announced by Karl Marx: “From each according to his ability,
to each according to his needs!”” It did not work. It intensified
the famine. Governor Bradford describes in some detail in his
history of the colony how young men refused to work in the
common fields.

For this community [of property —G.N.] (so far as it was) was found
to breed much confusion and discontent, and retard much employment
that would have been to their benefit and comfort. For the young men
that were most able and fit for labor and service did repine that they
should spend their time and strength to work for other men’s wives and
children, without any recompense. The strong, or man of parts, had
no more in the division of victuals and clothes than he that was weak
and not able to do a quarter the other could; this was thought injustice.
The aged and graver men to be ranked and equalized in labors, and
victuals, and clothes, etc., with the meaner and younger sort, thought
it some indignity and disrespect unto them. And for men’s wives to be
commanded to do service for other men, as dressing their meat, wash-
ing their clothes, etc., they deemed it a kind of slavery, neither could
many husbands well brook it.

Upon petition of the planters in 1623, the Governor and his

4. Ibid., p. 17.

5. Karl Marx, “Critique of the Gotha Program” (1875), in Karl Marx and
Frederick Engels, Selected Works, 3 vols. (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1970), 11,
p.- 19.

6. Bradford’s “History,” op. cit., p. 213.















Common Ownership 11

requirement —in fact, a new emphasis on an old requirement
—appeared: restrictions on immigrants who might become a
burden on the welfare rolls. The towns had steadily become
more pluralistic theologically, but the fear of an increase in tax
rates was a truly ecumenical device. By offering economic sup-
port to local indigents, the townspeople were afraid that outsid-
ers might take advantage of this legal charity. Barriers to entry
followed in the wake of “free” goods, however modest—and
they were wvery modest—the size of the public welfare allot-
ments. 6

Pressure on the Commons

The fear of increased welfare burdens was not the only
economic issue confronting established communities every time
a stranger sought admission as a resident of some town. In the
early years of settlement, each town had considerable land — six
to eight miles square, meaning anywhere from 30,000 to 40,000
acres —and relatively few inhabitants. Each resident had legal
access to the common pasturage and to any future divisions of
land from the huge blocs owned by the town. But as the number
of inhabitants increased, and as more and more distributions of
town land reduced the available source of unowned land, the per
capita supply of land began to shrink. Those inhabitants who
had a share in the common pasture and the common lands
sought to protect their control over further use and distributions
of such property. In town after town, a new rule was imposed:
outsiders had to purchase access to rights in the common prop-
erty from local inhabitants. The result was a new appreciation
of private ownership and private control of property, even among
men who had grown up in English communities that had used
the open field system of farming. The land hunger of New
England after 1650 created new incentives to gain and exercise

16. On the size of local town charities, see Stephen Foster, Their Solitary Way:
The Puritan Social Ethic in the First Century of Settlement in Naw England (New Haven,
Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1971), p. 137.
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and assign plots, thus creating opportunities for local political
dissension. Animals that wandered around the fenced land often
broke down unrepaired fencing between plots, getting into some-
one else’s crops. Tension here was continual.

Fencing inspectors were important officials in every town.
Conflicts over responsibility were endless. Without private plots
privately repaired, such conflicts were inevitable. In the early
decades of Massachusetts, no single public policy prevailed long.
First, the colony’s General Court — the chief legislative agency
— placed the responsibility for fencing on the local town; then it
placed the responsibility on the local individual citizen; next it
switched back to its original position of town control. The stat-
utes did not function well in practice. Different communities had
different problems, and the central government had difficulty in
dealing with all of them through the use of any single administra-
tive policy.!’

The Tragedy of the Commons

The problem facing every selectman in every New England
village was the tragedy of the commons, as the biologist Garrett
Hardin has called it. Each person who has access to the benefits
of public property for use in his own personal business has a
positive incentive to drain additional resources from the com-
mons, and he has a very low or even negative incentive to
restrain him. The cost of his actions are borne by all the “own-
ers,” while the benefits are strictly individual. One more cow or
sheep or goat grazing on the town commons will register no
noticeable increase in the communally assessed economic burden
which rests on any single individual. Yet such grazing is imme-
diately beneficial to the owner of the animal. High benefits, low
costs: “Each man is locked into a system that compels him to

17. William B. Weeden, Economic and Social History of New England, 1620-1789, 2
vols. (New York: Hillary House, [1890] 1963), I, pp. 59-60.
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increase his herd without limit—in a world that is limited.”!8

It is not surprising that selectmen would find themselves bur-
dened with endless disputes concerning the size of the local herds
and the proper — “fair” —assessments of the economic costs of
running those herds on the commons.

There is an answer to the tragedy of the commons, at least
where it is inexpensive to assign property rights. As C. R. Batten
has argued, the transfer of ownership from an amorphous com-
mon group to individual citizens provides an incentive to reduce
the demands made on the land. Private owners have to assess
both costs and benefits of any activity, seeing to it that costs do
not outrun benefits.!” By the end of the seventeenth century,
Puritan leaders —or at least leaders who were the descendants
of Puritans — reached a similar conclusion.

The Multiplication of Legislation

With each piece of legislation, another set of problems ap-
peared. First, only actual town commoners could run their ani-
mals in the common meadow or in the outlying common lands.
Only local residents could cut the trees. Later, the selectmen had
to impose limits on the number of cattle that could be run,
frequently on a “one cow per man” rule. Each man was assessed
a few shillings per year for this right. Some people brought in
horses; Boston banned them on Sundays. Sheep had to be super-
vised by a sheep herder. As more animals required full-time
supervision, towns hired herdsmen. To keep the cost-per-beast
low, each town resident was required by law to run his animal
with the herd. Cambridge, for example, imposed a fine of one
shilling on anyone whose cow was found on his land after 8 a.m.
Since the driver left at 6 a.m., anyone who had not yet delivered
his animal to the herd had to escort his cow to the driver, eating

18. Hardin, “The Tragedy of the Commons,” Science (13 Dec., 1968); reprinted
in Garrett de Bell (ed.), The Environmental Handbook (New York: Ballantine, 1970),
p. 37.

19. C. R. Batten, “The Tragedy of the Commons,” The Freeman (Oct. 1970).
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up scarce time. A similar law for goats was passed two years
later, in 1639.%° People naturally attempted to evade the law, and
by 1648 the revenues supporting the town’s herdsman were not
meeting his salary. Consequently, in typical interventionist fash-
ion, the selectmen decided to assess all men a certain amount,
whether or not they ran cattle on the commons.?! A similar rule
was established in Watertown in 1665, and the massive evasions
encouraged the selectmen to pass an even stiffer law in 1670.2

Corrected Over Time

The confusion reigned for decades. As the Watertown re-
cords report so eloquently, “there being many complaints made
concerning the disorderliness of cattle and swine and the multi-
tudes of sheep in the town, it was voted that the matter above
mentioned is left with the selectmen to consider something that
may tend to reformation and to present what they shall do to the
town to be confirmed.”?® Needless to say, the selectmen could
not do anything about it, any more than half a century of Puritan
town governments before them. The only solution was the distri-
bution of the commons to local inhabitants — the demise of the
commons.

Traditional patterns of life do not die out overnight. Men are
usually unwilling to change their way of life unless forced to do
so, either by economic circumstances or by direct political pres-
sure. The little town of Sudbury was a case in question. Its
inhabitants clung to the old English system of communal prop-
erty management. The access to the commons was restricted in
1655, and at least thirty younger men received no meadow
grants for their animals. They went out of the selectmen’s meet-
ing ready to fight. Fight they did, until the town was split. They

20. The Records of the Town of Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1630-1703 (1901), pp. 28, 39.
21. Ibid., p. 72.

22. Watertown Records (1894), I, pp. 92, 94-95.

23. Ibid., p. 142.






























Price Controls 25

England during the first half-century of its existence. Licensing,
municipality-enforced inspections, and self-policing by guild mem-
bers were all features of the medieval city and the New England
town. But the most common feature was a system of price and
wage controls.

Early Controls

Almost from the beginning, the colony of the Massachusetts
Bay Company placed controls on the wages of artisans. The
colony was begun in 1629; in 1630 a law was passed which
established wage ceilings for carpenters, joiners, bricklayers, saw-
yers, and thatchers.” Common laborers were limited to twelve
shillings a day, or six if meat and drink were provided by the
employer. Any artisan violating this statute was to be assessed
a ten shilling fine. The effect of these wage ceilings must have
presented itself almost immediately: an excess of demand for the
services of artisans over the available supply. Under such condi-
tions, it 1s always difficult to recruit labor. Within six months,
these wage ceilings were repealed, leaving wages “free and at
liberty as men shall reasonable agree.”® The implication was
clear enough, however: if men should again grow unreasonable,
the controls would be reimposed. They were.

The history of price and wage controls in New England is
an “on again, off again” affair. The year 1633 brought a new set
of regulations, a law which the magistrates saw fit to repeal in
1635.% The repeal was of a special nature, however. The civil
government imposed a general profit margin of 33 percent on
any goods sold retail in the colonies if the particular good was
imported. No imported good could therefore be sold for over 33
percent above the London price.'” The magistrates then inserted

7. Nathaniel B. Shurtleff (ed.), Records of the Governor and Company of the Massa-

chusetts Bay in New England, 5 vols. (Boston: William White, Commonwealth Printer,
1853), I, p. 74. [Cited hereafter as Mass. Col. Recs.]

8. Ibid., 1, p. 84.
9. Ibid., 1, pp. 104, 159-60.

10. Ibid., 1, pp. 159-60: the maximum rate was 4d/s, that is, 4 pence per shilling,
or 4/12, or 33 percent.
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the possibilities for profit. (It could be argued, of course, that the
emphasis on economic efficiency to the exclusion of everything
else 1s equally religious in impact, equally ethical.) What charac-
terizes most capitalist economies, on the other hand, is a system
of written, formal, predictable law that inhibits the decision-
making power of theocratic rulers or socialist bureaucrats and
planners. . A. Hayek concurs with Weber, and his Road to
Serfdom'? and especially The Constitution of Liberty'® are eloquent
defenses of the rule of formal law as the foundation of the free
society as well as the free market. What is essential to capitalism,
both Hayek and Weber agree, 1s legal predictability. Written law
1s important, though not absolutely essential. England, for exam-
ple, has resisted a formal written constitution for centuries, while
the Soviet Union has a nicely written constitution that is opera-
tionally impotent. Men need to know what to expect from the
civil government if they are to plan rationally and make eco-
nomic decisions effectively.

The magistrates, by assuming that the inherited medieval
concern about “ethical” pricing was the Christian approach to
economic affairs, necessarily created a dilemma for themselves
and the citizens of Massachusetts. How does one determine
what is a just price? What are the legitimate limits on economic
oppression? How is the individual bargainer to estimate whether
or not he is making an infraction against the “true intent of this
law”? What are the legitimate limits on state authority? Predic-
tion becomes exceedingly difficult, for the traders can never be
sure of how the magistrates —who were also the final court of
appeals — would estimate “the quality of the offense.”

Another problem was the establishment of the locus of author-
ity. Should the local civil government set prices in terms of local
conditions, or is the central government responsible? In October,
1636, the General Court of Massachusetts delegated the author-

12. Hayek, The Road to Serfdom (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1944).

13. Hayek, The Constitution of Liberty (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1960).
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depression lasted longer.3! The price controls of the seventeenth
century, however misguided, were a lot more sensible than those
of the twentieth century.

1675-76: The Turning Point

After 1650, there was a relaxation of economic controls,
especially price controls. (The controls on product quality and
guild output did continue, sporadically.) As the new shipping
trade expanded, the market expanded. This expansion of market
transactions, especially in the Boston vicinity, encouraged the
greater specialization of production, and hence encouraged greater
economic productivity. Furthermore, as more people entered the
markets, both as producers and buyers, the ability of individuals
to manipulate specific prices decreased. There was more compe-
tition, greater knowledge concerning alternative prices and sub-
stitutes, and more familiarity with trade. The price spread be-
tween producer and consumer naturally decreased as partici-
pants became more skilled in their transactions. Thus, the need
for specific legislation was reduced, as far as the magistrates
were concerned. Medieval just-price theory had always accepted
market pricing as valid, except in “uncommon” or emergency
conditions, and with the expansion of the free market came a
respite from political intervention into market pricing. The last
great outburst of intervention came in 1675-76, during the seri-
ous Indian uprising known as King Philip’s War.*? (At almost
exactly the same time, Virginia also suffered a major Indian
uprising.)®

People seldom hear of King Philip’s War today, yet in terms
of the percentage of Americans who died in any war, this was

31. The colonies did impose various kinds of trade restrictions, including embar-
goes, government monopsonies, and so forth, which undoubtedly prolonged the
depression.

32. Douglas E. Leach, Flintlock and Tomahawk: New England in King Philip’s War
(New York: Norton, 1966).

33. Wilcomb E. Washburn, The Governor and the Rebel: A History of Bacon’s
Rebellion in Virginia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1957), ch. 2.
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by far the worst. The Indians, led by their prince who was known
as King Philip by the whites, struck without warning up and
down the edge of the New England frontier. For almost a year
it looked as though they would triumph, or at least seriously
restrict European settlement in the area. Estimates of the loss of
life have ranged above ten percent of the total population of the
whites, unmatched by any other U.S. war. Thousands lost their
homes and fled to the urban areas of more populated towns.
Understandably, such population shifts put terrible burdens on
the New England economy. Outfitting the militia and paying the
salaries intensified the disruption, as men left their farms and
shops to join the armed forces.

Pastoral Pessimism

For years, Puritan preaching had become increasingly pessi-
mistic in approach. After 1660, the old theological optimism had
begun to fade, and a new sermon style appeared. Known today
as the “jeremiad,” these sermons warned the people against the
consequences of sin and the failure of the young generation to
join the churches as members (membership had always been a
minority affair in New England, but after 1660 i1t was even more
of a minority affair). Michael Wigglesworth’s famous poem, the
Day of Doom,3* and his less famous God’s Controversy with New
England,® became best-sellers in their day (the early 1660’s).
Pastors warned of God’s impending judgment; the old faith in
New England as a triumphant “city on a hill” appeared less and
less in their sermons. The Indian uprising seemed to confirm all
the dire prophecies of the ministers.

Rev. Increase Mather (who along with his son Cotton be-
came the most prolific writing team in American history) pressed
the General Court to pass a list of “Provoking Evils” that had
brought on the curse of the war. The “democratic” deputies

34. Reprinted in Harrison T. Meserole (ed.), Seventeenth-Century American Poetry
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1968), pp. 42-54.

35. Ibid., pp. 55-113.
















































32 Puritan Economic Experiments

original ideal of personal poverty was abandoned by certain
abbots and monks, and pressures for reform came from the
outside.?! This pattern prevailed right down into the sixteenth
century, when Henry VIII confiscated monastic property in the
name of a higher morality.

In 1632, it was one thing for Gov. John Winthrop to chal-
lenge Thomas Dudley with respect to the latter’s ostentation in
adorning his home with wainscoting (a wooden paneling on the
walls of a house). He had more justification, given Puritan
standards, for such an act, for it was, in his words, “the begin-
ning of a plantation.”?? Even so, it is not hard to understand
Dudley’s anger when Winthrop had the frame of his house
removed. Dudley —who was to alternate with Winthrop as the
Governor of Massachusetts Bay in the early years, and who
regarded himself as the stricter Puritan of the two — objected,
and Winthrop, in his own words, “acknowledged himself faulty”
in taking this responsibility on himself without having consulted
with other magistrates.?® But after half a century had elapsed,
we find ministers using the same old “wilderness condition”?*
argument — the spiritual wilderness analogous to the Israelites’
wanderings —in order to justify the intervention of the civil
government in community fashions. Sermons delivered in the
second generation of New England (1660-90) would dwell on the
graciousness of God in making New England into a fruitful land,
and a little later would revert to the older “wilderness” theme.
It is unlikely that any newly rich citizen of Boston or some

21. Cf. Dom Cuthbert Butler, Benedictine Monachism (2nd ed.; London: Long-
mans, Green & Co., 1924), pp. 150-55. St. Benedict was totally opposed to private
ownership among the monks: The Rule of St. Benedict (Westminster, Maryland:
Newman Press, 1952), pp. 85, 87, 127.

22. James K. Hosmer (ed.), Winthrop’s Journal: “History of New England,” 1630-
1649 (New York: Barnes & Noble, [1908] 1966), I, p. 77.

23. Ibid., 1, pp. 84-85.

24. Perry Miller, Errand Into the Wilderness (New York: Harper Torchbooks,
[1956] 1964), ch. 1; Peter N. Carroll, Puritanism and the Wilderness: The Intellectual
Significance of the New England Frontier, 1629-1700 (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1969).
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optimistic social climber would conclude that his, or his wife’s,
style of dress in some mysterious way constituted a grave devia-
tion from a hypothetical “wilderness standard” of clothing—
not in 1680, at least.

Unprecedented Mobility

The very success of the Puritans in overcoming the limita-
tions of a wilderness disrupted the accepted medieval tradition
of fixed or semi-fixed status distinctions. The rapidity of social
change and the fluidity of social mobility baffled Puritan minis-
ters. By medieval standards, the social mobility was unprece-
dented and incomprehensible. This was especially true of Bos-
ton, which was becoming the major port in the colonies. It was
a society in which a former indentured servant could become a
ship owner or a wealthy skilled craftsman. John Hull, one of the
most respected men in New England, and surely one of the
richest, had raised himself from very modest circumstances.?
How was a magistrate to determine someone’s social status,
except in cases of extreme poverty or wealth?

Social status became as much of a problem for the second
generation as the administration of a “just price” had been for
the first. It was an elusive quality, even as the just price had
been an elusive quantity, which refused to be catalogued or
defined in written legislation. Yet it seemed as though this very
elusiveness hypnotized Puritan preachers. They were certain that
a proper definition could be found, but the perverse changes
going on in New England society kept it concealed. In their eyes,
the evil lay with the overly fluid society and not with the lack of
rigor in the definition of status. Changes in fashion, imitation
by members of the lower classes of their social superiors, the
increasing affluence of the lower class as a class, this seemingly
perverse unwillingness of men to keep in their original stations
into which they had been born: here were signs of despair.

25. Samuel Eliot Morison, Builders of the Bay Company (Boston: Houghton Mif-
flin, 1930), ch. 5.
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Nor am I so severe, or morose, as to exclaim against this or that
fashion, provided it carry nothing of immodesty in it, or contrarily to
the rules of moral honesty. The civil custom of the place where we live
is that which we must regulate in this case. But when persons spend
more time in trimming their bodies than their souls. . . . When they
go beyond what their state and condition will allow, that they are
necessitated to run into debt, and neglect the works of mercy and
charity, or exact upon others in their dealings, that they may maintain
their port and garb; or when they exceed their rank and degree
(whereas one end of apparel is to distinguish and put a difference
between persons according to their places and conditions) and when
the sons and daughters of Sion are proud and haughty in their carriage
and attire in an humbling time, when the church is brought low,
Jerusalem and Judah are in a ruinous condition, and the LORD calls
to deep humiliation: This is very displeasing to God, and both Scrip-
ture and Reason condemn it.3?

Oakes was preaching to the magistrates of the colony, in a
1673 election sermon, an annual ritual that helped to bridge the
gap between church and state. But he did not go into specific
details concerning the nature of the required legislation — elec-
tion sermons almost never did —and so nothing was put into
operation.

Oakes had put most of the Puritan theologians’ opposition
to the flux of modern life into one lengthy exposition. Excessive
social change breaks down familiar communal standards, which
in turn are supposed to help preserve members of differing
classes in traditional occupations and in dress reflecting those
occupations. The hierarchy of medieval life—a hierarchy re-
flecting a great chain of being from God to Satan —was being
shattered by the winds of change. Men and women were increas-
ingly unwilling in the late seventeenth century to accept the
limitations of such arbitrary status concepts of the exercise of
their property rights.

What was “civil custom”? In a society which had grown from

32. Urian Oakes, New-England Pleaded With (1673), p. 34. An election sermon
delivered in Boston in May, 1673.
































