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N its broad outlines Louis Hacker's
"The Triumph of American Capitalism" will not seem an earthshaking document to those who have
long accepted the role of economics
in human affairs. Its thesis is the familiar Beardean thesis; t h a t the United
States was born in revolt against economic oppression by the British mercantile state; and that it reached industrial maturity because of the "second American Revolution" t h a t was
the Civil War. Mr. Hacker keeps a
diligent eye upon class forces; like his
Marxist cousins, he sees the state as
the instrument of dominating economic power, and history, for him, is preeminently the "history of class struggles."
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So much being true, the reader who
is tired of an old story might be expected to toss Mr. Hacker aside with
a contemptuous "I've read my Beard."
But any such reader would be making
the mistake of a lifetime. For "The
Triumph of American Capitalism" is
a remarkable document—and it is the
more remarkable in that Mr. Hacker,
once a professed Marxist, here turns
the critical instruments of Marxism
against all the old familiar Marxist
assumptions about America.
It is a prime tenet of Marxism, of
•course, that there are no "exceptional"
nations: all countries must go through
the same dialectical development from
primitive capitalism to socialism, with
the "proletariat" serving everywhere
in the role of messiah and organizer
of the final "classless" stage. There
will be differences in tempo, of course;
but no matter, the end must be identical in spite of special mitigating circumstances. Since he has called himself a Marxist in the past, I suppose
that Mr. Hacker once believed this;
but in "The Triumph of American
Capitalism," although he plugs the
class analysis with almost wearying
zest, he now flatly asserts that "the
American tradition"—a compound of
the Enlightenment, the American Revolution, Jeffersonianism, Old Radical
Hepublicanism, and P o p u l i s m — w i l l
make the coming American "State
capitalism" a rich and democratic
thing. No Stalin-Hitler tyranny, no
"dictatorship of the proletariat," here:
free speech, a free associationaZ life,
equality before the law, and, finally,
the right to challenge oppressive pub-
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Xouis Hacker has a double thesis.

lie authority, are all with us to stay.
Such a bold statement that mindstuff can triumph over economic organization comes strangely from an
historian of Marxian parentage. Several years ago Mr. Hacker told me
that he was tired of the continual
harping on one note of the Frederick
Jackson Turner school of historians,
all of whom ascribed the peculiar contour of American history to the fact
of the open frontier. European capital, said Mr. Hacker, had had just
as much to do with American development; for hadn't English and Dutch
money built the railroads that tied
the frontier in with European and
world capitalism? And if we were always thus an integral part of world
capitalism, how could our bourgeois
democracy resist the march of the
Marxian dialectic? The dialectic had
triumphed in Russia, another country
which had borne a colonial relationship to western Europe; and if Russia
succumbed, why not the United States ?
If you are an orthodox Marxist,
there can be only one answer to this
question. But Mr. Hacker is more honest than orthodox. In the course of
writing "The Triumph of American
Capitalism" he discovered his earlier
thesis about United States dependence
on European capital to be almost
wholly fallacious. It was true that
English money built some of our railroads, notably the Illinois Central; but
the great post-Civil War industrial
aggregates—Carnegie Steel, Rockefeller's oil company, the Union and Southe m Pacific railroads—were all conjured out of American air so far as
the financing went. The big industrial
figures of the American nineteenth

century all began as poor boys: Eli
Whitney, Cyrus McCormick, Philip D.
Armour, Andrew Carnegie, John D.
Rockefeller, Henry Clay Frick, and
John W. Gates all made their fortunes
without recourse to the money markets of Amsterdam or London. In Russia conditions were exactly the opposite : Russian industry was dependent
on loans from western Europe, and
the Russian middle class was, therefore, a weak, wavering class with no
bone-deep interest in freedom, in selfreliance, and in inventiveness.
Mr. Hacker's double thesis, then, is
that the United States has reached industrial maturity independently of the
course of events in western Europe,
and that somehow the atmosphere of
freedom engendered by such economic
levitation will carry over into the State
capitalism that is even now upon us.
We are, so to speak, happy prisoners
of our verbal reflexes: simply because
we have been taught to respond to
the phrases of "liberty," "equality,"
and "freedom," we are safe no matter
what the economic form of the future.
Such a conclusion is inspirational,
and—assuming that we are to have
the Scandinavian type of State capitalism, not the Russian or the German type—I believe it to be true. But
Mr. Hacker fails to draw an inference
from his findings that should, I think,
be stressed. If the United States could
grow so great merely by tending to
its knitting and matching its men with
its land and its metals, why the hullabaloo in certain quarters about our
dependence on the fate of world finance? We got along—indeed, we owe
our very freedom—to the fact that,
unlike Russia, China, or Mexico, we
did not depend on international money
markets. Today we are urged to accept our "responsibilities" as a world
banker. But if international borrowing, on Mr. Hacker's showing, leads
either to slavery or repudiation, then
doesn't it follow that international
lending makes the banker responsible
for the slavery of other nations?
Mr. Hacker's book is in no sense an
isolationist document; and elsewhere
he has written that the United States
must take the imperialist road of nineteenth century Britain. But if he has
proved that an undeveloped
nation
can thrive without importing capital,
maybe it can be proved t h a t a developed nation is not dependent for internal prosperity on the export of capital. If one p a r t of the Marxian thesis
is wrong, then maybe the other part
is wrong, too. What about it, Mr.
Hacker ?
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