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Early American historiography has sometimes suffered from a monochromatic focus on a small group of elites, as though George Washington and company invented a nation all by themselves. In Unruly Americans arid the Origins of the Constitution, Woody Holton adds color to the group portrait of the Founders, and the primary color on his palette is green-the color of money. To his neo-Progressive eye, the overriding motive of the constitutional Framers was "not to safeguard civil liberties" (p. xi), but rather to protect their own and the country's financial interests. Holton privileges the arguments and efforts of "ordinary farmers" who believed the recession that followed the Revolution could have been ended "without making the United States a less democratic country," as the Framers in fact made it (p. 17). It was they who forced upon the Framers a bill of rights, and if Americans todav are grateful for their civil liberties, it is those unruly folk who agitated for the first ten amendments we should thank, not the Framers (p. xi).

Though he works within the narrative first told in James Alien Smith's Spirit of American Government (1907), Holton manages to pour new wine into the old Progressive wineskins. Through careful archival research, he documents the contributions of previously unknown An ti federal ist farmers such as North Carolina's Herman Husband, and tavern keepers such as William Manning in Massachusetts, and Adonijah Mathews, James Madison's alter ego in Virginia. By so doing he broadens the historiographical picture beyond "the leading Anti-Federalists" (p. 274). Holton also corrects Charles Beard's simplistic and inaccurate characterization of the major Framers as exclusively creditors and bondholders. His book sheds new light on Abigail Adams and Madison, who, contrary to the conventional portraits of them, come off as a bond speculator and potential debtor, respectively. The work is divided into five sections: "The Great Debate," "Virtue and Vice," "Unruly Americans," "Reining In the Revolution," and "Esau's Bargain." Each section addresses in its own way this question: "what turned Founding Fathers as well as obscure farmers against the thirteen state legislatures" (p. 22)? An epilogue celebrates "The Underdog's Constitution" and balances the one-sided perspectives of the leading Federalists and Andfederalists during the constitutional period.

Throughout, Holton pulls no punches. Though it has a "sinister beauty," the Constitution's safeguards are "insidious," and a "slur" on the abilities of ordinary citizens. Historians who do not share his interpretation of the Framers' motives arc not merely mistaken; in "the damage they do American civic life" they are worse than ignorant (pp. 273, 278). The traditional account of the run-up to the Constitutional Convention promulgated by Bernard Bailyn has instilled in today's elite Americans "a breezy sense of political entitlement," while for "ordinary citizens" it has been "chipping away at their self-confidence" (pp. 16-17).

Intentionally absent is sustained engagement with the arguments oi the Federalists that the Constitution was itself a "bill of rights," as Hamilton put it in Federalist 84. Perhaps such engagement would be out of place in a book whose thesis is that the constitutional battles of the 178Os and early 179Os were not about securing rights; or perhaps readers can anticipate that kind of engagement in Holton's next, surely provocative, work.
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