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Microhistory, Macrohistory, and the Wisdom of Willie Sutton

To paraphrase my colleague Jane Merritt, I have one general rule in confer-
ence participation: before I comment on a session, I try to read the papers.
That's a rule perhaps I should have broken in October 2002. Had I not read
the comments of Merritt and Timothy Shannon in advance of our PHA ses-
sion in Millersville, I would have been far more appropriately embarrassed by
the praise they heaped upon Facing East. On the other hand, had I not previ-
ously read Shannon's paper, I would have been unable to properly ponder his
comparison of me to Willie Sutton.

Not quite knowing where to find source material on Sutton's life and wis-
dom (much less on his role as an historiographer), I did what any lazy stu-
dent would do: I sat down at my computer and typed "Willie Sutton" into
Google. The first result that turned up was-where else?-the web site of the
American Bankers Association. There one can read a brief article entitled
"The Bank Robber, THE QUOTE, and the Final Irony." The author points
out that "THE QUOTE has been used in articles and speeches about bond
issues, religious matters, Medicaid fraud, alcohol on campus, mutual-fund
investment strategies, and even, in a surprisingly small number of cases,
bank robberies." And now, at last, the list has been lengthened to include
the writing of history. Unfortunately, the "Final Irony" referred to in the
article's title is that Sutton never actually said those famous words about
banks being where the money was-or so he himself confessed in an autobi-
ography (appropriately) ghost-written for him in 1976. Illusions thus
dashed, I wondered if there were any documented Willie Sutton quotes that
could be useful to historians. Several promising candidates presented them-
selves, including perhaps my favorite: "Doc Tate was right. The acetylene
torch was not the answer." Slightly less colorful, but more appropriate for
our purposes, is Sutton's observation that "You can't rob a bank on charm
and personality."'

Merritt and Shannon both find the greatest charm of Facing East in its first
four chapters, where personality finds freest rein, and they are comparatively
less satisfied with chapters 5 and 6, to a large degree because those two chap-
ters de-emphasize personal stories. I plead guilty to the charge of inconsis-
tently focusing on the personal. Yet if, as Sutton insisted, "You can't rob a
bank on charm and personality," I would argue that you also can't write
history by focusing on personalities alone. You also--and especially in an era
when we hear so much about the virtues of "microhistory"-need to look at
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larger structural forces, high politics, and old-fashioned macrohistory issues
of war and diplomacy.'

Now of course I'm not accusing either Merritt or Shannon of saying that
personalities are invariably more important or more interesting than
broader structural forces. Nor do I take any exception to their insistence
that, as Merritt puts it, "probing inquiry through biography" might "give
us a more intimate understanding of the personal ambivalence that accom-
panied the emergence of racial divisiveness in the 176os." I couldn't agree

more. And I would also say that James H. Merrell has already emphasized
the role of personalities far better than I could ever do in his Into the
American Woods. Moreover, Shannon's and Merritt's own work on Native

Americans and Middle colonists demonstrates that they are no slouches in

this area either.'
Yet the real reason personalities disappear in chapters five and six of Facing

East is not that it has already been done. As Merritt politely points out, that

something has already been done didn't stop me elsewhere. Instead, the
Suttonesque turn of Facing East has to do with my main aims for the book in
the first place. I was initially far less interested in what we could learn by try-
ing to "face east" on the colonial North American past than in how we might
go about doing that sort of thing: how we could conceive of American stories

rooted in this continent's on-going past rather than in the past of Europe, how

we might deal with the seemingly intractable problems in the source material,
how we might go about trying to write eastward facing stories even if we could
conceive of them. So, instead of the single coherent story implied by the subti-
tle, A Native History of Early America, I initially imagined a linked series of
essays that would cumulatively move chronologically through time, but would
each individually and self-consciously take up a different way of "facing east."
As I revised I came to realize that I did have something resembling a larger
overarching story in mind-or at least some unifying themes--and the six
independent essays became a little more like a unified whole. But nonetheless,

I adhered to my original intent to use each chapter to explore distinct modes of
research, of interpretation of sources, of conceptualization, and especially of

framing historical narratives. Each chapter "faces east" in a different way, and if
personalities drop out of some of the chapters, that is by design. Personal sto-

ries are not what those chapters are about.
The prologue introduces the metaphor of facing east; the epilogue explores

the efforts of an early nineteenth-century author who embraced a Native
American identity to actually write an eastward facing history. In between are
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six variations on the theme. Chapter i faces east using historical imagination;
chapter 2, a materialist perspective; chapter 3, biography; chapter 4, close
literary reading; chapters 5 and 6 ..... Chapters 5 and 6? Here, Merritt and
Shannon have caught me out. These chapters are not nearly so self-conscious
in their methodology and, especially, their exploration of particular kinds of
source materials as are the first four. They read much more like straightfor-
ward narratives of events than do their predecessors. Still, I think, each does
face east in a distinctive way. Chapter 5 situates Indians in the increasingly
ubiquitous historiographical paradigm of the Atlantic World." Eighteenth-
century Native Americans, I argue, were caught up in the same forces of
globalization, the same Atlantic economy, the same increasingly unified
imperial world as were Euro-Americans--and that some Native peoples may
in fact have carved out a place every bit as effectively and perhaps with more
autonomy for themselves than did their Euro-American counterparts.
Against this backdrop of uneasily shared experience, chapter 6 finds its way
of facing east by focusing upon the events of a single year, 1763. It then tries
to sketch some ways in which patterns set by Pontiac and the Paxton Boys
came to dominate the political and cultural movements that came to be
known as the American Revolution, and that continued to play themselves
out through the era of Jacksonian Removal.

With due respect to Merritt, I do think "ethnic cleansing" is an appropri-
ate, albeit provocative, term for the phenomenon that took shape in 1763.
The Oxford English Dictionary provides this definition:

The purging, by mass expulsion or killing, of one ethnic or religious
group by another, especially from an area of former cohabitation ....
Originally used of (and afterwards most strongly associated with) the
actions of the various nationalities in the Balkan wars of the i99os.
This and associated terms are often regarded as simple euphemisms 2

If "the purging, by mass expulsion or killing, of one ethnic or religious group by
another... from an area of former cohabitation" is not what the Paxton Boys
and those who agreed with Pontiac had in mind in 1763, I'm not sure what else
it was. That neither Paxtonians nor Nativist Indians may have consistently held
this opinion over time does not make the description less accurate for the over-
heated atmosphere of 1763. Nor does the fact that the Jackson Administration
preferred to use "Removal" as its "simple euphemism" fbr what we could today
call "ethnic cleansing" make that official U.S. government policy (however
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controversial it may have been at the time) any less one focused on "purging, by
mass expulsion. . . from an area of former cohabitation."

Yet both Merritt and Shannon raise issues that go beyond terminology or
the relative virtues of micro-and macrohistory. As Shannon puts it, in chap-
ters 5 and 6 of Facing East, "the Indians in the eighteenth century seem more
blindly reactive, forced into untenable positions by a rising tide of colonial
hostility, imperial land hunger, and dependency on the fur trade." He then
asks, "at some point in that era, did the range of choice for Indians between

resistance and accommodation constrict so narrowly that in fact, the choice
no longer mattered, and the fate of the Indian was preordained?" Shannon
raises here serious questions of human agency on the one hand perhaps, and

of whether facing east really can make any difference in our understanding
of the long eighteenth century. As he says, it "boils down to this: having
now faced east . . . , the eighteenth century does not look much different

than... from the vantage facing west."
Maybe so. We can't change the way things turned out by looking at

them from a different perspective. There is certainly no charm, and perhaps
little room for the influence of particular personalities, in the story I tell of
the racialization of the early United States. But I like to think that I have
still left some room for human agency even in my emphasis on broad
impersonal structures of the eighteenth century. If, as I've tried to argue,

even within the strictures of global imperial European dominance of the
Atlantic world Native Americans of the eastern continental interior man-
aged to carve out a reasonably secure place for themselves (and I do think
it's a place they carved out painfully for therselves), then there is plenty of
room for human agency. And if, after Pontiac's War, even at the height of
British imperial pretensions in North America, at least some imperial offi-

cials haltingly, ham-fistedly, and indeed arrogantly envisioned a future
empire in which Euro-Americans and Native Americans would continue to
share the continent as they had for two generations before the Seven Years
War, then the White Man's Country that the United States became was pre-

sumably not entirely pre-ordained either. It took a revolution to make that
happen, and that is agency enough for me.

DANIEL K. RICHTER
University of Pennsylvania/McNeil Centerfor Early American Studies
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