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3. Correspondence of Eli Whitney relative to the Invention of the
Cotton Gin.

[For the following contribution the REVIEW is indebted to Dr. M. B.
Hammond, of the University of Illinois, author of a monograph on the
Cotton Industry in the United States, soon to be published by the Amer-
ican Economic Association, and to Eli Whitney, Esq., of New Haven.]

THE story of the invention of the cotton gin by Eli Whitney, of
Massachusetts, while he was a guest of the family of General Na-
thanael Greene, at their residence near Savannah, Georgia, has long
been one of the historic traditions familiar even to school children.
But circumstances have arisen within recent years which make it
desirable to recall the old story of the invention, and to examine its
claim to a place in the history of the industrial development of the
nation.

In the recent literature of the cotton industry, especially that
contributed by Southern writers, there have appeared numerous
references and assertions which show plainly that there is a grow-
ing conviction at the South, either that Eli Whitney was not the
real inventor of the saw gin, or that his gin became practicable as
an instrument for cleaning the green seed cotton, only when sup-
plied with subsequent improvements by other inventors, or, at any
rate, that Whitney was aided in the construction of his machine by
suggestions derived from witnessing the efforts and partial successes
of other experimenters. Instead, therefore, of the cotton gin being
an original product of Whitney’s brain, it was, say these writers,
only the successful combination of the discoveries and experiments
of equally brilliant but less fortunate artisans who had wrestled
with the same problem.

In support of their statements these writers have usually given
a more or less full and plausible account of what they believe to be
the true origin of the cotton gin, and of the perversion of history by
which Whitney secured the honor which entirely or partly be-
longed to another. :

I have no wish to charge with insincerity any of these persons
who either through published writings or through personal corre-
spondence have set forth the claims of those whom they believe to
be justly entitled to the credit of having given to the world this
great invention. The respectability of these gentlemen, and the
manner of their writing, are indisputable witnesses of their candor in
this matter. And, indeed, their stories are only in line with the
theory of invention which will be found to be the true explanation
of the majority of the great discoveries in the arts and sciences.

1See Brentano, Ueber die Ursachen der heutigen socialen Noth, pp. 7 ff.; Hobson,
The Evolution of Modern Capitalism, p. 58.



