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Abstract

This study of the changing practices and perceptions of prediction in the late nineteenth century
reveals the process by which Americans came to rationalize economic and cultural uncertainty
into modern life. Forecasts of all kinds were ubiquitous in the late nineteenth century; as the
United States fashioned itself into an urban-industrial power with a national economy and an
increasingly corporate and bureaucratic society, prediction became an increasingly significant
scientific, economic, and cultural practice. As a postbellum crisis of certainty destabilized ways
of thinking about the future—in science, social science, and religion—predictions, whether
accurate or not, offered illusions of control over one’s future to citizens of a rapidly modernizing
America. I argue that the late-century search for predictability found as much uncertainty as it
did certainty, that consumers of predictions were at once desirous and dismissive of forecasts
that often took on greater cultural than economic value, and that producers and consumers of
prediction together rationalized uncertainty and shaped a new cultural acceptance of the
predictable unpredictability of modern life. In the first half of the dissertation I analyze the work
of U.S. Department of Agriculture statisticians, private cotton estimators, Weather Bureau
forecasters, and local “weather prophets,” all of whom sought to systematically convert their
observations into economically valuable predictions. In the second half of the dissertation I
focus on the work of utopian novelist Edward Bellamy, fortune-tellers, and spirit mediums,
whose prophecies circulated by the thousands through rural and urban America. ‘“Propheteering’
offers a new narrative of modernization by examining the tools and cultural practices used by
both institutions and individuals to make sense of the late-century scientific and social
reimagination of the future, however uncertain and fragmentary that future promised to be.
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Introduction

“Propheteering” is a history of the popular and scientific preoccupation with prediction
from the mid-nineteenth century to World War L. It begins from the premise that late-nineteenth-
century America was plagued by a crisis of certainty. As the United States fashioned itself into
an urban-industrial power with a national economy and an increasingly corporate and
bureaucratic society, its citizens faced the uncertainty of a persistently volatile economy as well
as an epistemological crisis that destabilized traditional conceptions of the future, from science to
social science to religion. Uncertainty and indeterminacy were at the core of modern America.

In his best-selling utopian novel Looking Backward (1888), Edward Bellamy lamented
that Bostonians of the year 1887, with scant protection against the economic volatility of the
time, were afflicted by a “specter of Uncertainty.”' As new railroad systems and telegraph
networks drew American producers and consumers into expanding national and international
markets, as well as into new types of financial transactions in commodities and futures trading,
exchanging capital in far-flung markets became an increasingly uncertain enterprise. Bellamy’s
“specter of Uncertainty” haunted not only the Gilded Age economy but also a culture in which
deterministic worldviews gradually began to accommodate the forces of chance and contingency,
and Americans struggled to reconcile, for example, the implications of Darwinian theory and
Biblical criticism with traditional religious belief and changing postbellum conceptions of death
and the afterlife. From the market to religion, Americans confronted a future at once
increasingly important and increasingly difficult to foresee. In that context, prediction became

an increasingly ubiquitous scientific, economic, and cultural practice, and forecasts, whether

' Edward Bellamy, Looking Backward: 2000-1887 (New York: Penguin Books, 1960 [1888]), 212.



accurate or not, offered illusions of control over one’s future to citizens of a rapidly modernizing
America.

In “Propheteering” I argue that amid a late-nineteenth-century crisis of certainty, a search
for predictability yielded just the opposite: producers and consumers of forecasts rationalized
uncertainty and together shaped a cultural acceptance of the predictable unpredictability of
modern life. In chapter 1, “Crisis of Certainty,” I outline the economic and cultural dimensions
of this crisis of certainty and survey the work of various kinds of forecasters that epitomized the
late-century penchant for prediction. From the economic prophecies of commodity futures
traders, commercial credit reporting agencies, “bucket shop” gamblers, and policy players to the
literary prophecies of social commentators, utopian and dystopian novelists, and Columbian
Exposition onlookers, a multiplicity of predictions responded to and reshaped a late-century
crisis of economic and epistemological certainty. In chapter 2, “Cotton Guessers,” I examine the
crop forecasting work of the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s agricultural statistics program,
commercial cotton estimators, and local cotton growers, all of whom sought to predict yields in
order to better control prices in national and global markets. I argue that, in the case of the
cotton economy, such a proliferation of crop prophecies introduced more market volatility than
stability and ultimately shaped a new understanding of crop forecasting as a statistically
uncertain endeavor at the turn of the century.

In chapter 3, “Weather Telegraphers,” I examine the expansion and professionalization of
the government’s national weather service from the 1870s to the turn of the century, and in
particular the way the federal government, state and local institutions, and local farmers
envisioned and implemented different solutions to the problem of disseminating daily weather

forecasts and storm warnings to rural Americans outside the reach of the weather service



telegraph network. In this chapter I argue that the U.S. Signal Service’s perennial problem of
ensuring farmers access to forecasts and storm warnings that would mitigate their economic risk
in the face of uncertain and unpredictable weather was solved not by centralized bureaucratic
mechanisms but rather technological innovations in local contexts. In chapter 4, “Weather
Prophets,” I focus on the U.S. Weather Bureau’s institutional self-fashioning as a newly
established civilian organization within the USDA in the 1890s, during which time it focused
increasingly on the public reception of meteorology and sought to counter what it deemed the
threat of vernacular long-range weather prophets to the Bureau’s scientific reputation. I argue
that as it reinvented weather forecasting as a modern scientific practice, the Bureau—through its
introduction of long-range weather forecasts in the early twentieth century—actually embraced
the very uncertainty it had formerly condemned as the chief liability of weather prophecy.

In the second half of “Propheteering” I turn from the production of forecasts with an
economic imperative to the cultural practices of prediction. In chapter 5, “Bellamy’s Futures,” I
focus on Bellamy’s thematic preoccupation with foresight in his early literary work from the
1870s and 1880s, writing that explores the possibilities and limitations of the individual
predictive imagination. In chapter 6, “Martians and Bostonians,” I turn to Bellamy’s subsequent
thematic concern with collective foreknowledge in the mid- to late 1880s, when he worked out
the utopian vision of economic certainty that became the foundation of Looking Backward, and a
rallying cry of Bellamyite clubs nationwide. In these chapters I illustrate the prophetic roots of
Bellamyite politics, and I argue that Bellamy’s utopianism originated in his earlier literary

experiments, in what Bellamy called the “psychologic studies and speculations” of his early short



fiction, in his keen interest in spiritualism and occult ways of knowing, and in his lifelong
fascination with the predictive imagination.’

In chapter 7, “Seers and Spirits,” I turn to urban popular culture and explore the
predictive labor of the hundreds of fortune-tellers and spirit mediums who circulated thousands
of five-cent predictions throughout the urban scene. In chapter 8, “Fortune-tellers and Courts,” I
trace the shifting legal definitions of fortune-telling through a series of anti-divination
prosecutions in the late nineteenth and early twenticth centuries. In these chapters I analyze the
policing and prosecution of fortune-tellers and spirit mediums and argue that popular and legal
discourses reimagined occult prediction as an inherently uncertain but increasingly acceptable
facet of modern life. I conclude with a brief discussion of the widespread cultural acceptance of
weather, crop, and war risk insurance—and thus an acknowledgement of modern risk and
uncertainty—in the World War I era. Ultimately my study of the changing practices and
perceptions of prediction in the late nineteenth century reveals the process by which Americans
came to rationalize economic and cultural uncertainty into modern life.

The trajectory of “Propheteering” begins in the country and moves to the city. Ibegin
with chapters on crop forecasting and weather forecasting in order to illustrate the antebellum
rural demand for agricultural statistics and a national weather service for agriculture and to
demonstrate that the systematic “search for order” that Robert Wiebe and subsequent generations
of historians have commonly located in the city, in the late-century rise of urban-industrial
corporate capitalism, has roots in the countryside, where the search for predictable crop yields
and weather forecasts first began.’ In the second half of “Propheteering,” I turn to the city

through chapters on the work of Edward Bellamy, whose life in the industrial town of Chicopee,

2 Edward Bellamy to Horace Scudder, 25 August 1890, quoted in Sylvia E. Bowman, The Year 2000: A Critical
Biography of Edward Bellamy (New York: Bookman Associates, 1958), 44.
3 Robert H. Wiebe, The Search for Order, 1877-1920 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1967).



Massachusetts, afforded him a vantage point from which to survey the forces of industrialization
that had transformed Chicopee and the neighboring city of Springfield. Bellamy’s Looking
Backward offered at once a critique of the economic inequities of urban-industrial capitalism and
an antidote in the form of a rationalized, nationalized industrial democracy, a utopian vision that
had enormous political appeal to agrarian organizations across rural America. The concluding
chapters on the late-century vogue of fortune-telling and stage spiritualism focus on a cultural
response to Bellamy’s “specter of uncertainty,” whereby fortune-tellers and spirit mediums
offered not only a popular form of escapist entertainment but also a ritual that allowed women
and men of all classes to imagine their clearly charted individual futures as they navigated an
increasingly crowded and anonymous urban scene. Although the trajectory of “Propheteering”
moves from rural to urban, this is not to suggest that traditional forms of rural prophecy yielded
to moder scientific forecasting by the end of the century. Rather, I aim to show that the late-
century search for predictability depended on, in the cases of crop and weather forecasting, a
mutually constitutive rural and urban expertise, and in the cases of literary and occult prophecy,
a predictive imagination at once traditional and modern.

In order to trace the social lives of forecasts in the late nineteenth century, I have relied
on a variety of sources that illuminate the institutional and public contexts in which predictions
were produced and circulated. My chapters on crop forecasting and weather forecasting are
based primarily on federal government records and official correspondence from the archival
records of the USDA, government publications of the USDA Bureau of Statistics, the Weather
Bureau, and the U.S. Army Signal Service, congressional hearings, and contemporary
newspapers and periodicals. My chapters on the theme of foresight in the work of Edward

Bellamy draw upon Bellamy’s published fiction and essays, his unpublished manuscripts and



notebooks at Harvard University’s Houghton Library, and archival materials from the Edward
Bellamy Homestead in Chicopee, Massachusetts. My chapters on fortune-telling and
spiritualism are based on newspaper coverage, contemporary novels and essays, and court
proceedings of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

I have chosen the four core topics of “Propheteering”—crop forecasting, weather
forecasting, literary prophecy, and fortune-telling—based on their circulation and reception. The
federal government’s crop estimates and weather forecasts, Edward Bellamy’s best-selling
utopian prophecy Looking Backward, and fortune-tellers’ five-cent predictions all circulated to
hundreds of thousands of Americans in the late nineteenth century, and each drew sustained and
diverse commentary in print media. The USDA crop estimates and the weather forecasts
produced first by the U.S. Army Signal Service and subsequently by the U.S. Weather Bureau
did not remain quietly filed away amidst reams of agricultural statistics or climatological data but
rather circulated swiftly and widely through telegraph and newspaper offices, federal
government bureaucracies, the halls of Congress, private scientific institutions, boards of trade,
financial institutions, and corporations. Looking Backward, which sold hundreds of thousands of
copies and inspired the formation of hundreds of Bellamy clubs immediately after its publication
in 1888, circulated through the sitting rooms of upper-class reformers in the northeast, the halls
of labor unions, and the rural meetings of the Grange and Farmers’ Alliance. And urban fortune-
tellers and spirit mediums, from the anonymous to the internationally acclaimed, performed their
predictive labors in private parlors and packed theaters, selling glimpses of the future to an
upper-, middle-, and working-class consuming public.

Although these forecasts were ubiquitous in late-nineteenth-century America, their

presence was hardly innocuous. In reading published and archival sources from this period, I



was struck by the fervor and frequency of debates over who had the authority, the expertise, and
ultimately the right to predict the future. Arguments raged in print media, within government
bureaucracies, and on the floor of Congress over the accuracy, value, legitimacy, and legality of
all manner of forecasts, including crop estimates, weather forecasts, and the advice of fortune-
tellers. The late-century explosion of commodity futures trading saw acrimonious competition
between formally constituted boards of trade and backroom trading establishments, and the
credit reporting industry was beset with lawsuits and proposed regulation in the 1870s that
protested unflattering, inaccurate, and ineffectual reports. At the turn of the century, U.S.
Weather Bureau personnel debated in a variety of forums the meteorological community’s
obligation to the public, and agricultural and commercial interests voiced harsh criticisms of the
national weather service as well as persistent skepticism regarding the economic value of
weather predictions. Public scandal over the leaking of official crop estimates inspired President
Theodore Roosevelt to authorize a 1905 investigation of the USDA Bureau of Statistics’ crop
reporting service, an institution that some farmers had long resented for what they deemed its
manipulation of agricultural commodity markets. And urban fortune-tellers and the courts
regularly faced off regarding long-standing but selectively enforced anti-divination statutes in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.*

In the context of such ubiquitous and contested propheteering, both institutions and
individuals sought to refashion themselves as authoritative forecasters, but “Propheteering” is not

a simple story of professionalization in which vernacular knowledge and traditional practices

4 Ann Fabian, Card Sharps and Bucket Shops: Gambling in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Routledge,
1999 [1990]; James H. Madison, “The Evolution of Commercial Credit Reporting Agencies in Nineteenth-Century
America,” Business History Review 48, no. 2 (1974): 164-86; Scott A. Sandage, Born Losers: A History of Failure
in America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005); Donald Whitnah, 4 History of the United States
Weather Bureau (Urbana: University of lllinois Press, 1961); Walter H. Ebling, “Why the Government Entered the
Field of Crop Reporting and Forecasting,” Journal of Farm Economics 21, no. 4 (1939): 718-34.



inevitably yielded cultural authority to professional scientific expertise. Rather, scientific and
vernacular methods of prediction consistently informed and shaped each other to produce a
modern sensibility of prediction that acknowledged the persistence of unpredictability.
Similarly, “Propheteering” is not an uncomplicated narrative of scientific progress. The
institutional history of prediction in the late nineteenth century is not a story of ever-increasing
rationalization and efficiency that invariably yielded increasingly precise and valuable forecasts
that mitigated risk in the uncertain currents of late nineteenth and early twentieth century global
capitalism. Predictions with an economic imperative—weather, agricultural, and financial
forecasts—did not naturally or inevitably become more accurate and relevant for their
consumers. And predictions with a cultural imperative—utopian fiction and fortune-telling—
were not accepted or assimilated without question into popular culture. Rather, the value and
meaning of forecasts in the late nineteenth century were constantly negotiated by forecasters,
their consuming public, and the popular press. Propheteers often adapted their forecasting
practices to meet the demands of a consuming public at once desirous and dismissive of forecasts
that often took on greater cultural than economic value.

Late-nineteenth-century prophets offered the promise of greater control over one’s
uncertain future and thus greater freedom from the traditional dictates of divine Providence, but
when those promises proved illusory, propheteering became a practice more constraining than
liberating. Looking forward was, in the estimation of renowned psychiatrist George Beard, both
the cause and the cost of progress in late-nineteenth-century America. In his 1881 treatise on
American Nervousness, Beard included the “Habit of Forethought” in his catalogue of causes of
such a nervous age (along with heightened time-consciousness, the annihilation of time and

space by telegraphic communication and railway travel, the burst of scientific and industrial



productivity, and market speculation, among others). Beard’s section on the “Habit of
Forethought” crystallizes the tension between the promise and peril of prediction in late
nineteenth century America:

Much of the exhaustion connected with civilization is the direct product of the
forethought and foreworry that makes civilization possible. . . . This forecasting, this
forethinking, discounting the future, bearing constantly with us not only the real but
imagined or possible sorrows and distresses, and not only of our own lives but those of
our families and of our descendants, which is the very essence of civilization as
distinguished from barbarism, involves a constant and exhausting expenditure of force.
Without this forecasting, this sacrifice of the present to the future, this living for our
posterity, there can be no high civilization and no great achievement; but it is, perhaps,
the chief element of expense in all the ambitious classes, in all except the more degraded
orders of modern society.’

As I will illustrate in the next chapter, Beard’s nervous Americans lived amid a cultural crisis of

certainty within which the practices and perceptions of prediction were dramatically transformed.

5 George M. Beard, American Nervousness, Its Causes and Consequences: A Supplement to Nervous Exhaustion
(Neurasthenia) (New York: Putnam, 1881), 128-29.



Chapter 1: Crisis of Certainty

Propheteering was the real business of the Gilded Age. Contemporary commentators
pointed time and again to the predictive sensibility that pervaded late-century life and literature,
and regardless of whether they deemed such a penchant for prediction fruitful, futile, or just plain
foolish, they agreed that prediction was the hallmark of the age. Poet and literary critic Edward
Shanks wrote in a 1922 review of H. G. Wells’s The Outline of History (1920):

It would be interesting if an investigator would some day trace the rise of that nineteenth

century rage for prophesying which culminated in the liberal vaticinations of Mr. Wells.

The “discovery of the future” was a good phrase. The nineteenth century discovered it

almost as definitely as Columbus discovered America: until then it was thought of
roughly as an unchanged continuation of the present.
1

This “rage for prophesying” did indeed bring with it the discovery of a new future in the late
nineteenth century, a discovery that, as I will argue in “Propheteering,” entailed a cultural
reimagination of the future as predictably unpredictable—in other words, modern.

The last decade of the nineteenth century was awash in literary futurism, as a review in
The Literary World in 1890 made clear: “‘books on the twentieth or twenty-first century are
getting to be so numerous that the whole subject will soon be a deadly bore.”””* This reviewer’s
prediction proved false: neither futurist writers nor their readers in the 1890s grew tired of
projections that stretched well into the next century and often into the next millennium. As
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s son Julian observed in an 1891 essay titled “The New Columbus,” “It is

noticeable that, at this moment . . . prophecies are more than frequent, and more comprehensive

! Edward Shanks, “The Work of Mr. H. G. Wells,” London Mercury 5 (March-April 1922): 506-18, in Patrick
Parrinder, ed., H. G. Wells: The Critical Heritage (New York: Routledge, 1972), 255-57, quotation on 255.

2 Quoted in Kenneth M. Roemer, The Obsolete Necessity: America in Utopian Writings, 1888-1900 (Kent, OH:
Kent State University Press, 1976), 7.
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than usual in their scope.” Geologist and mining engineer Clarence King agreed, citing an
unprecedented “volume of uninspired [secular] forecast” in 1892.* And journalist John Hanson
Beadle noted in the same year that “[t]his era is singularly prolific of books like Caesar’s
Column and Looking Backward, with minor articles in which the future is portrayed.”
Commentators in the 1890s found a futurism embodied in the nation itself as well as in
the individual experience of its citizens. With its western frontier proclaimed closed by the
Superintendent of the Census in 1890 and more famously by Frederick Jackson Turner in 1893,
the nation’s expansionism manifested itself in international economic markets and an
increasingly aggressive foreign policy.® In 1893 government officials and industrialists alike
predicted for the coming century dramatically expanded economic and transportation networks
that would catapult the United States to its rightful position as overseer of the empire of the
Western hemisphere. International merchant W. R. Grace and William Eleroy Curtis, director of
what would become the Pan-American Union, both envisioned railway connections from New

York or Chicago to Buenos Aires, and Treasury official Asa C. Matthews imagined an American

* Julian Hawthorne, “The New Columbus,” Arena, June 1891, 1, quoted in Karen Sue Kimball, ““The Curious
Vagaries of Visionaries’: A History of the American Future, 1880s-1910s” (PhD diss., Emory University, 1996), 49.
Kimball’s unpublished dissertation, a thematic analysis of American literary futurism in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, is concerned primarily with constructions of class, race, and gender in futurist writing, not with
the practices and perceptions of forecasting that [ examine here. I am indebted to Kimball’s work for several of the
primary sources and quotations I use in this chapter to illustrate the late-century fascination with the future.

* Clarence King, “The Education of the Future,” Forum, March 1892, 20, quoted in Kimball, ““The Curious
Vagaries of Visionaries,” 50.

5 John Hanson Beadle, “All Prophecy is Futile,” in Dave Walter, ed., Today Then: America’s Best Minds Look 100
Years into the Future on the Occasion of the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition (Helena, MT: American & World
Geographic, 1992), 212, quoted in Kimball, ““The Curious Vagaries of Visionaries,”” 50.

® The frontier had long been associated with ideals of progress and Manifest Destiny throughout much of the
nineteenth century, well before Turner’s famous pronouncement. Through popular literary accounts of the railroad
as the “progress of the age” to the Currier and Ives lithographs that depicted a civilizing engine of progress
reshaping the American West to an extensive literature on the democratic ideal of progress, Americans of the mid-
nineteenth century encountered the idea of the future framed by nationalist imperatives of technical innovation and
geographic expansion. For some of the contemporary accounts of the ideal of progress, see James Parton et al.,
Sketches of Men of Progress (n.p.: New York and Hartford, 1870-71); Charles Louis Flint, et al., One Hundred
Years Progress of the United States (Hartford, CT: L. Stebbins, 1873); Theodore D. Woolsey, et al., The First
Century of the Republic: A Review of American Progress (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1876); n.a., Industrial
America; or Manufacturers and Inventors of the United States: A Biographical and Descriptive Exposition of
National Progress (New York: Atlantic, 1876).
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republic spanning both continents that would “‘be the most perfect civilization . . . that the world
ever knew.””’ In an 1889 essay lamenting “The Extinction of Leisure,” social commentator
Alfred H. Peters called the United States “an always living-in-the-future nation,” and a Utah
journalist observed in an article on fortune-telling that “[a] morbid desire to get a peep into the
future has become almost a craze.”® From foreign policy commentators to fortune-tellers,
Americans all, as Clarence King declared in 1892, were prophets: “We live in the future tense.
Prediction is the hobby of the age.”

Edward Bellamy’s utopian Looking Backward and Ignatius Donnelly’s dystopian
Caesar’s Column, along with the science fiction of Jules Verne and H. G. Wells, are commonly
cited by contemporary commentators and historians alike as the epitome of late-century futurism,
but their work represents only a small fraction of the prophecy-making that was the business and
hobby of the age. Their literary prophecies circulated among their reading publics right
alongside the predictive work of far less famous forecasters, all of whom engaged in
propheteering on a regular basis. Government forecast officials in the U.S. Weather Bureau
made short-term predictions based on basic principles of scientific meteorology; local “weather
prophets” made seasonal forecasts based on vernacular knowledge and “weather lore;” U.S.
Department of Agriculture crop reporters made estimates of crop condition and yield that
became de facto forecasts in the hands of profit-hungry speculators. Credit reporting agencies
like R. G. Dun & Company and the Bradstreet Agency issued credit ratings that predicted

whether hundreds of thousands of merchants and businesses were likely to repay their debts;

7W. R. Grace, “A Great Era for South America,” Asa C. Matthews, “The United States of the Americas,” William
Eleroy Curtis, “United States to Dominate the Hemisphere,” Erastus Wiman, “A New Field Opens—The Canadian
North,” Matthew C. D. Borden, “American Cotton Will Control World Markets,” Warner Miller, “The Nicaraguan
Canal is Inevitable,” all in Walter, ed., Today Then, 29-31, 49-50, 87-88, 116-20, 146-47, 150-51, quotation on 50.
§ Alfred H. Peters, “The Extinction of Leisure,” Forum, August 1889, 692, quoted in Kimball, ““The Curious
Vagaries of Visionaries,” 49; “Fortune-telling,” Deseret (UT) News, February 12, 1898.

? King, “The Education of the Future,” 20, quoted in Kimball, ““The Curious Vagaries of Visionaries,”” 12.
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traders on the floors of futures exchanges bought and sold predictions of wheat prices, as did
rural “bucket shop” gamblers. Fortune-tellers working in major cities and traveling through rural
areas peddled their forecasts of romantic and financial fortunes to any individual willing to pay
five cents for a glimpse of her future, and trance mediums performing in packed theaters
delighted their audiences by summoning foreknowledge from the spirit world. Biblical prophecy
writers, revivalists, and evangelists circulated their premillenial predictions of the Second
Coming through printed texts, speaking tours, prophecy conferences, and Bible schools—and
found, in the late century, a growing audience of believers from all classes.’ Technological
forecasters—inventors, engineers, scientists, and writers among them—made frequent
predictions about the feasibility and social effects of particular technological innovations in the
1890s and into the twentieth century.!' And judges, lawyers, and members of the court all
engaged in forecasting on a regular basis, according to Oliver Wendell Holmes’s theoretical
reformulation in his famous Path of the Law of 1897, which classified the law as a “body of . . .
systematized prediction,” or in other words, a series of predictions about how jurists and citizens
could expect the courts to rule in response to any given action.”” Even industrial reformers
sought to reconfigure the workplace by introducing top-down management methods that
monitored and predicted the movement of every work piece on the shop floor as it moved from
one stage of production to the next.

The occasion of the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, which opened on May 1,

1893, turned seventy-four more Americans into prophets. The American Press Association, a

19 Paul S. Boyer, When Time Shall Be No More: Prophecy Belief in Modern American Culture (Cambridge, MA:
Belknap Press, 1999 [1992]), 80-100.

' For a quantitative analysis of technological forecasting at the turn of the century, see George Wise,
“Technological Prediction, 1890-1940” (PhD diss., Boston University, 1976); George Wise, “The Accuracy of
Technological Forecasts, 1890-1940,” Futures 8, no. 5 (1976): 411-19.

12 Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., The Path of the Law, 10 Harvard L. Rev. 457-78 (1897). 1 am indebted to Chris
Capozzola for directing me to this source.
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New York newspaper syndicate that was among the national leaders in an increasingly crowded
“ready-print” industry, solicited contributions from prominent Americans for a “Chapter of
Forecasts,” a collection of predictions regarding American life one hundred years hence. These
prophecies circulated widely between March and May 1893, when they were grouped into
weekly segments and published in hundreds of weekly newspapers and in the Sunday edition of
major daily newspapers for the eleven weeks leading up to the Exposition’s opening. Many of
the seventy-four social commentators, a group that included labor leader Terrence Powderly,
industrialist George Westinghouse, Secretary of Agriculture Jeremiah Rusk, liberal theologian
Moncure Conway, retail magnate John Wanamaker, reformer Henry George, activist Mary
Elizabeth Lease, Populist Ignatius Donnelly, and renowned politician William Jennings Bryan,
received a list of thirty-three questions asking them to speculate on the future of corporate wealth
and labor relations; possible regulation of the railroads and telegraph; monetary and legal
systems; the structure of federal government and political parties; technological innovations and
the agricultural economy; the fate of the English language, American architecture, music, drama,
and literature; the state of hospitals, prisons, and schools; the social roles of women and Native
Americans; and whether Americans of the 1990s would enjoy more happiness, health, and
prosperity than their nineteenth-century predecessors.n (Celebrated war correspondent and
novelist Richard Harding Davis issued a two-sentence reply in which he refused to answer any of
the questions on the grounds that they were “too solemn.”")

Journalist and author of the American West John Hanson Beadle closed the APA’s

“Chapter of Forecasts” on a skeptical note. Beadle argued that prophecy was a futile enterprise

largely because of the unpredictability of technological innovation and scientific discovery. In

13 Walter, ed., “Introduction,” in Today Then, 13-21.
14 Richard Harding Davis, “Please Excuse Me . . .” in Walter, ed., Today Then, 101.
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Beadle’s logic, the linear march of scientific and technological progress paved an unpredictable
route to modernity since no one could accurately predict the economic and social implications of
major discoveries and inventions: “The prophet is compelled to judge from the forces in
operation in his time, and the wisest man cannot possibly foresee the results of the next
invention.” Beadle pointed to the folly of forecasters who predicted that Christianity would meet
its end in the twentieth century, or that, according to trends in the tenth census of 1880, the black
population would soon exceed the white in eight southern states. “Of all these forecasts,” he
declared, “one thing may be said with tolerable certainty: not one of them will be verified in its
essential details.”’> The future, Beadle believed, was predictably unpredictable.

Beadle’s logic of certain uncertainty captured the fundamental tension of the late
nineteenth century age of prediction, the tension between the twin forces of determinism and
indeterminacy. William James, the nineteenth-century thinker most concerned with the
complexities of chance, crystallized this tension in “The Dilemma of Determinism,” an address
he delivered at the Harvard Divinity School in 1884. Subsequently published in the Unitarian
Review that same year and in The Will to Believe in 1896, this essay was essentially James’s
pacan to chance, an impassioned reformulation of chance as a wondrous and invigorating
pluralism of possibilities, “the vital air which lets the world live, the salt which keeps it sweet.”'
Not a “metaphysical pestilence,” as conventional morality would have it, James’s chance was a
value-neutral “gift,” a gift that might be good, might be bad, and might not even be received at

all.'” For James, the most daunting epistemological problem of the late nineteenth century was

how to reconcile a traditionally deterministic worldview with an increasingly uncertain world.

15 John Hanson Beadle, “All Prophecy is Futile,” in Walter, ed., Today Then, 212-13, quotation on 213.

16 William James, “The Dilemma of Determinism,” in The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy,
and Human Immortality (New York: Dover Publications, 1956), 179.

17 James, “The Dilemma of Determinism,” 159.
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And, as James argued in 1884, such a worldview would have to change to fit a new world of
chance.

Recent cultural and literary histories of chance have rightfully situated “The Dilemma of
Determinism” at the center of the late-nineteenth-century reappraisal of uncertainty, but they
have not explicitly addressed an important theme in James’s argument: predictability.18 In
setting out definitions of determinism and indeterminism at the start of his address, James points
to predictability as the animating force behind each stance:

if we are determinists, we talk about the infallibility with which we can predict one

another’s conduct; while if we are indeterminists, we lay great stress on the fact that it is

just because we cannot foretell one another’s conduct, either in war or statecraft or in any

of the great and small intrigues and businesses of men, that life is so intensely anxious

and hazardous a game. "
But, James continued, putting too much stock in predictability or bemoaning the lack thereof was
positively wrongheaded. The empirical and ostensibly objective nature of forecasts, which he
called “the wretched insufficiency of this so-called objective testimony,” was not the right way
to think about thinking. Predictability for James was irrelevant, since human thought and action
hinged not on verifiable externalities but rather on what he called “postulates of rationality,”
interior individual belief systems that afforded a more flexible mode of apprehending the world.
But, as James acknowledged in his address, predictability was hardly irrelevant for most
Americans. He went on to point to the widespread but unfounded fear of unpredictability, noting

that

many persons talk as if the minutest dose of disconnectedness of one part with another,
the smallest modicum of independence, the faintest tremor of ambiguity about the future,

18 Eor recent discussions of “The Dilemma of Determinism” as a fundamental work in the cultural and literary
redefinition of chance in the late nineteenth century, see T. J. Jackson Lears, Something for Nothing: Luck in
America (New York: Viking, 2003), 221-23; Jason Puskar, “Underwriting the Accident: Narratives of American
Chance, 1871-1935” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2004), 8-9.

19 James, “The Dilemma of Determinism,” 152.
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for example, would ruin everything, and turn this goodly universe into a sort of insane

sand-heap or nulliverse, no universe at all.?®
The popular fear of the “insane sand-heap,” as James termed this cultural anxiety over
unpredictability, was indeed emblematic of the late-century cultural crisis of certainty that, as I
will illustrate in subsequent chapters, transformed the imagination and the forecasting of the
future.

The postbellum transformation of the United States into an urban-industrial power
brought with it structures of economic and cultural certainty. Transportation and communication
networks laid the groundwork for a national economy as four more transcontinental railroad lines
and their branches, along with telegraph lines, spanned the country in the 1870s and 1880s,
providing both the material and the management to fuel a new industrial economy.”’ Within the
railroad, textile, metal, and machinery industries, the horizontal and vertical integration of
companies brought not only astonishing rates of economic growth but also an increasingly
concentrated and consolidated corporate structure based in urban financial centers that relied
heavily on economic prediction in the form of stock markets, futures trading, and business
forecasting. As Jackson Lears notes, “[t]he creation of monopolistic corporations was the single
most successful effort to minimize risk and ensure predictable profitability,” and capitalists in
general, as David Noble puts it, must “routinely anticipate the future in order to survive.”*
The rise of system in management, best epitomized by the development of scientific

management in the work of Frederick Winslow Taylor in the 1880s and 1890s, was animated by

2 James, “The Dilemma of Determinism,” 154-55.

21 Alfred D. Chandler, The Visible Hand: The Managerial Revolution in American Business (Cambridge, MA:
Belknap Press, 1977).

22 | ears, Something for Nothing, 188-89; David Noble, America by Design: Science, Technology, and the Rise of
Corporate Capitalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), quoted in Alan Trachtenberg, The Incorporation
of America: Culture and Society in the Gilded Age (New York: Hill and Wang, 1994 [1982]), 64.
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the desire to eliminate the uncertainty of the shop-floor production flow controlled by the
workers and replace it with a management system that ensured predictable rates of production
and profit.” And the late-century construction of large-scale technological systems—
particularly in transportation, communication, and electrification—created more predictable
(although certainly not always reliable) flows of people, products, knowledge, and power
through the American landscape. The telegraph network that bound the nation together with
over 54,000 miles of Western Union wire in 1870 afforded Americans living in one part of the
country an unprecedented degree of certainty regarding news and markets of a distant locale;

113

indeed, as one observer noted in 1870, the telegraph had “‘made all the leading papers so nearly
alike that one does not differ in that respect materially from the others.””** In addition to
passengers and freight, railroads carried with them an increasing time-consciousness that, along
with the standardization of time zones in 1883, helped fashion a late-century culture of
regularity, predictability, and certainty.

But, as I will illustrate in what follows, these structures of economic and cultural
certainty were embedded within a late-nineteenth-century age of uncertainty. The volatility of
postbellum national and global markets subjected producers and consumers alike to persistent
economic uncertainties, and, as Mark Twain, Charles Dudley Warner, and Henry George all
made clear, the Gilded Age yielded progress and profits for a few and poverty for many.

George’s 1870 Progress and Poverty—which found its way into the hands of two million readers

by the turn of the century—asserted that if eighteenth-century “visions of the future” had

23 On Taylorism and the rise of scientific management, see Hugh G. J. Aitken, Taylorism at Watertown Arsenal:
Scientific Management in Action, 1908-1915 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1960); Robert Kanigel,
The One Best Way: Frederick Winslow Taylor and the Enigma of Efficiency (New York: Viking, 1997); Samuel
Haber, Efficiency and Uplift: Scientific Management in the Progressive Era, 1890-1920 (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1964).

24 «“Western Union Telegraph,” New York Times, October 13, 1870; quoted in Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of
America, 124.
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foreseen the astonishing material progress of the nineteenth century—the advent of the
steamship, railroad, mechanized reapers and threshers, immense (and immensely productive)
factories that housed powerful steam hammers and precision machine tools—they surely would
have predicted a moral “golden age” for all, not an age in which an “immense wedge” divided
the prosperous from the poor.”’ In what William Dean Howells famously termed the “cconomic
chance world” in 1890, 11 million of the nation’s 12 million families earned less than $1,200
annually (with the average income of $380 falling below the poverty line), while the combined
income of the nation’s poorest 50 percent did not even equal the income of the wealthiest

1 percent.”® Only the Gilded Age tycoons at the extreme upper end of the economic spectrum—
everyone else fell on the wrong side of George’s “immense wedge”—were insulated from the
fluctuations of the market.

National and international markets of the late nineteenth century were afflicted by
extreme economic instability as a result of industrial overproduction and downspiraling
commodity prices. In the wake of the Panic of 1873, the future of businesses was fundamentally
uncertain, as six thousand businesses failed in 1874 and up to nine hundred shut down each
month in 1878, leading some commentators of the time to estimate a 95 percent rate of business
failure in the 1870s and 1880s.”” Uncertainty afflicted the entire American economy, as

evidenced by unpredictable demand for commodities, keen competition among producers that

5 Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America, 44; Henry George, Progress and Poverty: An Inquiry into the Cause
of Industrial Depressions, and of Increase of Want with Increase of Weath—The Remedy (New York: D. Appleton,
1880 [1879],7, 8, 11.

28 William Dean Howells, 4 Hazard of New Fortunes (New York: Penguin Books, 2001 [1890]), 396; Trachtenberg,
The Incorporation of America, 99.

%" Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America, 39, 80. Popular anxiety over small business failure persisted
throughout the nineteenth century, as evidenced by the staying power of the commonly cited (but never
substantiated) 97 percent failure rate statistic that echoed in speeches, novels, congressional reports, private diaries,
and texts from Thoreau’s 1854 Walden to Russell Conwell’s “Acres of Diamonds,” a speech he gave over six
thousand times between 1870 and his death in 1925. On the circulation of this dire statistic, see Sandage, Born
Losers, 7-8.
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rendered their individual fates even more uncertain, unforeseeable surpluses and resulting price
deflation on the international market, for farmers, uncertain access to agricultural credit, and for
industrial workers, unforeseen wage cuts and erratic periods of employment.2 8

Such uncertain futures for capitalists and workers alike resulted in the unprecedented
labor-capital conflict that posed an immediate and serious threat to any kind of socioeconomic
stability. As a journalist described labor’s uprising in 1877, ““Sudden as a thunderbolt, the crisis
came upon the country. It seemed as if the whole social and political structure was on the very
brink of ruin.””?® This precariousness of the labor-capital relationship persisted throughout the
late nineteenth century: nearly 7 million workers participated in nearly 37,000 strikes between
1881 and 1905, with almost 700,000 striking in 1886, when the push for eight-hour day
legislation was at its strongest. The Great Strike of 1877; Chicago’s Haymarket riot on May 3,
1866; and the Pullman Strike of 1894 were but three of the most violent manifestations of the
uncertainty of what late-century commentators termed “the labor question.”3 0

America’s industrial workers—who accounted for one-third of the nation’s population by
1900, and one-third of whom were immigrants—experienced economic uncertainty on an
individual as well as a collective basis. Many laborers lived crowded into squalid tenement
houses like the ones immortalized by photographer and social reformer Jacob Riis in his 1890
How the Other Half Lives, places where the health and welfare of the American working class
were always uncertain.’’ Economic data from the end of the 1880s reveals the uncertain

financial future of the working class: 40 percent of industrial workers fell below the poverty line

of $500 in annual earnings, unskilled laborers averaged a daily wage of $1.50, and

2 Ibid., 39.

¥ Quoted in Ibid., 70-71.

30 Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America, 80, 89.
3! 1bid., 87-88.
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unemployment rates soared to heights of 16 percent during downturns in the mid-1870s and mid-
1880s.*? Basil March, William Dean Howells’s protagonist and social conscience in the 1890
novel A Hazard of New Fortunes, pointed to such financial uncertainty in his indictment of the
“economic chance world”:

It ought to be law as inflexible in human affairs as the order of day and night in the

physical world, that if a man will work he shall both rest and eat, and shall not be

harassed with any question as to how his repose and provision shall come. . . . But in our
state of things no one is secure of this. No one is sure of finding work; no one is sure of
not losing it. I may have my work taken away from me at any moment by the caprice,

the mood, the indigestion, of a man who has not the qualification for knowing whether I

do it well or ill.*?

Economic uncertainty followed the American industrial laborer from his tenement to the
shop floor. Those workers lucky enough to find and keep their jobs faced on a daily basis the
dangerous uncertainty of increasingly frequent—but unpredictable—industrial accidents. As
Jackson Lears notes, “the rise of industrial capitalism sharpened the sense of unpredictability in

>3 While the individual laborer in a textile factory, steel

the human imagination of disaster.
plant, or roundhouse no doubt was the most keenly aware of the unpredictability of industrial
accidents, the American legal system and insurance industry also contended with—in
aggregate—the very same uncertainty. Ever more common industrial accidents, steamboat
explosions, and railroad collisions confounded attempts to assign legal culpability. As literary
historian Nan Goodman has illustrated, the embeddedness of such accidents in large-scale

technological systems rendered their causation legally uncertain, and thus, late-nineteenth-

century legal frameworks were revised to account for a new kind of negligence.*® The social

*2 Ibid., 90-91.

3 Howells, A Hazard of New Fortunes, 396.

3 Lears, Something for Nothing, 193.

3% Nan Goodman, Shifting the Blame: Literature, Law, and the Theory of Accidents in Nineteenth-Century America
(New York: Routledge, 1999), chap. 4.
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costs of industrial accidents in this era were equally uncertain, and the late nineteenth century
witnessed an expansion of the insurance industry and the spread of life insurance firms to deal
with new forms and frequencies of industrial risk.’® And, as literary historian Jason Puskar has
recently argued, the postbellum insurance industry did not merely react to the catalogue of
hazards that characterized urban industrial life, but rather actively contributed to a late-century
cultural reimagination of accident, risk, and uncertainty by publishing trade periodicals that
included literary depictions of the unpredictable but ubiquitous accidents against which the
reasonable American should be insured.”’

Unequal distribution of wealth, volatile markets, labor unrest, and industrial accidents
clearly illustrate the perils of economic uncertainty in the Gilded Age, but the “economic chance
world” also promised prosperity to those with the capital and nerve to engage in financial
speculation. And Americans, as English barrister Andrew Steinmetz observed in his 1870
treatise on gambling, were an “intensely speculative” lot.*® Within this economy that so richly
rewarded speculative risk, as Robert Wiebe observes, “[b]y reputation, the men of the late
nineteenth century who understood the currents about them, and the future as well, were the
successful businessmen. Friends called them the prophets of progress, foes the evil wizards of

9539

manipulation.”” Wiebe’s businessmen were not the only prophets of profit; financial prediction

was both an individual and a collective endeavor, as evidenced by the increasing popularity of

3¢ | ears, Something for Nothing, 200-201.

37 Jason Puskar, “William Dean Howells and the Insurance of the Real,” American Literary History 18, no. 1 (2006):
29-58.

3% Andrew Steinmetz, The Gaming Table: Its Votaries and Victims, In All Times and Countries, especially in
England and in France (London: Tinsely Brothers, 1870), 221, quoted in Clemens J. France, “The Gambling
Impulse,” American Journal of Psychology 13, no. 3 (1902): 370.

3 Wiebe, Search for Order, 17-18.
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gambling and lotteries in the late nineteenth century, as well as the concomitant explosion of
futures trading and the credit rating industry.*’

Although legislation prohibited gambling (other than horse-racing) in most states by the
turn of the century and reformers shut down lotteries in the Northeast, a thriving gambling
culture persisted in the world of policy play, or “numbers,” which amounted to small side bets
placed on formal or informal lotteries. In the 1890s, New York’s “‘policy kings’” controlled a
highly systematized enterprise that involved local parlors and their policy “writers,” bribed
police protection, encrypted telegraphic communication of lottery results in distant cities, and,
most importantly, the crowds of policy players that included the working and poorer classes, men
and women, black and white citizens.*! The other end of the economic spectrum placed bets not
in policy parlors but on the floors of commodity exchanges: the Gilded Age was the heyday of
professional futures trading, an industry that took off and became increasingly systematized in
the 1870s and 1880s, until it dominated the exchanges by the 1890s. (In 1888, more imagined
wheat than real wheat was traded on U.S. exchanges nationwide.) Bucket shops—between eight
hundred and a thousand small-town brokerage offices scattered across the country—incorporated
rural Americans into this speculative economy and essentially “brought futures to the masses.”**

Speculating on wholesalers’ futures was just as profitable as speculating on wheat futures
in the late nineteenth century. Assessing creditworthiness became increasingly difficult in a
national market: informal local networks of credit risk assessment proved to be insufficient

protection given the nation’s geographical span, increasingly mobile population, and expanding

0 Lears, Something for Nothing, 148, 173.

*! Fabian, Card Sharps and Bucket Shops, 112, 136-42.

“21bid., 156-57, 191; David Hochfelder, ““Where the Common People Could Speculate’: The Ticker, Bucket Shops,
and the Origins of Popular Participation in Financial Markets, 1880-1920,” Journal of American History 93, no. 2
(2006): 335-58; quotation in Jonathan Ira Levy, “Contemplating Delivery: Futures Trading and the Problem of
Commodity Exchange in the United States, 1875-1905,” American Historical Review 111, no. 2 (2006): 316.
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volume of trade, and thus the credit rating industry expanded dramatically in the late nineteenth
century. Credit reporting was a high-volume industry of the Gilded Age: R. G. Dun & Company
boasted 7,000 subscribers in 1870 and approximately 40,000 in the 1880s, and it reported on
over 20,000 businesses in 1859, over 430,000 in 1870, 764,000 in 1880, over 1.1 million in
1890, and over 1.2 million in 1900.* Dun and the rival Bradstreet Agency were hardly the only
agencies in operation in the last quarter of the century: so many competitors popped up that,
according to a Dun insider, credit reporting agencies were “‘getting as thick as blackberries.”*
The unprecedented demand for credit rating agencies in the late nineteenth century
revealed an uncertainty that was at once economic and social. In the early nineteenth century,
credit information was gleaned from informal local networks of acquaintances, other merchants’
impressions, letters of recommendation, associations of merchants, and mutual protection
societies—in short, the testimony of local authorities regarding the history of a merchant’s
financial performance in primarily local transactions.” But as railroad and telegraph
technologies linked first regional and then national markets in the mid to late nineteenth century,
and small towns became linked into far-reaching regional economies, communication networks,
and urban bureaucracies, creditors and all Americans had to negotiate newly uncertain social
relations in a world no longer made up of Wiebe’s “island communities.” Economic and social
connections to far-off places were neither simple nor straightforward; the transcontinental
railroads, according to Wiebe, “gave the sudden impression of an integrated country,” but such

rapid integration brought not only unprecedented access to distant places and people but also

“ Rowena Olegario, “Credit Reporting Agencies: A Historical Perspective,” in Credit Rating Systems and the
International Economy, ed. Margaret J. Miller (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2003), 122-23.

# John H. Smith to R. G. Dun & Co., [1877?], Dun Scrapbook, p. 88, Dun & Bradstreet Collection, quoted in
Madison, “The Evolution of Commercial Credit Reporting Agencies in Nineteenth-Century America,” 182.

% Sandage, Born Losers, 100-101.
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unprecedented social anxieties over how to relate to the remote.*® And the telegraph and
telephone, not only the railroad, contributed to an image of a nation suddenly—and by some
accounts violently—yoked together by an expansive network of wires, wires that were
commonly imagined as menacing octopus tentacles and spider webs.*” Wiebe best describes the
social uncertainties of this “distended” society: “As men ranged farther and farther from their
communities, they tried desperately to understand the larger world in terms of their small,
familiar environment. They tried, in other words, to impose the known upon the unknown, to
master an impersonal world through the customs of a personal society.”*

Wiebe’s small-town dwellers were not the only ones to face the prospect of “impos[ing]
the known upon the unknown.” The late nineteenth century witnessed an epistemological crisis
of certainty in which traditional ways of knowing no longer fit the “chance world” they were
supposed to explain. The decline of religious orthodoxy in the face of an increasingly liberal
theology and the influence of Darwinian theory on social thought are two of the most far-
reaching epistemological shifts that destabilized established modes of thought. The late-
nineteenth-century “erosion of determinism” identified by philosopher of science Ian Hacking
meant the decline, by the turn of the twentieth century, of the traditional model of causation in
which the past determined the future.*’ In simplest terms, the world in 1900 was no longer an
epistemologically predictable place. A positivistic universe gradually yielded to a probabilistic

universe, and, as Hacking puts it, “[a] space was cleared for chance.” Such a space was cleared

% Wiebe, Search for Order, 11.

47 Robert MacDougall, “The Wire Devils: Pulp Thrillers, the Telephone, and Action at a Distance in the Wiring of a
Nation,” American Quarterly 58, no. 3 (2006): 715-41.

8 Wiebe, Search for Order, 12.

* Jan Hacking, “Nineteenth-Century Cracks in the Concept of Determinism,” Journal of the History of Ideas 44, no.
3 (1983): 455-75.

%0 Yan Hacking, The Taming of Chance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 1.
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by, among others, probability theorists, social scientists, and pragmatist philosophers, all of
whom responded to and embraced new formulations of uncertainty in their work.”!

The economic, social, and epistemological uncertainties I have described thus far found
expression in various late-century cultural formations, formations that reflected but also shaped
an increasing popular acceptance of chance.” To take one example, the rise of academic
folklore studies and increased journalistic coverage of folk beliefs in the 1880s and 1890s can be
explained, as it is by Jackson Lears, as a preservationist impulse to collect and classify relics of
premodern belief systems.> But the unintended consequence of such scholarly and popular
scrutiny of rituals, charms, portents and the like was that these predictive mechanisms—tools for
reckoning with chance—became increasingly assimilated into mass culture. Similarly, works of
American literary realism and naturalism in the late nineteenth century circulated among their
reading publics a new poetics of unpredictability by commonly depicting characters reckoning—
often unsuccessfully—with the forces of chance they could neither predict nor control.

Such a poetics of unpredictability is evident in the literary design, devices, and
denouements of works by William Dean Howells, Frank Norris, and Theodore Dreiser, arguably
the three most famous literary experimenters with chance at the turn of the century. The aim of

Dreiser’s Sister Carrie (1900), as he told the St. Louis Post-Dispatch in 1902, was “‘to show two

3! Stephen M. Stigler, The History of Statistics: The Measurement of Uncertainty before 1900 (Cambridge, MA:
Belknap Press, 1986); Theodore Porter, The Rise of Statistical Thinking, 1820-1900 (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1986); Lorenz Kriiger, Lorraine J. Daston, and Michael Heidelberger, eds., The Probabilistic Revolution, vol.
1 (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1987); Thomas Haskell, The Emergence of Professional Social Science: The
American Social Science Association and the Nineteenth-Century Crisis of Authority (Chicago: University of Illinois
Press, 1977); Dorothy Ross, The Origins of American Social Science (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1991); James Livingston, Pragmatism and the Political Economy of Cultural Revolution, 1850-1940 (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1994); Louis Menand, The Metaphysical Club (New York: Farrar, Strauss, and
Giroux, 2001).

52 On the late-century culture of chance in the United States, see Lears, Something for Nothing, 2003; Puskar,
“Underwriting the Accident,” 2004.

33 Lears, Something for Nothing, 201-2.
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little human beings, or more, playing in and out among the giant legs of circumstance.””* As
characters in realist and naturalist novels thread their way through an unpredictable universe,
they swerve one way or the other in response to a catalogue of accidental and unforeseen
happenings: collisions and derailments involving trains, carriages, and other conveyances;
chance meetings between characters; physical dangers such as fires, falls, and riots; and financial
windfall, whether stolen from a safe unintentionally left open in Sister Carrie or won from a
lottery in Norris’s McTeague (1 899).3 The chains of chance occurrences characteristic of
literary naturalism frequently culminate in spectacularly unfortunate (and unforeseen) endings,
such as Norris’s murderous McTeague’s being stranded in Death Valley, handcuffed to the
corpse of his friend, or the equally ironic burial of a greedy capitalist in wheat at the end of
Norris’s The Octopus (1901). The final scene of Howells’s 1893 The World of Chance, a realist
novel about the publication of a psychological romance, crystallizes the cultural crisis of
certainty in the train-ride reverie of protagonist Percy Bysshe Shelley Ray, a briefly successful
sentimental author who
began to wonder if life had not all been a chance with him. Nothing, not even the success
of his book . . . was the result of reasoned cause. That success had happened; it had not
followed; and he didn’t deserve any praise for what had merely happened. If this
apparent fatality were confined to the economic world alone, he would have been willing
to censure civilization, and take his chance dumbly, blindly, with the rest. He had not
found it so. On the contrary, he had found the same caprice . . . in the world . . . of

thinking, the world of feeling. Who knew why or how this or that thought came, this or
that feeling?*®

54 «Author of Sister Carrie,” St. Louis Post-Dispatch, January 26, 1902, p. 4, in Theodore Drieser, Sister Carrie, ed.
Donald Pizer New York: W. W. Norton, 1970), 456.

55 puskar, “Underwriting the Accident,” 66-67; Lears, Something for Nothing, 186. Puskar, challenging long-
standing criticism of Howellsian accident as clumsy plot contrivance, offers a convincing reappraisal of Howells’s
purposeful aesthetic of chance.

56 William Dean Howells, The World of Chance (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1893), 374.
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As Ray’s musings continue, his explanatory model for his own experience lurches from “It was
merely a chance” to “It was Providence” to, in the final sentence, “It was nothing,” an ending
that one literary critic has deemed “an appropriately pessimistic shrug of the shoulders.”’ But
more than a shrug of the shoulders—whether uncertain or resigned—Howells’s ending to The
World of Chance represents both an embrace of and a struggle with the crisis of unpredictability
in late-nineteenth-century America.

As Jackson Lears notes in his recent history of luck in America, in the late nineteenth
century, “[c]hance was becoming a legitimate category of scientific thought; certainty was
becoming problematic.”58 But certainty was more than a scientific problem; it was a cultural
crisis. Throughout the late twentieth century, historians of the late nineteenth century have
commonly conceptualized a modernizing America in crisis. Robert Wiebe’s 1967 The Search
for Order, 1877-1920, which initiated and has influenced nearly all organizational synthesis
scholarship, begins with a “crisis in the communities,” namely a decline in the political power
and moral authority of the community. Wiebe characterizes this crisis, which began suddenly in
the mid-1880s and peaked in 1896, as communities’ unfulfilled wishes for “self-determination,”
social cohesion, and social purity in the face of the dramatic changes wrought by
industrialization, urbanization, and immigration. Specific threats contributing to this general
crisis, in Wiebe’s estimation, included the fear of corporate dominance and the concomitant
decline of the local entrepreneur; the alienation of the worker; a more intricate and impersonal

world of business transactions; Reconstruction’s legacy of a rapidly changing power structure

T Howells, The World of Chance, 374-75; Scott A. Dennis, “The World of Chance: Howells” Hawthornian Self-
Parody,” American Literature 52, no. 2 (1980): 291.
58 Lears, Something for Nothing, 212.
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involving small farmers and blacks in the South; and nativist anxieties over protecting an
ostensible social purity from booming immigrant populations in the urban North.>

In The Emergence of Professional Social Science: The American Social Science
Association and the Nineteenth-Century Crisis of Authority (1977), Thomas Haskell follows
Wiebe in his economic explanations for the unprecedented social interdependence of mid- to
late-century life, namely the growth of the market, the emergence of the U.S. as an industrial
power, the transportation and communication revolutions, and the division and specialization of
labor.® In Haskell’s formulation, the most important consequence of social interdependence was
that causation of human action could no longer be accounted for by traditional explanatory
models based on the empirical observation of local or individual forces. Action at a distance, in
other words, obscured the causes of action close by. The intellectual elites who ordinarily
explained human conduct lost their authority in the context of remote causation, Haskell
contends, and thus refashioned themselves as experts within a new intellectual structure:
institutional social science.”!

A crisis of authority also animates No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and the
Transformation of American Culture, 1880-1920 (1981), in which Jackson Lears examines the
private dimensions of a “crisis of cultural authority” that produced a late-century therapeutic
antimodernism. Lears characterizes this crisis not only in the familiar public terms of labor-
capital conflict, racial and ethnic politics, and the loss of faith in a liberal individualism
increasingly perceived as corrupt, but also in the private terms of the decline of the family as the
locus of morality, the spiritual barrenness of deterministic positivist science, and an increasingly

liberal and enervated Protestantism that promised little more than spiritual and moral

5 Wiebe, Search Jfor Order, chap. 3.
 Haskell, The Emergence of Professional Social Science, 30.
¢! Ibid., chaps. 1 and 2.
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ambiguity.®> More recently, literary historian Nan Goodman, in Shifting the Blame: Literature,
Law, and the Theory of Accidents in Nineteenth-Century America (1998), has identified a late-
nineteenth-century “crisis of causation” in which legal responsibility for industrial accidents was
obscured by the scale and complexity of technological systems as well as the familiar
annihilation of space and time by networks of power and communication.* Goodman
acknowledges the broader epistemological implications of this legal crisis of causation in her
assertion that “the late nineteenth century was typified by the proliferation of an epistemological
uncertainty—an epistemology that often failed not only to identify a given individual as
blameworthy but to associate a given individual with a given act.”%

I argue that the crisis of certainty is a central aspect of all these late-century crises—of

(13

communities, authority, and causation. In Wiebe’s “crisis in the communities,” the community
is weakened by the prospect of having to reckon daily with unpredictable and invisible economic
and social forces acting on it from a distance. Haskell acknowledges that his “crisis of authority”
hinges on predictability: social scientists’ powers of explanation and prediction were extremely
important to an interdependent society, and social science’s predictive capacities ultimately
conferred authority on the emerging profession. Lears’s “crisis of cultural authority” and his oft-
cited “weightlessness” suggest a discomfort among intellectual elites unable to foresee a
fulfilling future for themselves in an increasingly unpredictable modern industrial world. And

Goodman’s “crisis of causation” has at its core the problem of predictability, as she

acknowledges in her discussion of mid- to late-century legal theorizations and critiques of

62T, J. Jackson Lears, No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and the Transformation of American Culture, 1880-1920
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994 [1981]), 5-6, 20-21, 56-57.

% Goodman, Shifting the Blame, 67-68.

* Ibid., 66.
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proximate cause, in which the unpredictability of causation inspired a more pragmatic and
socially contingent formulation of the law at the turn of the twentieth century.

Although “Propheteering” is the first cultural history of forecasting in late nineteenth
century America, the theme of predictability is implicit in many standard narratives of
modernization. The organizational synthesis school, business histories, and histories of
technology have often foregrounded economic and technological structures of certainty in the
late nineteenth century through their emphasis on order, stability, system, and rationality—in
short, an increasingly controllable, manageable, and thus predictable modern world.®> More
recently, histories of science, cultural histories, and literary histories have foregrounded
epistemological structures of uncertainty in their emphasis on chance, contingency, and
instability—in short, a modern world that, in the late nineteenth century, became predictably
unpredictable.’® This study seeks to bridge these two historiographical traditions by offering a
new narrative of modernization, a narrative that incorporates both the organizational stability of
prediction-making institutions and the epistemological instability associated with popular
discourse on the future.

Prediction was nothing new in the late nineteenth century. Looking far back into the past

reveals that looking into the future has always been a basic human activity.®” Traditions of

8 Wiebe, Search for Order; Chandler, Visible Hand, Louis Galambos, “The Emerging Organizational Synthesis in
Modern American History,” Business History Review 44, no. 3 (1970): 279-90; Louis Galambos, “Technology,
Political Economy, and Professionalization: Central Themes of the Organizational Synthesis,” Business History
Review 57 (Winter 1983): 471-93; Thomas P. Hughes, Networks of Power: Electrification in Western Society, 1880-
1930 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983); JoAnne Yates, Control Through Communication: The
Rise of System in American Management (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989).

% Porter, The Rise of Statistical Thinking, 1820-1900; Stigler, The History of Statistics: The Measurement of
Uncertainty Before 1900; Gerd Gigerenzer, et al., The Empire of Chance: How Probability Changed Science and
Everyday Life (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989); Hacking, The Taming of Chance; Alain Desrosiéres,
The Politics of Large Numbers: A History of Statistical Reasoning (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1998); Goodman, Shifting the Blame; Menand, The Metaphysical Club; Lears, Something for Nothing; Puskar,
“Underwriting the Accident.”

87 Recent trade books in the fields of affective psychology and behavioral economics have focused on the timeless
and innate human propensity for prediction and have argued that human decision-making processes are constrained
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prediction extend from antiquity through the nineteenth century through religious prophecy,
augury, astrology, folk wisdoms, farmers’ almanacs, and the like. Current research on affective
forecasting by psychologist Daniel Gilbert notes that humans are the only animals with the
capacity to imagine the future, and more importantly, argues that our inability to accurately
predict our emotional responses to desired future gains (e.g., a big promotion, a new love
interest, a luxury car) is responsible for our unhappiness. In short, we are usually wrong when
we think we know what will make us happy, Gilbert contends, but we are by nature a future-
oriented species.”® So humans have always been forecasters, and by Gilbert’s account, we have
been consistently inaccurate when it comes to predicting the sources of our own fulfillment.

But I argue that this ostensibly timeless human propensity for prophecy was dramatically
redefined in the aftermath of the Civil War.*’ As railroad and telegraph technologies linked first
regional and then national markets in the mid to late nineteenth century, prediction took on more
than local significance. As local “island communities” became linked into far-reaching
communication networks, regional economies, and urban bureaucracies, forecasting became an
increasingly high-stakes endeavor amid the economic crisis of certainty, and as predictions
circulated like commaodities throughout a national economy, they took on cultural as well as
economic value amid the epistemological crisis of certainty. Broadly speaking, forecasting

found unprecedented import in the late nineteenth century in part because Americans saw the

by our relentless but predictably unreliable attempts to imagine our future selves. See Daniel Gilbert, Stumbling on
Happiness (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006); Dan Ariely, Predictably Irrational: The Hidden Forces That Shape
Our Decisions (New York: HarperCollins, 2008); Leonard Mlodinow, The Drunkard’s Walk: How Randomness
Rules Our Lives (New York: Pantheon Books, 2008).

8 Gilbert, Stumbling on Happiness, 3-25.

% Recent popular books by a business consultant, a physicist, and a mathematician, respectively, have focused on
broad trends in the history of prediction, but their work is framed by presentist concerns and does not, in my mind,
adequately situate conceptions and cultural practices of prediction in their historical contexts. See William A.
Sherden, The Fortune Sellers: The Big Business of Buying and Selling Predictions (New York: John Wiley, 1998);
Paul Halperin, The Pursuit of Destiny: A History of Prediction (Cambridge, MA: Perseus, 2000); David Orrell, The
Future of Everything: The Science of Prediction (New York: Thunder’s Mouth Press, 2007).
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future come rushing toward the present at unprecedented speed.”’ Henry Adams addressed the
nineteenth century’s accelerating rate of technical innovation and scientific discovery in “A Law
of Acceleration” in his autobiography. In 1900, Adams observed,

science now lay in a plane where scarcely one or two hundred minds in the world could

follow its mathematical processes; but bombs educate vigorously, and even wireless

telegraphy or airships might require the reconstruction of society. If any analogy
whatever existed between the human mind, on one side, and the laws of motion, on the
other, the mind had already entered a field of attraction so violent that it must
immediately pass beyond, into new equilibrium . . . . If science were to go on doubling or
quadrupling its complexities every ten years, even mathematics would soon succumb.

An average mind had succumbed already in 1850; it could no longer understand the

problem in 1900.”"

Here Adams captures the intensity of the rate of change in a modern world typified by the
famous Dynamo, and his modern moment is indeed at the turn of the twentieth century. But it is
important to note Adams’s observation that the nineteenth-century world had already stopped
making sense to most by 1850.

Like Adams, I am convinced that the discontinuity and epistemological tumult commonly
associated with the dawn of the twentieth century had its origins closer to mid-century. Wiebe’s
The Search for Order, begins by describing the changed character of early-twentieth-century life
as one that “sought continuity and predictability in a world of endless change.””* But as I will
demonstrate in subsequent chapters, this search for predictability that Wiebe locates in the early

twentieth century had much earlier roots in institutions of antebellum America. In Something for

Nothing, Jackson Lears observes that “[b]y the turn of the century, neither the cosmos nor the

" Two histories of literary futurism in particular identify a cultural reimagination of the future in the late nineteenth
century. See L. F. Clarke, The Pattern of Expectation, 1644-2001 (New York: Basic Books, 1979); Kimball, “‘The
Curious Vagaries of Visionaries’: A History of the American Future, 1880s-1910s.” I share their conviction that
utopian and futurist writing of the time dramatically reshaped popular conceptions of the future, but I consider
literary prophecies and representations of the future together with scientific and economic forecasting practices as
part of a broader culture of propheteering in the late nineteenth century.

"' Henry Adams, The Education of Henry Adams, an Autobiography (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1918 [1907]), 496.
I am indebted to Leo Marx for this point.

2 Wiebe, Search for Order, xiv.
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individual seemed as unified or predictable as earlier generations had thought,” but I will
illustrate in “Propheteering” that such a faith in predictability began to unravel much earlier in
the popular imagination, in the 1870s and 1880s.”

Finally, a word on terminology. Generally speaking, late-nineteenth-century writers used
the words prediction, prophecy, and forecasting interchangeably, and for the sake of variety, I
have followed suit, except when my historical actors make purposeful semantic distinctions
among the terms. The words prophecy and forecast—and more importantly, their twentieth-
century connotations of religion and science, respectively—were not so starkly opposed in the
late nineteenth century. The language used to describe prediction is most significant in the
context of weather forecasting and fortune-telling, as we will see in chapters four and eight
especially. Defining the terms of prophecy was also vitally important to Walt Whitman, who, in
an 1872 poem initially composed for Dartmouth’s commencement and later revised as part of the
1881 Leaves of Grass, wondered “How can I pierce the impenetrable blank of the future?”
(“Thou Mother with Thy Equal Brood,” line 71) In a poem celebrating the birth of a modemn
democratic America—*a freer, vast, electric world . . . / (The true New World, the world of orbic
science, morals, literatures to come,) / Thou wonder world yet undefined, unform’d, neither do I
define thee,” (lines 68-70)—Whitman acknowledged the undefineable and incomprehensible
nature of the future. Rather than attempt to know the future with any degree of certainty,
Whitman opted instead for prophesying in the present:

I watch thee advancing, absorbing the present, transcending the past,

I see thy light lighting, and thy shadow shadowing, as if the entire globe,

But I do not undertake to define thee, hardly to comprehend thee,
I but thee name, thee prophesy, as now, (lines 73-76)

 Lears, Something for Nothing, 211.
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For Whitman, as well as the late-nineteenth-century multitudes, prophesying was essential to the

making of a modern America.
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Chapter 2: Cotton Guessers

One year after the publication of Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward in 1888, the U.S.
Department of Agriculture’s Chief Statistician Jacob R. Dodge wrote that “‘the vital need of
today is a clear and searching glance into the future, a forecast of crop results which shall fairly
indicate them in advance.””’ But the lack of agricultural foreknowledge Dodge lamented in 1889
was not for lack of effort. From the 1840s through the early twentieth century, a steadily
increasing number of institutions and individuals—among them agricultural journals, federal
government statisticians, private commercial forecasters, commodity exchanges, credit reporting
agencies, railroad companies, millers and spinners, and farmers’ associations—used field agents
and crop reporters to assess crop prospects for the upcoming harvest. Farmers, merchants,
manufacturers, businessmen, and speculators, among others, then used these published crop
forecasts in pursuit of profit.?

In the late nineteenth century, this array of crop estimates, along with a wealth of
financial information, circulated ever more rapidly through national and international markets as
the quadruplex telegraph and stock ticker enabled instantaneous transmission of market news and
prices.> And the structure of national and international agricultural commodity markets rendered
local knowledge of crop conditions of minimal value, since the price a farmer could expect to get

for his crop in a local market was primarily determined not by the condition of his neighbor’s

' U.S. Secretary of Agriculture, Report, 1889 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1889), 201, quoted in
Emerson M. Brooks, The Founding of the Crop Reporting Service: A Review of the Struggle to Establish an
Agricultural Estimating Service in the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 1863-1903 (Washington, DC: USDA
Statistical Reporting Service, 1962), 48.

2 USDA, “Practical Results of the Work of the Department of Agriculture: Address Delivered at the Annual
Convention of the State Grange of the Patrons of Husbandry at Brandywine Springs, Del.,” Report No. 71
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1901), draft in Crop Report and Historical Materials, 1914-1918,
Box 1, Records of the National Agricultural Statistics Service, RG 355, National Archives II.

3 Hochfelder, “ Where the Common People Could Speculate,”” 336-38.
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crop but by the aggregated condition of the entire crop throughout the state, the nation, and
abroad.® Thus Dodge’s call for a “clear and searching glance into the future” hinged on a
statistical and bureaucratic mechanism—agricultural statistics—that enabled the valuation of an
individual farmer’s crop relative to the crops of farmers a state, a region, or half a world away.’
Crop reporting proponents in the agricultural press and within the USDA consistently
argued throughout the nineteenth century that crop estimates would stabilize agricultural markets
by insulating farmers from the power of shrewd speculators and thereby ensuring them fairer
prices for their goods. But as I will illustrate in this chapter, crop estimates ultimately rendered
the volatile cotton market of the 1890s more unstable than stable during a period in which the
USDA s Division of Statistics, a private cotton forecaster named Henry M. Neill, and an
association of Georgia cotton growers all produced and circulated predictive agricultural
statistics expressly designed to influence cotton prices. Iargue that, in the case of cotton, such a

proliferation of crop prophecies produced more statistical and economic uncertainty than

% The Chief of the Bureau of Crop Estimates acknowledged this to be true in 1915, but the same general principle
applied throughout the late nineteenth century as American farmers increasingly produced goods for sale on national
and international markets. Leon M. Estabrook, Government Crop Reports: Their Value, Scope, and Preparation
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1915), 9.

> The history of crop forecasting in the United States has drawn little recent scholarly attention. Numerous internal
histories of agricultural statistics published by the USDA have narrated the expansion and professionalization of the
federal government’s crop reporting program as a steady march toward ever more accurate and economically
valuable crop estimates. These institutional histories, along with early-twentieth-century commentary on crop
reporting and two recent scholarly analyses, have pointed to a 1905 “cotton leak” scandal that uncovered fraud
within the USDA’s crop estimating program as the origin of modern agricultural statistics, an unfortunate but
necessary moment of bureaucratic reform that rendered government crop forecasting a far more certain enterprise.
In this chapter I focus instead on the late-century flurry of competing and often contradictory crop estimates issued
by the USDA’s Division of Statistics, private commercial forecasters, and farmers’ associations, and examine the
contested and often contentious practice of constructing crop forecasts in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. For internal histories of crop reporting, see USDA, The Crop and Livestock Reporting Service of the
United States, Misc. Pub. No. 171 (Washington, DC: USDA, 1933); Brooks, The Founding of the Crop Reporting
Service; USDA Statistical Reporting Service, The Story of U.S. Agricultural Estimates, Misc. Pub. No. 1088
(Washington, D.C.: USDA, 1969); Frederic A. Vogel, “The Evolution and Development of Agricultural Statistics at
the United States Department of Agriculture,” Journal of Official Statistics 11, no. 2 (1995): 161-80. For recent
scholarly analyses of crop reporting, see Robert E. Snyder, “Federal Crop Forecasts and the Cotton Market, 1866-
1929,” Journal of Southwest Georgia History 7 (1989-1992): 40-58; Emmanuel Didier, “Do Statistics ‘Perform’ the
Economy?” in Donald MacKenzie, Fabian Muniesa, and Lucia Siu, eds., Do Economists Make Markets? On the
Performativity of Economics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 276-310.
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certainty at the turn of the century. The failure of these three different efforts at statistical
control of the cotton market ultimately led the federal government and the public to reimagine
agricultural statistics in more probabilistic terms, thereby rationalizing uncertainty into modern
agricultural commodity markets.

Histories of commodity trading commonly identify the source of such market volatility as
the savvy but unscrupulous speculator, the market-manipulating middleman who profited at the
expense of powerless rural producers.® But these accounts overlook the work of the crop
forecaster, a statistical middleman who influenced and at times produced the market information
speculators used to profit on agricultural commodity trading. Speculators wielded not objective
economic data but rather dynamic and at times intentionally manipulated agricultural statistics
that were produced by a combination of federal government statisticians, commercial interests,
and farmers themselves.

In what follows I trace the origins of crop reporting in the United States, beginning with
experimental crop surveys by state agricultural societies, the U.S. Patent Office, and the
American Agriculturalist magazine from the 1840s to the early 1860s. In the wake of the Panic
of 1837, Americans suffered higher prices for agricultural commodities and crop failures in 1837
and 1838, and the volume of agricultural imports increased. Farmers in the east were
in