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C A M E O

Richard T. Ely
Paladin of the

Welfare-Warfare State
—————— ✦   ——————

MURRAY N. ROTHBARD

During the 1880s and 1890s, bright young graduate students in history and
the social sciences went to Germany, the home of the Ph.D. degree, to obtain
their doctorates. Almost to a man, they returned to the United States to

teach in colleges and in the newly created graduate schools, imbued with the excite-
ment of the “new” economics and political science. It was a “new” social science that
lauded the German and Bismarckian development of a powerful welfare-warfare State,
a State seemingly above all social classes, that fused the nation into an integrated and
allegedly harmonious whole. The new society and polity were to be run by a powerful
central government, cartelizing, dictating, arbitrating, and controlling, thereby elimi-
nating competitive laissez-faire capitalism on the one hand and the threat of proletar-
ian socialism on the other. And at or near the head of the new dispensation was to be
the new breed of intellectuals, technocrats, and planners, directing, staffing, propagan-
dizing, and “selflessly” promoting the common good while ruling and lording over the
rest of society. In short, doing well by doing good. To the new breed of progressive
and statist intellectuals in America, this was a heady vision indeed.

Richard T. Ely, virtually the founder of this new breed, was the leading progres-
sive economist and also the teacher of most of the others. As an ardent postmillennial-
ist pietist, Ely was convinced that he was serving God and Christ as well. Like so many
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pietists, Ely was born (in 1854) of solid Yankee and old Puritan stock, again in the
midst of the fanatical Burned-Over District of western New York. Ely’s father, Ezra,
was an extreme Sabbatarian, preventing his family from playing games or reading
books on Sunday, and so ardent a prohibitionist that, even though an impoverished,
marginal farmer, he refused to grow barley, a crop uniquely suitable to his soil, because
it would have been used to make that monstrously sinful product, beer. (For a useful
biography of Ely, see Rader 1966.) Having been graduated from Columbia College in
1876, Ely went to Germany and received his Ph.D. from Heidelberg in 1879. In sev-
eral decades of teaching at Johns Hopkins and then at Wisconsin, the energetic and
empire-building Ely became enormously influential in American thought and politics.
At Johns Hopkins he turned out a gallery of influential students and statist disciples
in all fields of the social sciences as well as economics. These disciples were headed by
the prounion institutionalist economist John R. Commons, and included the social-
control sociologists Edward Alsworth Ross and Albion W. Small; John H. Finlay, pres-
ident of City College of New York; Dr. Albert Shaw, editor of the Review of Reviews
and influential adviser and theoretician to Theodore Roosevelt; the municipal reformer
Frederick C. Howe; and the historians Frederick Jackson Turner and J. Franklin Jame-
son. Newton D. Baker was trained by Ely at Hopkins, and Woodrow Wilson was also
his student there, although there is no direct evidence of intellectual influence.

In the mid-1880s, Richard Ely founded the American Economic Association
(AEA) in a conscious attempt to commit the economics profession to statism as against
the older laissez-faire economists grouped in the Political Economy Club. Ely contin-
ued as secretary-treasurer of the AEA for seven years, until his reformer allies decided
to weaken the association’s commitment to statism in order to induce the laissez-faire
economists to join the organization. At that point. Ely, in high dudgeon, left the AEA.

At Wisconsin in 1892, Ely formed a new School of Economics, Political Science,
and History, surrounded himself with former students, and gave birth to the Wiscon-
sin Idea, which, with the help of John Commons, succeeded in passing a host of pro-
gressive measures for government regulation in Wisconsin. Ely and the others formed
an unofficial but powerful brain trust for the progressive regime of Wisconsin Gover-
nor Robert M. La Follette, who got his start in Wisconsin politics as an advocate of
prohibition. Though never a classroom student of Ely’s, La Follette always referred to
Ely as his teacher and as the molder of the Wisconsin Idea. And Theodore Roosevelt
once declared that Ely “first introduced me to radicalism in economics and then made
me sane in my radicalism” (qtd. in Fine 1956, 239–40).

Ely was also one of the most prominent postmillennialist intellectuals of the era.
He fervently believed that the State is God’s chosen instrument for reforming and
Christianizing the social order so that eventually Jesus would arrive and put an end to
history. The State, declared Ely, “is religious in its essence,” and, furthermore, “God
works through the State in carrying out His purposes more universally than through
any other institution” (qtd. in Fine 1956, 180–81). The task of the church is to guide
the State and utilize it in these needed reforms.
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An inveterate activist and organizer, Ely was prominent in the evangelical Chau-
tauqua movement, and he founded there the “Christian Sociology” summer school,
which infused the influential Chautauqua operation with the concepts and the per-
sonnel of the Social Gospel movement. Ely was a friend and close associate of Social
Gospel leaders Reverends Washington Gladden, Walter Rauschenbusch, and Josiah
Strong. With Strong and Commons, Ely organized the Institute of Christian Sociol-
ogy. Ely also founded and became the secretary of the Christian Social Union of the
Episcopal Church, along with Christian Socialist W. D. P. Bliss.

All of these activities were infused with postmillennial statism. Thus, the Insti-
tute of Christian Sociology was pledged to present God’s “kingdom as the complete
ideal of human society to be realized on earth.” Moreover,

Ely viewed the state as the greatest redemptive force in society. . . . In
Ely’s eyes, government was the God-given instrument through which we
had to work. Its preeminence as a divine instrument was based on the
post-Reformation abolition of the division between the sacred and the sec-
ular and on the State’s power to implement ethical solutions to public
problems. The same identification of sacred and secular which took place
among liberal clergy enabled Ely to both divinize the state and socialize
Christianity: he thought of government as God’s main instrument of
redemption. (Quandt 1973, 402–3)

When war came, Richard Ely was for some reason (perhaps because he was in his
sixties) left out of the excitement of war work and economic planning in Washington.
He bitterly regretted that “I have not had a more active part than I have had in this
greatest war in the world’s history” (qtd. in Gruber 1975, 114). But Ely made up for
his lack as best he could; virtually from the start of the European war, he whooped it
up for militarism, war, the “discipline” of conscription, and the suppression of dissent
and “disloyalty” at home. A lifelong militarist, Ely had tried to volunteer for war serv-
ice in the Spanish-American War, had called for the suppression of the Philippine
insurrection, and was particularly eager for conscription and for forced labor for
“loafers” during World War I. By 1915 Ely was agitating for immediate compulsory
military service, and the following year he joined the ardently prowar and heavily big
business–influenced National Security League, where he called for the liberation of
the German people from “autocracy” (Rader 1966, 181–91). In advocating con-
scription, Ely was neatly able to combine moral, economic, and prohibitionist argu-
ments for the draft: “The moral effect of taking boys off street corners and out of
saloons and drilling them is excellent, and the economic effects are likewise benefi-
cial.” Indeed, conscription for Ely served almost as a panacea for all ills. So enthusias-
tic was he about the World War I experience that Ely again prescribed his favorite
cure-all to alleviate the 1929 depression. He proposed a permanent peacetime “indus-
trial army” engaged in public works and manned by conscripting youth for strenuous
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physical labor. This conscription would instill into America’s youth the essential “mil-
itary ideals of hardihood and discipline,” a discipline once provided by life on the farm
but unavailable to the bulk of the populace now growing up in the effete cities. This
small, standing conscript army could then speedily absorb the unemployed during
depressions. Under the command of “an economic general staff,” the industrial army
would “go to work to relieve distress with all the vigor and resources of brain and
brawn that we employed in the World War” (qtd. in Dorfman 1949, 671).

Deprived of a position in Washington, Ely made the stamping out of “disloyalty”
at home his major contribution to the war effort. He called for the total suspension of
academic freedom for the duration. Any professor, he declared, who stated “opinions
which hinder us in this awful struggle” should be “fired” if not indeed “shot.” The
particular focus of Ely’s formidable energy was a zealous campaign to try to get his old
ally in Wisconsin politics, Robert M. La Follette, expelled from the U.S. Senate for
continuing to oppose America’s participation in the war. Ely declared that his “blood
boils” at La Follette’s “treason” and attacks on war profiteering. Throwing himself
into the battle, Ely founded and became president of the Madison chapter of the Wis-
consin Loyalty Legion and mounted a campaign to expel La Follette (Rader 1966,
183 ff.). The campaign was meant to mobilize the Wisconsin faculty and to support
the ultrapatriotic and ultrahawkish activities of Theodore Roosevelt. Ely wrote to TR
that “we must crush La Follettism.” In his unremitting campaign against the Wiscon-
sin Senator, Ely thundered that La Follette “has been of more help to the Kaiser than
a quarter of a million troops” (qtd. in Gruber 1975, 207). Empiricism rampant.

The faculty of the University of Wisconsin was stung by charges throughout the
state and the country that its failure to denounce La Follette was proof that the uni-
versity—long affiliated with La Follette in state politics—supported his disloyal anti-
war policies. Prodded by Ely, Commons, and others, the university’s War Committee
drew up and circulated a petition, signed by the university president, all the deans, and
over 90 percent of the faculty, that provided one of the more striking examples in
United States history of academic truckling to the State apparatus. None too subtly
using the constitutional verbiage for treason, the petition protested “against those
utterances and actions of Senator La Follette which have given aid and comfort to
Germany and her allies in the present war; we deplore his failure loyally to support the
government in the prosecution of the war” (ibid.)

Behind the scenes, Ely tried his best to mobilize America’s historians against La
Follette, to demonstrate that he had given aid and comfort to the enemy. Ely was able
to enlist the services of the National Board of Historical Service, the propaganda
agency established by professional historians for the duration of the war, and of the
government’s own propaganda arm, the Committee on Public Information. Warning
that the effort must remain secret, Ely mobilized historians under the aegis of these
organizations to research German and Austrian newspapers and journals to try to
build a record of La Follette’s alleged influence, “indicating the encouragement he
has given Germany.” The historian E. Merton Coulter revealed the objective spirit
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animating these researches: “I understand it is to be an unbiased and candid account
of the Senator’s �La Follette’s� course and its effect—but we all know it can lead but
to one conclusion—something little short of treason” (qtd. in Gruber 1975, 208).

Professor Carol Gruber well notes that this campaign to get La Follette was “a
remarkable example of the uses of scholarship for espionage. It was a far cry from the
disinterested search for truth for a group of professors to mobilize a secret research
campaign to find ammunition to destroy the political career of a United States sena-
tor who did not share their view of the war” (1975, 209–10). In any event, no evi-
dence was turned up, the movement failed, and the Wisconsin professoriat began to
move away in distrust from the Loyalty Legion.

After the menace of the Kaiser had been extirpated, the Armistice found Profes-
sor Ely, along with his compatriots in the National Security League, ready to segue
into the next round of patriotic repression. During Ely’s anti–La Follette research
campaign he had urged investigation of “the kind of influence which he �La Follette�

has exerted against our country in Russia.” Ely pointed out that modem “democracy”
requires a “high degree of conformity” and that therefore the “most serious menace”
of Bolshevism, which Ely depicted as “social disease germs,” must be fought “with
repressive measures.”

By 1924, however, Richard T. Ely’s career of repression was over, and what is
more, in a rare instance of the workings of poetic justice, he was hoist with his own
petard. In 1922 the much traduced Robert La Follette was reelected to the Senate
and also swept the Progressives back into power in the state of Wisconsin. By 1924
the Progressives had gained control of the Board of Regents, and they moved to cut
off the water of their former academic ally and empire-builder. Ely then felt it prudent
to move out of Wisconsin together with his Institute, and while he lingered for some
years at Northwestern, the heyday of Ely’s fame and fortune was over.
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