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This paper proposes describing the American state in the nineteenth century as an associative-

developmental state—a bland but, I hope, edifying conjunction of two existing state-type 

concepts: the associative and the developmental. Let me hedge at the start and say this is an 

experimental synthesis to frame some exploratory research. I’ll proceed to first discuss why this 

conjunction is theoretically pertinent and then turn to a case study of how it might have worked. 

The case study and the rich archival sources behind it are really the heart of things, but as is 

traditional, one begins by abstracting all that away and generalizing wildly.  

 

1. Theory and literature review 

So let’s start with the associative. Political historians will probably be familiar with Ellis 

Hawley’s characterization of Herbert Hoover’s drive as Commerce Secretary in the 1920s to 

build an “associative state.”1 The idea was that the federal government would orchestrate 

economic activity, but not plan or administer it, by facilitating discussion and consensus among 

key players in a given business sector. Recently Brian Balogh has revived and pulled Hawley’s 

concept back into the nineteenth century, stressing the importance of public-private partnerships 

in American governance.2 This move resonates with William Novak’s influential efforts to 

explore the associational sphere as state-structured space rather than a Tocquevillian civic barrier 

to statist overreach.3 Novak’s collaborator, Stephen Sawyer, has developed the approach for 

 
1 Ellis W. Hawley, “Herbert Hoover, the Commerce Secretariat, and the Vision of an ‘Associative State,’ 1921-
1928,” Journal of American History 61 (June 1974): 116–40. 
2 Brian Balogh, A Government Out of Sight: The Mystery of National Authority in Nineteenth-Century America 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Brian Balogh, The Associational State: American Governance in 
the Twentieth Century (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015). 
3 William J. Novak, Stephen W. Sawyer, and James T. Sparrow, “Toward a History of the Democratic State,” 
Tocqueville Review 33 (December 29, 2012): 7–18; William J. Novak, “The Myth of the ‘Weak’ American State,” 
American Historical Review 113 (June 2008): 752–72; William J. Novak, The People’s Welfare: Law and 
Regulation in Nineteenth-Century America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996). 
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nineteenth-century France, the very avatar of the centralized statist regime.4 Similarly, Nicolas 

Barreyre and Claire Lemercier have recently argued that the French and American nineteenth-

century states were not opposite endpoints on a spectrum of centralization, but actually quite 

similar.5 There are two important takeaways for me here: first, US civic associations, contra 

Tocqueville (and possibly Gramsci), carried out governance functions in conjunction with rather 

than opposition to the state; second, as evidenced by new thinking about France, such a 

governance mode was perhaps particularly characteristic of state development in the nineteenth 

century. Hold that thought. 

 Now for the developmental. The idea of a developmental state usually refers to state-led, 

structural economic change in the twentieth century, especially in the East Asian “miracle” 

countries. The classic example is the Japanese Ministry of International Trade and Industry 

(MITI) which, as argued by Chalmers Johnson, fundamentally shaped Japan’s economic 

transformation from 1925 to 1975.6 The economists Alice Amsden, Robert Wade and Ha-Joon 

Chang, among others, tell compatible stories for South Korea and Taiwan.7 The East Asian 

studies pose an interesting challenge for American historians because they indicate that 

government action is needed to overcome a range of difficulties—from obtaining and mastering 

advanced technologies to generating investment in new industries—that make development, 

especially late development, difficult. Bureaucratic capacity is usually thought to be a necessary, 

if not sufficient, condition for such government action. But Weberian bureaucracy was notably 

lacking in a nineteenth-century American state constituted by geographic decentralization, 

functional disaggregation, and partisan patronage.8 It is precisely this condition that the 

 
4 Stephen W. Sawyer, “A Fiscal Revolution: Statecraft in France’s Early Third Republic,” The American Historical 
Review 121, no. 4 (October 1, 2016): 1141–66, https://doi.org/10.1093/ahr/121.4.1141; Stephen W. Sawyer, 
“Beyond Tocqueville’s Myth: Rethinking the Model of the American State,” in Boundaries of the State in U.S. 
History, ed. James T. Sparrow, William J. Novak, and Stephen W. Sawyer (University of Chicago Press, 2015), 57–
78. 
5 Nicolas Barreyre and Claire Lemercier, “The Unexceptional State: Rethinking the State in the Nineteenth Century 
(France, United States),” The American Historical Review, no. rhab195 (July 8, 2021), 
https://doi.org/10.1093/ahr/rhab195. 
6 Chalmers Johnson, MITI and the Japanese Miracle: The Growth of Industrial Policy, 1925-1975 (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 1982). 
7 For an overview, see Stephen Haggard, Developmental States (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018). 
8 The importance of “Weberianness” is especially emphasized in Peter B. Evans, Embedded Autonomy: States and 
Industrial Transformation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995); Peter Evans and Patrick Heller, “Human 
Development, State Transformation, and the Politics of the Developmental State,” The Oxford Handbook of 
Transformations of the State, June 1, 2015, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199691586.013.37. 
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associative state idea is meant to address. The developmental concept is still relevant, however, 

for reasons both economic and political. Let’s take these in turn. 

Economically, the US in the nineteenth century was playing catch up with Britain and, to 

a lesser extent, other Northwestern European countries when it came to development, defined 

here as structural transformation in which the sectoral composition of the economy shifts from 

agriculture toward industrial manufacturing, a move associated with rising total factor 

productivity. The US was clearly “behind” in this regard and did not equal the European leaders 

until the late nineteenth century. To the extent that industrial development is a matter of capital 

accumulation, it posed a problem of investment for a capital-deficient country like the 

postrevolutionary United States. According to Alexander Gerschenkron’s famous thesis, which 

the developmental state literature confirms in a general way, the greater the gap between leading 

and following countries the greater the role for the state in developmental investment.9 All else 

being equal, we would therefore expect the US to undertake some specifically developmental 

state policies, particularly in the first half of the nineteenth century and particularly geared 

toward investment in the largest and most technically challenging projects, which were primarily 

transport-related. This was indeed the case at the state and municipal levels.10 The national 

political economy was, ahem, problematic, as I will shortly elaborate on. 

 Investment or capital formation is important but not necessarily the most fundamental 

issue. Transportation infrastructure commercializes the economy but does not automatically 

industrialize it. Acquiring technology—initially as a series of transfers from more advanced 

countries and then through continuing innovation—is ultimately what development is about. The 

challenges are complex and continue to matter even after industrial catch-up has been achieved. 

The state must play a key role, though in what ways remains a question. Economic historians 

such as Naomi Lamoreaux, Kenneth Sokoloff and Zorina Khan, working in a broadly Northian 

institutional vein, have stressed the patent system, including the American move to certify 

patents by administrative examination, which reduced transaction costs for licensing and 

assignment, thereby facilitating inventors’ access to financial backing and encouraging their 

 
9 Alexander Gerschenkron, Economic Backwardness in Historical Perspective (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 
1962). 
10 the kind of stuff that was studied at great length by the so-called “commonwealth school” of historians mostly in 
the 1950s and 1960s (Goodrich, Handlins, Scheiber, early Hartz, etc). 
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specialization in inventive activity.11 Other scholars explore a wide range of more direct state or 

state-like interventions when it comes to everything from basic R&D to the commercialization of 

promising technologies. In my own recent book, Grassroots Leviathan: Agricultural Reform and 

the Rural North in the Slaveholding Republic, I show how American proponents of scientific 

agriculture gradually built up a huge social movement and lobbying apparatus that finally 

overcame slaveholder resistance to erect the foundations of the modern American agricultural 

state with the creation of the USDA and land-grant university system in 1862.12 These 

government agencies were hugely important developmental drivers from the latter nineteenth 

century on and certainly play a significant role in the history of American science and 

technology.13 By the 1880s, the USDA was an exemplar of “embedded autonomy,” the 

“apparently contradictory combination of corporate coherence and connectedness” that “provides 

the underlying structural basis for successful state involvement in industrial transformation.”14 

Meanwhile, the land-grant universities produced a steady stream of qualified officials and 

 
11 Naomi R. Lamoreaux and Kenneth L. Sokoloff, “Introduction: The Organization and Finance of Innovation in 
American History,” in Financing Innovation in the United States, 1870 to the Present, ed. Naomi R Lamoreaux and 
Kenneth L Sokoloff (MIT Press, 2007), 1–38; Naomi R. Lamoreaux and Kenneth L. Sokoloff, “Inventors, Firms, 
and the Market for Technology in the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries,” in Learning by Doing in 
Markets, Firms, and Countries, ed. Naomi R. Lamoreaux, Daniel M. G. Raff, and Peter Temin (University of 
Chicago Press, 1999), 19–60; B. Zorina Khan, The Democratization of Invention: Patents and Copyrights in 
American Economic Development, 1790-1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
12 Ariel Ron, Grassroots Leviathan: Agricultural Reform and the Rural North in the Slaveholding Republic 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2020). 
13 Alan L. Olmstead and Paul W. Rhode, Arresting Contagion: Science, Policy, and Conflicts over Animal Disease 
Control (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2015); Daniel P. Carpenter, The Forging of Bureaucratic 
Autonomy: Reputations, Networks, and Policy Innovation in Executive Agencies, 1862-1928 (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2001); A. Hunter Dupree, Science in the Federal Government: A History of Policies and Activities 
to 1940 (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1957); Adam D. Sheingate, The Rise of the Agricultural Welfare State: 
Institutions and Interest Group Power in the United States, France, and Japan (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2001); Kenneth Finegold and Theda Skocpol, State and Party in America’s New Deal (Madison: University 
of Wisconsin Press, 1995). 
14 Evans, Embedded Autonomy, 12. Though he does not use Evans’s term, Carpenter’s concept of “reputational 
networks” illustrates precisely Evans’s idea of embeddedness. The USDA was deeply embedded in a vast 
associational sphere that included everything from the Patrons of Husbandry to the American Farm Bureau 
Federation. See Ariel Ron, “Scientific Agriculture and the Agricultural State: Farmers, Capitalism, and Government 
in the Late Nineteenth Century,” Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 15 (July 2016): 294–309; Charles 
Postel, Equality: An American Dilemma, 1866-1896 (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2019); Gabriel N. 
Rosenberg, The 4-H Harvest: Sexuality and the State in Rural America (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015). 
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scientists whose shared educational background and commitment to the mythic ideals of 

American agriculture produced a distinct sense of esprit de corps.15 

 That’s the economic justification for thinking about the state as developmental. What’s 

the political? My basic idea here is that economic development affords a possible, but by no 

means certain, basis of political legitimacy in the modern era. The legitimacy stems from the 

connection that economic development makes between geopolitical power and rising living 

standards. The nineteenth century was a period of dynastic decline and rising nationalism. 

Charles Tilly explained a key reason for this: sprawling empires whose governance structures 

were based on administrative devolution coupled with rigidly elaborate social hierarchies lacked 

the economic dynamism for industrial transformation, but commercially-oriented city-states 

lacked the military power to protect their markets.16 In their place emerged territorial “national 

states” able to combine economic with military power.17  

 The politics of nationalism was an essential part of this shift, as illuminated by Ernest 

Gellner: capitalist economic dynamism required an institutional infrastructure of generalized 

systems of law, administration and education that necessarily privileged and normalized a 

specific language and its associated culture.18 Other nationalism scholars have shown how these 

tendencies were annealed by international competition and war. The result was that the 

transformation of the early modern subject into the late modern citizen was a transformation of 

an individual who was loyal but restricted (spatially, occupationally, expressively) into an 

individual who was rights-bearing and dynamic (i.e., formally free). And this tended strongly 

toward a re-founding of state power and legitimacy on the basis of national rather than dynastic 

principles, which is to say cultural rather than lineal affinities.19 But all this simply meant that the 

 
15 See, for instance, Roger L. Williams, Evan Pugh’s Penn State: America’s Model Agricultural College (University 
Park, PA: Penn State University Press, 2018); Roger L. Williams, Origins of Federal Support for Higher Education: 
George W. Atherton and the Land-Grant College Movement (Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010). 
16 Charles Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European States, AD 990-1992 (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1992). Also 
see Ronald Findlay and Kevin H. O’Rourke, Power and Plenty: Trade, War, and the World Economy in the Second 
Millennium (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007). 
17 Tilly carefully avoided calling these “nation-states,” arguing that nationalists’ claimed congruence between nation 
and state was mostly a fiction. This is true, but nationalist fictions nevertheless played and continue to play an 
important political function.  
18 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub., 2006). 
19 A process one might describe in part as a generalization of fictive kinship facilitated by Andersonian print 
capitalism—the key point is that the trick of balancing economic dynamism with sufficient political rootedness was 
best accomplished (empirically speaking) through nationalism. 
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state survived because the citizenry was perpetually engaged in dual-use technological 

development that raised average living standards together with military capacity. This was the 

basic deal that ensured enough domestic stability amid dynamic change to survive as an 

independent political entity in the global state system. It was why both aristocracy and unfree 

labor became increasingly problematic—they were too rigid and wasteful of human potential. It 

was also why ideas about equilibrating markets were so powerfully useful even to economic 

nationalists: they offered an explanation for how order could endure without direct command. 

Yet if the outlines of state success were recognized by reformers everywhere, practicable 

political formulas were far from guaranteed and differed dramatically from situation to situation.  

 This brings us back to the US’s aforementioned problematic national political economy. 

The Constitution consolidated enough centralized authority to form a viable national 

government, but it otherwise dispersed power through federalism and the separation of powers. 

Until the Civil War this remained a nonnegotiable necessity of welding together slave and free 

states. Consequently, even mild forms of centralized strategic developmental action—such as 

successively attempted by Federalists, National Republicans, and Whigs—failed politically. 

What did succeed at the national level was a settler-colonial state. Through territorial expansion, 

financialization of land, and agricultural development, the Jeffersonian-Jacksonian coalition 

linked high living standards to racial nationalism and enough military power was generated to 

defeat Indigenous confederacies while holding off European empires. This was fiscal-militarism 

modified for republican herrenvolk democracy by the monetization of land via bank credit, 

coupled with customs revenue ultimately generated by crop exports. Missing from this system, 

however, was development in the sense of structural transformation.  

 As an example, consider tariff protectionism, which in the antebellum period was indeed 

a developmental policy in the sense I’m talking about following the logic of the infant industries 

argument. Because customs duties were far and away the most important source of federal 

revenue, negotiations over tariff rates were hardwired into the very structure of national politics. 

In the North, free trade was a significant but clearly minority position. By contrast, a large 

majority of southern slaveholders opposed protectionism as inimical to their interests as 

agricultural staple exporters. A vociferous group among them took the further step of regarding 

protectionism as part of a northern plot to gain control of the federal government, enlarge its 
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powers, and attack the institution of slavery.20 Under these circumstances, the tariff became a 

highly divisive yet unavoidable issue and its advocates grew increasingly organized to press their 

case.21 Besides direct lobbying, they funded protectionist studies that gradually amassed a great 

amount of detailed information about foreign and domestic manufacturing and trade policy. By 

the time Republicans took control of the federal government during the Civil War, tariff policy 

experts were closely linked to business associations rather than to the federal bureaucracy. Thus, 

American federalism and sectional gridlock devolved governance not only to the states but to the 

associative sphere, particularly in the North where the combination of mass literacy and 

communications favored the proliferation of social organizations with their associated styles of 

action. 

 We are now in range of the associative-developmental state. Due to the limitations of the 

national political economy, associations came to play key developmental roles. It may also be the 

case that the nature of national governance requires associations to intermediate between state 

and society and that, furthermore, this was particularly true in the nineteenth-century transition 

from early to late modern modes of governance and developmental trajectories.  

 

2. Case Study: The American Institute of the City of New York 

To illustrate what I’m trying to get at, I want to dive into a case study of an important yet 

virtually unknown nineteenth-century organization called the American Institute of the City of 

New York (AI). The AI was founded in 1828 by supporters of John Quincy Adams’s presidency, 

the last to seriously attempt a coordinated program of national improvement from the center. The 

failure of that program and the success of the AI over the subsequent decades are indicative of 

the associative developmentalism I want to consider. The AI was intended as a kind of nexus of 

science, business and government—a space for combining invention, enterprise and policy 

advocacy to promote economic growth and transformation. It proved remarkably durable and, for 

a time, influential. I want to briefly discuss its institutional development in terms of political 

advocacy, economic functions, and organizational strategies.  

 
20 See, for instance, William W. Freehling, Prelude to Civil War: The Nullification Controversy in South Carolina, 
1816-1836 (New York: Harper & Row, 1966); Brian Schoen, The Fragile Fabric of Union: Cotton, Federal 
Politics, and the Global Origins of the Civil War (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009). 
21 Daniel Peart, Lobbyists and the Making of US Tariff Policy, 1816-1861 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2018). 
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 In its early years, the AI was tightly controlled by a relatively small group of New York 

City merchants and manufacturers invested in a diverse range of domestically-oriented 

industries. The Institute consistently advocated for a protectionist national policy by shaping the 

public agenda and direct lobbying. A consistent move was to collect data on trade policies and 

patterns in order to issue reports and craft a public message. In the 1820s and 1830s, for instance, 

it focused criticism on the auction and warehousing systems which, respectively, allowed British 

exporters to bypass domestic commission merchants in order to dump large volumes of cheap 

manufactures in the American market, and let importers store goods without paying customs 

until actual sales were made. In 1841 the AI orchestrated an ambitious campaign of “Home 

League” associations to generate public support for an upward tariff revision under the incoming 

Whig Congress. As Martin Öhman has recently argued, the simple fact that the AI established a 

durable and sophisticated lobbying platform in the antebellum era is significant, given the usual 

assumption that political parties were the only organizations that could consistently coordinate 

social interests with policy making at that time.22  

The AI undertook for itself a broader mandate than tariff making. It also worked directly 

in the economic sphere. Its corporate charter and bylaws defined its purpose as the 

encouragement of “domestic industry in this state and the United States, in Agriculture, 

Commerce, Manufactures and the Arts, and any improvements made therein,” a charge that 

effectively embraced the whole field of national economic development. It is notable that, at a 

time when what we now call the economy was conventionally spoken of in terms of the three 

“great branches” of agriculture, commerce and manufactures, the Institute designated “arts and 

sciences” as a distinct and coequal “department” of its operations (with the word “arts” here 

signifying craft and manufacturing, etymologically related to words like “artifice” and 

“artificer”). To this end, the Institute established a reference library centered on scientific and 

technical material, sponsored a “polytechnic association” and a “farmers’ club” as fora for 

 
22 Martin Öhman, “The American Institute and the Problem of Interest Group Mobilization in Antebellum United 
States,” Enterprise & Society 21, no. 4 (2020): 893–935; Peart, Lobbyists and the Making of US Tariff Policy, 1816-
1861, 135–36; Thomas McElrath, “Sketch of the Rise and Progress of the American Institute,” in Transactions of 
the American Institute of the City of New York for the Years 1860-61 (Albany: C. Van Benthuysen, 1861), 83–86; 
John A. Sidell and Committee of the American Institute, Facts for the Consideration of Ship-Builders, Ship-Owners, 
Seamen, Merchants, &c. Being an Examination of So Many of the Tariff Laws of the United States as Have Been 
Passed for Their Benefit (New York: Van Winkle and Osborn, 1828); American Institute [of the City of New York], 
Report on the Commercial Intercourse of the United States and Great Britain (New York: Jared W. Bell, 1844).  
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technical discussions, and appointed a “faculty” in the fields of “Analytical Chemistry,” 

“Mechanical Philosophy and Technology,” and “Natural Philosophy and Chemistry as applicable 

to the Useful Arts.”23 It carried on a robust series of exchanges with other scientific and 

developmental organizations at home and abroad. By the 1850s it seems also to have diversified 

its membership to include, in particular, more engineers.24 Much like the better-studied Franklin 

Institute of Philadelphia, the AI became a central node within a growing network of 

technologists, agriculturists and scientists who shared knowledge and most likely engaged in 

what Robert Allen has called “collective invention.”25 

By far the Institute’s main activity, however, was its annual fair, which quickly became 

the key to its organizational strategy. AI exhibitions were competitive public displays with an 

expressly motivational and didactic purpose premised on the Enlightenment theory of 

“emulation.”26 In a period when regional markets remained partially integrated at best, the fairs 

 
23 “Annual Report of the Library Committee of the American Institute for 1861, Transactions of the American 
Institute of the City of New York for the Years 1860-61 (Albany: C. Van Benthuysen, 1861), 22; Report of the 
American Institute of the City of New York for the Years 1863, ’64 (Albany: Comstock & Cassidy, 1864), vi; 
Charter and By-Laws of the American Institute of the City of New-York (New York: James Van Norden & Co., 
1845). 
24 An 1882 compilation of life members going back to the 1820s lists 1756 names with occupational data for 1659 of 
those. My analysis, which standardized the data using the (not entirely satisfactory) IPUMS 1880 occupational 
codes, shows an almost even breakdown among the meta-categories of trade, manufacturing and professional 
services, with engineers accounting for the single largest occupation among the latter, the vast majority joining the 
AI in the period from 1856 to 1872. 
25 Robert C. Allen, “Collective Invention,” Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization 4 (March 1983): 1–24; 
Alessandro Nuvolari, “Collective Invention during the British Industrial Revolution: The Case of the Cornish 
Pumping Engine,” Cambridge Journal of Economics 28, no. 3 (May 1, 2004): 347–63, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/cje/28.3.347. For technology networks and the Franklin Institute, see Philip Scranton, 
Endless Novelty: Specialty Production and American Industrialization, 1865-1925 (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1997), 60–65; Ross Thomson, Structures of Change in the Mechanical Age: Technological Innovation in the 
United States, 1790-1865 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009), 167–68, 182–83; David R. Meyer, 
Networked Machinists: High-Technology Industries in Antebellum America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2006), 115, 168. 
26 Often contrasted with mere ambition or jealousy, emulation was understood as a passion that harnessed individual 
initiative to the public good by motivating a kind of noble and collegial competition. As early as the seventeenth 
century, it came to be seen as a way to align citizens’ behavior with larger aims of state through the common pursuit 
of improvement. In this sense, the American Institute was operating within a kind of mercantilist-cameralist or 
neomercantilist tradition. See Sophus A. Reinert, Translating Empire: Emulation and the Origins of Political 
Economy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011); John Iverson, “Introduction to Forum on Emulation in 
France, 1750-1800,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 36 (Winter 2003): 219–23; John Shovelin, “Emulation in 
Eighteenth-Century French Economic Thought,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 36 (Winter 2003): 224–30; Nira 
Kaplan, “Virtuous Competition among Citizens: Emulation in Politics and Pedagogy during the French Revolution,” 
Eighteenth-Century Studies 36 (December 2003): 241–48; Eric Helleiner, The Neomercantilists: A Global 
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were intended as a “theater” that would simulate national market competition to accelerate 

improvement and educate visitors about the progress of American industry.27 The events proved 

immensely popular and quickly catapulted the Institute to prominence as they grew in scale and 

extravagance. In 1843, for instance, a “grand aquatic gala” thrilled crows with sailing races, a 

trial of new life boat designs, and the blowing up of a ship by a new Colt sub-marine battery. By 

1857 expenditures and receipts indicate that total attendance may have approached half a million, 

an astounding figure by the day’s standards.28 The exhibitions continued as major affairs after 

the Civil War, declining in importance only during the 1890s.  

The fairs provided the AI with public standing and revenue to establish a permanent 

headquarters to hold its library and host regular events, which further raised its standing. This 

position was powerfully reinforced in 1841 when it became an official member of New York’s 

state-supported system of agricultural societies. Besides modest subsidies for its exhibitions, the 

AI gained the substantial benefit of public printing of its hefty annual reports, which effectively 

gave it a quasi-official status.29 The AI fairs grew more farming-oriented and the Institute 

established ties to a succession of influential farm journals such as the American Agriculturist 

and the Working Farmer.30 It thus became an integral part of the agricultural reform movement 

 
Intellectual History (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2021). Jonathan Swift satirized the concept of emulation in “A 
Modest Proposal,” predicting “an honest emulation among the married women, which of them could bring the fattest 
child to the market.” 
27 This was a subtle developmental point. The executive committee that outlined the plan in 1828 shrewdly framed 
the fairs not only as a way to render New York City the “emporium of American manufactures,” but also as a lever 
of technical innovation that “would improve the quality the goods.” “Report to American Institute Proposing Annual 
Fairs” in Blunt, Speeches, Reviews, Reports, &c., 73. See also Niles’ Weekly Register 42 (18 Aug 1832): 440-441; 
47 (11 Oct 1834): 81; American Agriculturist 1 (Aug 1842): 129.  
28 “It is conceded by everyone,” the fair managers reported with evident satisfaction, “that the scene was never 
equaled, in magnificence, splendor, and success, by any exhibition within the waters of the United States.” American 
Institute Report on Agriculture 2 (1843): 103–104; 4 (1844): 18. See also the scrapbooks in Box 461, Records of the 
American Institute of the City of New York for the Encouragement of Science and Invention, NYHS; for 
contemporary reports on fair attendance and my own independent verification from manuscript records at the 
NYHS, see Ron, “Developing the Country,” Appendix C. 
29 See the subscription book for the American Institute’s annual transactions, a standalone volume in the Records of 
the American Institute, NYHS. Subscribers included major official bodies such as the Massachusetts Board of 
Agriculture and relatively informal farmers’ clubs from as near as Rockland County, New York and as far as 
Pleasant Prairie, Wisconsin, as well as similar organizations abroad. 
30 Fair managers reported in 1843 that “agricultural articles” had increased “tenfold” in the preceding few years. By 
1859, most of the prize money was going to agricultural categories, including implements and machines such as the 
celebrated Fawkes steam plow, which was awarded the extraordinary sum of $1,000. American Institute Report on 
Agriculture 2 (1843): 2; 3; Transactions of the American Institute of the City of New York (1859): 36–37. The 
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which, as I show in my book, ultimately created the agricultural development state manifested by 

the USDA and land grant universities.   

If the fairs undergirded the AI’s political influence, they also served its direct economic 

endeavors. Scale and spectacle drew in crowds and media coverage that made prize competitions 

valuable and multiplied exhibitors of goods.31 Such major events provided unique opportunities 

for interested parties to learn about the current state of American technology and to network with 

one another. On the one hand, this may have provided an ideal venue for “collective invention.” 

On the other hand, it may have helped link inventors with financial backers to move from 

technological innovation to commercial production, thus overcoming a classic developmental 

“coordination problem” through what Fred Block calls “business brokering.”32 The structure of 

much of the nineteenth-century American manufacturing sector made this function particularly 

important. Many new capital goods, especially in the key space of agricultural implements and 

machines, were manufactured on the basis of regional licensing agreements in which patent 

owners sold production rights for a specific geographical area. This provided a solution to the 

problem of uneven market access and the lack of capital accumulation, both of which limited the 

 
connection to the American Agriculturist is abundantly evident in early issues; see also Lewis F. Allen to William H. 
Seward, 16 Nov 1838, William Henry Seward Papers. The Working Farmer was edited by James J. Mapes, a 
“professor” in the AI “faculty” (it is unclear exactly what the faculty did) and the organizer of the AI’s long-running 
Farmers’ Club. 
31 The mingling of exhibitors and spectators, in turn, multiplied channels of information diffusion and networking. 
This was what it meant, as an orator at the 1846 exhibition put it, “to give publicity to the labors of the ingenious 
workman, to offer a proper stimulus and encouragement to the displays of agriculture and horticulture,” and thereby 
“to advance the discoveries in science and art, and to elevate every species of useful American enterprise,” all of 
which was especially important in a “new country”—that is, a developing one. Harman C. Westervelt, “Address 
Delivered Before the American Institute at Castle Garden, October 6th, 1846,” in Fifth Annual Report of the 
American Institute (Albany: C. Van Benthuysen & Co., 1847), 290. The whole effect was greatly amplified by the 
simultaneous rise of an expansive American press, headquartered in New York City, that extended the sphere of 
competition, distinction and improvement by circulating premium lists and winners. The AI especially benefitted 
from close connection to several perintionodicals, the most important of which was the immensely influential New 
York Tribune, whose publishers were prominent AI members. 
32 Fred Block, “Swimming Against the Current: The Rise of a Hidden Developmental State in the United States,” 
Politics & Society 36 (June 2008): 173. An 1859 orator put it like this: “How many poor and struggling inventors 
have found a first round in the ladder of success in the mere advertisement which a display of the fair afforded! 
Messieurs inventors and manufacturers! it is no small favor to have been introduced to twenty or thirty thousand 
people, from every American latitude, and by becoming part of the gossip of the day, to have next been trumpeted 
by the press throughout the length and breadth of the land.” A. Oakey Hall, “Anniversary Address, Before the 
American Institute, at Palace Garden, Oct. 29, 1859,” in Transactions of the American Institute, of the City or New 
York, for the Years 1859-60. (Albany: C. Van Benthuysen, 1860), 29. 
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size of manufacturing operations. It also meant that inventors could potentially access a national 

market for intellectual property even if individual manufacturers could not produce on a national 

scale. However, this required the two sides to a licensing agreement to find each other. The U.S. 

Patent Office facilitated the acquisition of patents, made basic information on existing patents 

readily available in widely-disseminated annual reports, and displayed patent models and designs 

in Washington, DC. A few specialized periodicals, such as Scientific American, provided 

additional information on select patented items. But there was a world of difference between a 

novel design and a saleable technology. Fairs provided a venue to test and exhibit the things 

themselves alongside competing designs. They may have stimulated innovation, technical 

improvement, and knowledge diffusion, while helping to solve a mundane bottleneck in the 

process of going from initial design to working prototype to commercial product.33 

At this point I’m most interested in exploring the hypotheses offered in the last 

paragraph. Economists and economic historians have had a lively debate over the merits of 

patents or prizes as incentives for innovation. My take on the AI is that it shows how these 

options, typically advanced as alternative policies, could work together. The details are there to 

be found in a vast and almost entirely unexplored archive that can be divided into three broad 

classifications: (1) a massive manuscript collection at the New York Historical Society, 

consisting of over four hundred boxes of internal organizational material that might be used, for 

instance, to trace how exhibitions interacted with patent assignments and licensing to advance 

commercial development; (2) the AI’s published materials, particularly its voluminous annual 

and special reports, which identify exhibitors at the fair, as well as document the organization’s 

 
33 Gordon M. Winder, “Before the Corporation and Mass Production: The Licensing Regime in the Manufacture of 
North American Harvesting Machinery, 1830-1910,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 85 
(September 1995): 521–52; Gordon M. Winder, “Building Trust and Managing Business over Distance: A 
Geography of Reaper Manufacturer D. S. Morgan’s Correspondence, 1867,” Economic Geography 77 (April 2001): 
115; Lamoreaux and Sokoloff, “Introduction,” 31. Economic historians have studies the effectiveness of prize 
competitions as compared to the patent system in generating innovations, producing mixed results. See B. Zorina 
Khan, Inventing Prizes: A Historical Perspective on Innovation Awards and Technology Policy (National Bureau of 
Economic Research, 2015); B. Zorina Khan, “Of Time and Space: Technological Spillovers among Patents and 
Unpatented Innovations during Early U.S. Industrialization,” Working Paper, Working Paper Series (National 
Bureau of Economic Research, December 2014), https://doi.org/10.3386/w20732; Petra Moser and Tom Nicholas, 
“Prizes, Publicity and Patents: Non-Monetary Awards as a Mechanism to Encourage Innovation,” Journal of 
Industrial Economics 61, no. 3 (September 2013): 763–88; Tom Nicholas, “Hybrid Innovation in Meiji, Japan,” 
International Economic Review 54, no. 2 (2013): 575–600; Petra Moser, “Patents and Innovation: Evidence from 
Economic History,” Journal of Economic Perspectives 27, no. 1 (2013): 23–44.  
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efforts to shape public knowledge and opinion; (3) ancillary materials on AI members gleaned 

from city directories, newspapers, and various other sources. For instance, a key figure was the 

New York attorney, Joseph Blunt, who left an extensive record of lectures and essays with which 

to construct a quite complete picture of the ideological commitments guiding the Institute’s first 

quarter century.   

To wrap this up rather summarily, the AI provided a multifaceted venue for addressing 

developmental problems up through at least the Civil War era. It also sought to advance 

development through politics, providing an organizational platform for building a developmental 

program. Having begun as an advocacy group for the second Adams administration’s economic 

agenda, the AI never abandoned its calls for the state to underwrite developmental goals. Its 

persistent lobbying, in common with like organizations, amounted to an associative state-

building that generated new capacities in the federal government and a distinctly American 

pattern of “state-society relations.” By the late 1860s, however, the AI seems to have begun 

running out of steam. On the one hand, the government adopted many of its policies and 

developed appropriate capabilities. On the other hand, more specialized business and trade 

associations arose to lobby more effectively, while the institutional matrix of technological 

innovation and commercialization had also grown much more robust. Much like the state 

agricultural societies that played such a key role in establishing the federal and state-level 

agricultural departments, the AI served too many functions in an era of organizational 

specialization and differentiation. Yet for many years it sustained a formula for bringing 

developmental interests together and rendering their efforts more effective.   

 

  


