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     In An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States of America Charles A. Beard counters idealist theories of the writing of the U.S. Constitution and instead considers the document as a product of the elite colonial interests assembled at the Pennsylvania Convention of 1787.  He avoids treatment of Colonial elite as monolithic and instead recognizes a diversity of business interests that had a voice at the Constitutional debates.  In particular he writes in response to the tendency within American legal history to reify U.S. law as a natural sort of moral philosophy which proceeds from “some abstract stuff known as ‘justice,’” and instead explain its origins as a product of a particular historical circumstance (8-9).

     According to Beard’s taxonomy post-colonial America was comprised of five economic groups:  (1) the disenfranchised (women, children, propertyless men), (2) real property holders (small farmers and slaveholding planters), (3) those with personalty in money and public securities (creditors and treasury bill holders), (4) those with personalty in manufacture and shipping, and (5) Americans invested in Western lands.  While each of the latter four groups can be considered a part of the colonial elite, the nature of their unique property holdings could, and often did, set their interests at odds, even as they shared certain collected interests as elites.  Within this collected group Beard determines that personalty holders were the most powerful and that they were the primary engine of the movement to redraft (and ultimately discard) the Articles of Confederation. Their movtives were to create a national government that could provide naval protection for American commerce at sea, discharge its debt (in which they were personally invested), and prevent popular rebellion against the established financial order (Shay’s Rebellion immediately preceded the call to convention and Southern fears of slave revolt were widespread). 

    Beard presents two types of evidence in support of his thesis:  an examination of the economic interests of the delegates present at the Pennsylvania Convention and an analysis of the arguments for ratification presented in Federalist 10, which Beard judges to be representative of the interests and sentiments expressed in the Constitutional debates.   Toward the former he surveys the election laws of each state to show that property qualifications for office holders prevented non-elites from participation in the convention and, more compellingly, he considers the individual economic interests and associations of convention participants.  He concludes that 11 convention participants possessed personalty in mercantile manufacture and shipping, 24 had personalty in the form of money loaned at interest, and 14 members were invested in lands for speculation.

     Federalist 10, for Beard, offers of a theory of government that attempts to balance conflicting internal economic interests and to protect the minority property holders against the tyranny of the majority (i.e. popular rule).  Its language expresses, for Beard, a clarity of purpose reserved only for those surrounded by classes “so disenfranchised, they [elites] didn’t have to cloak their science in ‘policy garb’” (189-90).  It argued that “four great powers [be] conferred on the new government,” to lay taxes, raise a military, regulate interstate commerce and dispose of territory (176).  Beard interprets of these as economic powers, respectively to discharge the public debt, wage war in the event of aggressive commercial interference or competition from a foreign entity, moderate economic competition between the states and enforce the interstate contractual obligations of businessmen, and stabilize western land prices. 

     Similar to his economic analysis of the delegates at the Pennsylvania Convention, Beard considers the conflicting economic interests present in each individual state at the time of ratification.  He divides states into economic regions and concludes that opposition to the constitution existed uniformly in agricultural regions (by this he does not mean the agrarian South but rather agricultural regions within each state, Northern or Southern, peopled by small farmers).  The presence of a unified economic interest in regions that supported ratification is, for Beard, persuasive that the politics of the young nation were economically driven.  

     Beard further considers the process of ratification that lead to the creation of a new government (which he, judging the ratification as somewhat illegitimate, calls a near coup d’etat).  State legislatures were not, Beard claims, under the terms of their election, empowered to send delegates to redraft the nation’s governing document.  Further, irregularities were present in many of the state conventions called to debate ratification, including accusations of vote buying, questionable haste or delay in ratification, and the undermining of a popular vote by exclusionary voting laws (particularly those related to property possession).  Finally, he argues, those groups in support of ratification possessed an overwhelming advantage in the campaign to ratify in that the media and transportation infrastructures were more readily at their disposal.  The question of popular ratification is an important one as it gets at the heart of the American mythology surrounding the Constitution.  Traditional U.S. history casts the document as proceeding from the collective imagination and will of the people.  In contrast Beard concludes that the Constitution, ratified by not more than one-sixth of adult males and drafted by a cadre of elite businessmen, is an example of the successful mobilization of elites in the service of their own economic interests. 
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