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Konstantin Dierks

The editorial board of Time Magazine has been selecting a “Man
of the Year” since 1927; in 1969 it selected not an emblematic individual but a
symbolic social group, whom it called “The Middle Americans.” The choice
was an unusual one, yet the editorial board struggled less to justify the apt-
ness of its selection than to describe who comprised this nebulous group.
They were “defined as much by what they are notas by what they are.” *Mid-
dle Americans” were nor “the poor or the rich”; they were “a vast, unorgan-
ized fraternity bound together by a roughly similar way of secing things.”
How could such a shapeless social group come to personify an entire year in
the cultural life of an imperial nation in the thick of a war in Viet Nam and
a civil rights movement at home? “Middle Americans,” the magazine in-
toned, “physically and ideologically inhabit the battleground of change.” A
loose amalgam of racial but especially class identity, they seemed not a force
propelling change, so much as one reacting to it—reacting against every per-
ceived manifestation of turbulence in the 1960s, whether black militancy, for-
eign war, generational tension, rising taxes, or declining "morals.” Largely
sympathetic to their plight. the magazine granted "Middle Americans™ the
victim status for which they hungered.!

However ridiculous this instance of cultural swaddling may now seeim,
it nevertheless reminds us of a once-powerful analytic move: to conjure up
the cultural figure of the middle class and to locate it within a battleground
of historical change. No matter how shapeless in reality, the cultural figure of
the middle class was nevertheless commonly used for much of the twentieth
century to explain the march of historv. In the 19308, for instance, some
scholars sought to explain the rise of fascism in Italy and Nazism in Germany
through the bitter resentments of the middle class.” In the 1950s, both tri-
umphalist and cautionary scholars attributed the newfound global dominance
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of the United States to the predominance of its middle class.® Ironically, Time
Magazine in 1969 may have helped usher in a real decline of the middle class
in the United States,* although the concern herc is less with the relative
standing of the middle class than with the explanatory power it has becn, and
can be, accorded.

Refocusing on the eighteenth-century Anglophone Atlantic World, this
chapter seeks not to claim the origins of a middle class for that era, but in-
stead to interrogate contemporary understandings of the process of histori-
cal change in relation to the “middling sort.” In eighteenth-century print
culture circulating on both sides of the Anglophone Atlantic World, authors
of several new genres of technical literature (that is, literature that taught
skills) presented the “middling sort” as a cultural figure within an Atlantic
cconomy, an economy growing increasingly commercialized as well as reliant
on the practice of letter writing. Like scholars in the 1930s and again in the
1950s, and similar to the editorial board of Time Magazine in 1969, technical
authors of the early eighteenth century sought to explain not how change
had happened in the past, but how change was happening in the present. The
energies of the ever-shapcless middle class served as a means to clarify
broader historical transformations, whether the rise of Italian fascism in the
1930s, the rise of global dominance by the United States in the 1950s, the elec-
tion of President Richard Nixon in 1968, or the commercialization of an At-
lantic economy in the early eighteenth century. For watchful authors living in
all of these eras, historical change could not be explained without invoking
the middle class.

Yet this analytic move-—explaining an interval of historical change
through the energies of the middle class—no longer holds the sway it once
had. Since the 1980s, historians concerned with either class or capitalism have
encountered vigorous theoretical challenges that question the very concept
of class, never mind the existence of a middle class.® Class identity has been
especially charged with being too fissured by competing identities such as
gender and race to be of any analytic value in explaining historical change.®
(The fall of class analysis has meant the rise of race as the new central trope
of North American history since the 1980s.) One spirited defense of the con-
cept of class among Early Americanists has emanated from Seth Rockman,
who argued that it is impossible to explain the power relations of capitalism
without the concept of class. Still, he conceded that it is also impossible to ex-
plain such inequalitics solely through the concept of class, that is, without
using the concepts of race and gender as well. Rockman thus deftly sought to
move the triad of race, gender, and class away from an unproductive zero-
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sum game, a competition that the concept of class has been losing miserably,
so that the phenomenon of capitalism has too often been removed trom his-
torical scrutiny since the 1980s.”

This chapter proposes a different strategy for revivifying the concept of
class, one focused not, 3 la Rockman, on material structures of inequality, but
instead on discursive processes of historical explanation. One might account
for our variant strategies simply by our differing objects of analysis: the early
nineteenth-century working class in Rockiman’s case, the early eighteenth-
century middle class in mine. In both cases there has been another challenge
to class analysis, this one gentler because from the inside, questioning not the
concept of class itself, but the appropriate threshold for class conscinusness.
Some historians of the middle class raise the bar [or class consciousness high
and see voluntary associations or political organizations as the crucial indi-
cators.” Others set the bar lower and see cultural values and styles as funda-
mental to class formation.'” One lesson of this ongoing debate, though, is
that there was no single origin for the “middle class” in the Atlantic World.
Indeed a broad scholarly consensus grants that a middle strata of socicty has
existed in Europe since the twelfth century and in the North and South
Amcrican colonies since the sixteenth century. Yet the fuct of cconomic posi-
tion is inadequate to explain when, how, and why middle-class identity was
imagined to be a force driving historical change. The activation of class iden-
tity fluctuates over time—sometimes class identity is quiescent and goes un-
noticed, yet other times it becomes salient—as Time Magazine insisted in
1969, and as authors of technical literature urged in the early eighteenth cen-
tury. Modes of class identity likewise vary—sometimes cultural life, other
times political life may be the means to activate class identity. In this book.
the chapters by Andrew Schocket and Lawrence Peskin emphasize institution
building, for instance, whereas the chapters by Jennifer Goloboy and Susan
Branson stress the circulation of values. Hence, the most useful premise for
research would be to examine the varied historical specificity of class forma-
tion, rather than try to pinpoint a single theoretical template that purports
to explain class formation in all times and all places. Beyond this, however,
the ultimate goal is to interrogate those cras when class identity supposedly
inhabited a battleground of historical change—when the energies of the
middle class apparently drove a broader historical transtormation. In other
words, the ultimate analytic prize is not class formation in some real sense,
but the historical transformations that the activation of class identity was at
times imagined to propel.

Middle-class identity achieved a new plateau of cultural salience in the
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early eighteenth century in England and its North American colonies, as ar-
ticulated in several genres of technical books teaching the skills of arithmetic,
accounting, penmanship, law, business, spelling, and letter writing. In En-
gland the authors of this technical literature gave a sudden concerted atten-
tion to their social audience, while in the North American colonies such
books were avidly reprinted for the first time."" Both of these separate phe-
nomena deserve scrutiny for us to decipher the cultural mission animating
this efflorescence of technical literature on both sides of the Atlantic in the
early eighteenth century. The historian should not merely seek references to
a “middle class” in such technical literature because one would not expect the
construction of a “middle class” to be the explicit cultural project of thesc
books.!? Instead, most crucial was how the books represented social space,
cultural change, and personal agency. In addressing these dimensions of life,
did the books activate class identity or some other kind of identity? If it was
class identity, in what ways was it activated? Of highest priority is to histori-
cize the concept of agency, precisely because it can facilitate a sufficiently
flexible analysis that matches the variable activation of identities such as
class, gender, or race. Once we detach agency from a facile association with
free will or subaltern resistance, we can treat it as a set of both stated and un-
stated notions about possibilities and constraints for taking action in the
world. Then we can begin to give agency a history of its own."? Furthermore,
we can then decipher the cultural projects undertaken in the past that had
the effect of activating people in the middle stratum of society. If such proj-
ects were not explicitly about the formation of a “middle class,” what were
they actually about?

Keeping this conceptual framework in mind—notions of agency. and
activations of identity—can sharpen our analysis of the many new technical
books about arithmetic, accounting, penmanship, law, business, spelling, and
letter writing." Such books first became available in England in the mid-
sixteenth century, but it was in the late seventeenth century when the num-
ber of competing imprints began to multiply dramatically. In 1684, the
author of The Merchant’s Dayly Companion offered a historical explanation
to justify the publication of another new business manual, an explanation
hinging upon a new sense of modernity in the era. He detected, for instance,
a growing use of domestic and overseas postal service—"now so prodigiously
great” compared to “our Ancestors days™—as one of many signs of visible
change in English life necessitating the cultivation of technical expertise in
the writing of letters and the handling of documents.'® To many authors
mastery of technical skills did seem a matter of necessity in the face of a com-
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mercializing economy. “Whoever would be a Man ol Business, must be a
Man of Correspondence,” insisted the author of a business training manual
in 1716.'% Just as authors deemed technical skills such as letter writing as cru-
cial to the capacity of middling young men, so did thev deem business to be
crucial to the capacity of the English nation in the late seventeenth century.
“England is properly a Nation of Trade,” proclaimed an anonymous author
in 1684."7 For authors of a variety of technical books, these were the two in-
tertwined measures of English modernity by the carly eighteenth century: a
core workforce highly skilled in literacy and numeracy, and a nation lnghly
effective in both domestic and overseas trade.

Equally notable for technical authors was the fact that the social audi-
ence of their books moved from background to foreground. The titles of
these books might still mention a given technical skill, but increasingly thev
trumpeted the social audience seeking mastery of that skill—cspecially
clerks, scriveners, tradesmen, and the like. These occupations were strictly
male domains, as can be seen in titles such as The Young Man's Companion,”
The Young Secretary’s Guide," and The Instructor, or Young Man's Best Com
parion.’? At the confluence of so many genres, so many imprints, and so
many editions appearing in the late seventeenth and carly cighteenth cen-
turies was a concerted identification and activation of a loose strata in Ln-
glish and colonial Anglo-American society—middling young men. This did
not amount to an explicit rhetoric or comprehensive vision of the “middle
class™ per sc, but neither was 1t simply an inert position in the economic
structure. All this new technical literature 1ssued a call to identification, and
to action.

There was a mission spurring the call to action. What was new and en-
ergizing in the world was a social constituency of voung middling men find-
ing themselves newly involved in a commercializing economy (“Business in
Merchandize” and “Trade™), newly interacting with their social superiors
(“Persons of Quality™), newly investing in literacy and knowledge (“as well
Tradesmen, Farmers, Husbandmen, as Young Gentlemen, Ladies, and others,
that can Read and Write™), and newly included in the audience of technical
books (“all Ranks and Conditions of People™ and “all Capacities”1.”? This
aura of inclusiveness was extended to newly literate tradesmen and farmers,
but no thought was given to those men (and women) who were not literate,
rendering the cavalier language of universalism (“all”) more rhetorical than
real. The aim of these books was to absorb a strata of middling voung men
into a world of literacy and numeracy and business and decorum and duty,
a strata we could retrospectively label the lower middie class. For instance, a
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business manual from 1699 listed the following A-C trades: “apothecary, at-
torney, baker, barber, bayliff, brasicr, blacksmith, bricklayer, butcher, book-
binder, chyrugeon. carpenter, carrier, carver, chandler, cheesemonger,
clock-maker, cloothier, collier, coomb-maker, confectioner, cook, copper-
smith, coach-man, currier, cutler, cordwainer. . . .”** The list goes on and on
in this vein, sketching a social milieu weighted toward those in the service
rather than the patronage end of a commercializing economy.

Although addressed to middling young men, these books remained re-
markably preoccupied with the top of the social hierarchy. “In directing your
Letters you must be very wary,” one letter manual warned in 1713, “for a little
mistake may give disgust and spoil all, especially with those of the higher
Rank.”? In this obsession with the social elite, colonial imprints seemed the
most surreal. Even a colonial letter manual that claimed in 1748 to be “better
adapted to these American colonies, than any other Book of the like Kind”
nonetheless devoted several pages to detailed instructions on how to write
letters to rarefied “Persons of Quality”™: king and queen, prince and princess,
duke and duchess, marquis and marchioness, earl, viscount, baron, and their
consorts, knight and lady, mayor, justice of the peace, and esquire.** Of
course, the colonies contained almost none of such people who stood
perched at the apex of the social hierarchy in faraway England.”> Meanwhile,
colonial letter manuals offered almost no guidance on how to address people
lower down the social scale, the very kinds of people who did predominate
in the colonies. These manuals were certainly marketed to such middling
folk, aiming to benefit young men who would not mind identifying them-
selves as possessing “ordinary Learning & Capacity,” but they were designed
to guide such young men in their potential interactions with social superi-
ors.?® At the same time, colonial editors of English books treated horizontal
interactions with “Persons of other Ranks” with the same briskness and flip-
pancy as English authors: “you may dignifie them with Master or Mistress,
according as your Humour suits you.”*

So, this new technical literature of the late seventeenth and carly cigh-
teenth centuries did articulate an explicit cultural project—to help literate
young middling men pursuing service occupations to navigate a commer-
cializing economy and an elite social realm with which they were already in-
tersecting, but which was nonetheless new to them and thus fraught with
uncertainty. The books devoted many pages to the mastery of an array of
technical skills, but they offered no systematic image of how the economy
worked or what the social order looked like. Such a significant blind spot be-
trays the early and experimental moment of these books, which were reach-
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ing toward somecthing they did not fully apprehend or comprehend, indeed
reaching toward something that was still undergoing development in the
early cighteenth century-—a commercial Atlantic economy. The cultural mis-
sion was not to construct a complete “middle class™ per se, but it was clearly
to activate an identity that can only be interpreted as class identity. This is not

to say that other identity categories were not invoked-—gender cerrainly
was—but that such other identities did not carry the same burden of pur-
posefulness and activation that class identity did, at least in these genres of
technical literature, in the early eighteenth century® This mission was still
too inchoate to amount to a full-fledged cultural style or political program
which arce the thresholds of class formation favored by historians—Dbut it
would begin the process of identifving and activaling a social constituency
that would ultimately contribute mightily 1o the commenrcialization of the
cconomy in England and its North American colonies.”” Appreciating both
the energy and the uncertainty voiced in the technical literature enables us to
narrate the story of this commercialization not merely in terms of people’s
reaction to it. This reactive stance is often how historians narrate the “great
awakening” and “consumer revolution,” as unhappy or happy reactions to a
commercialized cconomy that already existed.™ [nstcad, we can move toward
narrating the carly eighteenth century in terms ol an intertwined process of
commercialization and consumerism, and in terms of the action (rather than
reaction) of people, even if those people did not know precisely what they
were generating, or what the outcome would eventually be.

However, we should avoid narrating history purely through the stated
purposes of people in the past. We also need to interrogate what people left
buried within assumption, myopia, or foreclosure. In this way, scholars can
discern not only stated cultural projects undertaken by people in the past,
but also unstated cultural work enacted by people even as they concentrated
their aims and energies on specific purposes. Indeed, that unstated cultural
work was crucial in providing the discursive framing around cultural proi-
ects, and it helps us register an image of the middling sort in the carly cigh-
teenth century standing innocently apart from any social disruption,
conflict, or inequality.

Tor all its filigree detail, the technical literature of the early eighteenth
century omitted much. The many technical books articulated a new in
between social space

a commercializing economy that lured voung mid

dling men some distance away {rom their families and communitics and into
contact with the social elite. The novelty and challenge of the situation came
not only from mastering technical skills, but also from an alertness to old
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imperatives of family duty as well as new imperatives of social decorum. For
instance, the 1748 edition of The American Instructor featured not only de-
tailed instructions about penmanship and accounting, but also sample letters
home from nephew 1o uncle and from brother to sister.’' Yet the technical
books portrayed no ambition for young middling men to emulate the social
elite, only to master protocols of deference whenever young middling men
interacted with the elite. The elite remained apart and above. At the same
time, almost no thought was given to the lower ranks of society, never mind
any effort to distance middling young men from them. The lower sort was
mostly unmentioned and invisible. In other words, the technical books artic-
ulated no sense either of social competition among middling young men, or
of social conflict with people higher or lower on the social scale. There were
no boundaries to be enforced or to be crossed.*” The higher ranks were se-
curely higher, the lower ranks were vaguely lower, and the middling ranks
would remain middling even after technical skills were mastered and a ser-
vice occupation was secured. All this placidity was certainly not the stated
cultural project of the technical books, but it was the cultural work they did
in the early cighteenth century—to leave both the fact and the principle of
social hierarchy unchallenged.

This image of social inertia connects, in turn, to a peculiar sense of cul-
tural change. The technical books voiced neither resentment toward former
disempowerment nor hope for future empowerment on behalf of young mid-
dling men. Instead, novelty and challenge came paradoxically from the
already-ness of the situation—{rom the immediacy of alrcady being involved
in a commercializing economy, already interacting with social superiors. al-
ready investing in literacy and knowledge. There was no sense of any dramatic
or pressing process of historical transformation, only of a vaguely new and
slightly unfamiliar circumstance that presented modest opportunities and
provoked mild anxieties. “In every thing be circumspect and cautious to
please,” the author of The Young Secretary’s Guide exhorted in 1713, “that you
may have your Expectations answered.”** Here and everywhere in the techni-
cal literature the stakes were made to seem relatively low, more episodic than
structural. In turn, no significant impact was expected from the actions of the
middling young men beyond occupying their economic niche, tending service
skills, satisfying family duty, and not offending their social superiors. Failure
to meet these expectations might cause them to lose their access to and place
in the commercializing economy, but the fortunes of that economy were not
dependent upon anyone’s individual mastery or any group’s collective partic-
ipation. Even if the young man might not personally “thrive in the World”
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(more rather low stakes), “Trade and Traffick”™ would apparently simply go on,
just as the social hicrarchy would apparently simply carry forward, both
somewhere safely beyond the scope of human intervention.™ This too was the
unstated cultural work done by the technical books—to activate young nid-
dling men, yet to make almost nothing in the world contingent upon their ac-
tivity—no success, no jeopardy, no harmony, and no contlict.

This image of historical inertia raises the vital question of personal
agency. The technical literature of the early cighteenth century encouraged
young middling men to step forward into a slightly mysterious social space
between family and social elite and to apply due skill, decorum, and duty, en-
abling them to fit into an already happening cultural change. Yet these steps
and actions were repeatedly presented as “necessary Expedients,” as a baseline
of expectation apart from any exercise of choice or expression of desire.*™ All
this talk of necessity entailed limited ambition, limited empowerment, and
limited impact. The books afforded young middling men the prospect of new
technical skills, but not any claim to effective power over others. They al-
forded social access, but not any claim to authority. They afforded protocols
of deference, but not any claim to social superiority. Morcover, they afforded
self-improvement, but not any claim to benefiting society. Indeed, this set of
limited effects amounted to a cultural premium upon “agency™ rather than
“power.” The distinction between these two concepts is critical—"agency” in-
volves an ability alongside an imperative to accomplish personal goals in the
world, without thought to broader dynamics of domination or resistance in
society, the purview of “power.” This, then, was more unstated cultural work
done by the technical literature, so that the activation of class identity in the
early eighteenth century was enacted through an attention to horizontal so-
cial linkages, not vertical conflicts; an attention to cultural participation, not
transformation; and an attention to limited agency, not arrant instrumental
power. It would be a privilege of the middle class-—in contrast to people we
might consider subaltern—to become activated without a perception that
any power was at stake in their ambitions or endeavors. All this did not
amount to a bartleground of historical change, vet voung middling men re-
mained the key cultural iigures represented in the new technical literature of
the early eighteenth century. In advancing an image of a commercializing At-
lantic economy, the authors of the new technical books at the same time de-
picted the transformation of the economy as ecrily without social disruption,
contlict, or inequality.

Furthermore, it would be the good fortune ol the middle class ulti-
mately to effect far more than it would aim for, at least in this carly moment
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of the eighteenth century. Looking forward from the appearance of the first
new breed of technical books in England in the 1680s, vast material conse-
quences had increasingly pervaded everyday life on both sides of the Atlantic
by the 1760s. These included attending and staffing innumerable schools;
making, selling, and buying books, stationery supplies, and desks; and inces-
sant writing, conveying, and reading letters, manuscripts, and documents,
The components of that material culture extended beyond the Atlantic
World to a global economy. Unknown to consumers, writing quills, for in-
stance, could come to North America all the way from Germany or Hudson
Bay; writing ink included ingredients from Syria and Sudan: sealing wax de-
rived from shellac from India.*® The technical literature not only promoted a
new and distinctive cultural and social thrust for middling young men but
also contributed to a new and decisive historical juncture in the formation of
a thickening consumer culture and communications infrastructure in the
early eighteenth century.’” Middling young men noted opportunities and
cultivated them: they stepped some way into social spaces; they embraced a
measure of cultural change; they claimed a bit of personal agency; they rein-
forced the social hierarchy. Above all, they commercialized the transatlantic
economy, not only staffing but also patronizing an array of business services.
The ranks of the middling sort filled up with new occupations, the commer-
cial landscape filled up with new businesses (schools, printshops, bookshops,
paper mills, furniture shops, post offices, and so forth), and households and
workplaces filled up with new consumer goods, in both England and the
colonies in the first half of the cighteenth century.

All this activity in print, commercial, and consumer culture comprised
an interval in the history of a middle class marked by an increasingly pur-
poseful economic and cultural life, if not political consciousness. Yet all of
this historical change emanated from only one cultural domain—technical
books related to epistolary culture and the management of documents—
where class identity seemed to become salient and activated in the early eigh-
teenth century. There were many other domains of life in the Atlantic World
where class identity was not so salient in this same era.”® However, some no-
tion of personal agency is always embedded in whatever identity category
may be salient, which testifies to the utility of agency as an analytic concept
across identity categories. Were there commonalities, then, across cultural
domains? Was the primacy of personal agency and social participation—as
opposed to instrumental power and domination—unique to the arena of let-
ter writing, or unique to class identity, or unique to the middle class, or
unique to the eighteenth century?
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Chapter 8. Business Friendships and Individualisnt in a Mercantile Class of
Citizens in Charleston

I thank the organizers and other attendees of the Class and Clas< Struggle con-
ference for the comments on this chapter. 1 alzo appreciate the assistance of mv fam-
ily—particularly my son, Matthew Sigmond, who was the smallest conterence
participant.

1. Charles Machin Memoir, William L. Clements Library, University of Michi
gan. | silently modernized the punctuation in this quote.

2. By “merchant,” I mean an individual engaged in international trade, ¢ither on
his own account or on commission. Since these men were often extremely maobile, |
include letters dating from before and after their sojourns in Charlesten. I the mem-
oir previously cited, for example, Machin was based in Savannah during the incident
in question, and only later did he move to work in Charleston, where he was nearly
immediately imprisoned for debt. This chapter relies primarily on letters written by
and to merchants based in Charleston from 1763 to 1833, For a complete biblingraphy,
see Jennifer Lee Goloboy, *‘Success to ‘Trade’: Charleston’s Merchants in the Revolu-
tionary Era” (Ph.D. diss., HMarvard University, 20035, 191--¢7. This chapter draws from
arguments, evidence, and language in my dissertation.



