
Pa rt I
As was its practice, the Vi rginia Company specified that for the first seven years the Pilgrims
should organize communally. In good faith, the colony began as directed; the colonists worked
the fields together, and each family received a share from the common lard e r.  

H o w e v e r, we know that long before seven years had passed, this communal organization was
abandoned and each family was given responsibility to provide its own food. In his H i s t o ry of
Plymouth Plantation, Governor William Bradford re c o rded this decision, reached after the dis-
mal, meager harvest of 1623:

... So they began to think how they might raise as much corn as they could, and obtain a
better crop than they had done, that they might not still thus languish in misery. At length,
after much debate of things, the Governor (with the advice of the chiefest amongst them)
gave way that they should set corn every man for his own part i c u l a r, and in that re g a rd
t rust to themselves; in all other thing to go on in the general way as before. And so
assigned to every family a parcel of land, according to the pro p o rtion of their number, for
that end ...

Pa rt II
It is hard to believe that people who had been through so much together and shared such deep
commitment to common beliefs would reject community eff o rt as the means for ensuring their
v e ry survival. But they did, leaving us to puzzle out the problem. Fort u n a t e l y, the development
of the economic understanding in the centuries since the Pilgrims struggled at Plymouth can
help us with the task. Hearing the words “communal economy,” any economist worth his salt
would quickly respond that the solution to the puzzle is that the Pilgrims were human! Cert a i n
that, like all people, the Plymouth colonists responded to incentives in predictable ways, the
economist would hypothesize that communal living turned many Pilgrims into shirkers. 

To d a y, we’d say “sloughing off” or failing to “pull your own weight” instead of “shirking.”
R e g a rdless of what we call it, it’s easy to see that a significant amount of shirking would have
stifled economic growth, kept the colonists on the brink of starvation, and fostered arg u m e n t s
and discontent. But, you protest in disbelief: “The Pilgrims, shirkers? Certainly not those hard -
working, dedicated souls!” 

HA N D O U T 1
Changing Course in Plymouth, 1623



Let Governor Bradford ’s words provide the evidence to test the economist’s hypothesis:

For this community [common ownership] (so far as it was) was found to breed much con-
fusion and discontent and re t a rd much employment that would have been to their benefit
and comfort. For the young men, that were most able and fit for labor and service, did
repine that they should spend their time and strength to work for other men’s wives and
c h i l d ren without any recompense. The strong, or man of parts, had no more in division of
victuals and clothes than he that was weak and not able to do a quarter the other could;
this was thought injustice. The aged and graver men to be ranked and equalized in labors
and victuals, clothes etc., with the meaner and younger sort, thought it some indignity and
d i s respect unto them. And for men’s wives to be commanded to do service for other men,
as dressing their meat, washing their clothes, etc., they deemed it a kind of slavery, nei-
ther could many husbands well brook it. Upon the point all being to have alike, and all to
do alike, they thought themselves in the like condition, and one as good as another; and
so, if it did not cut off those relations that God hath set amongst men, yet it did at least
much diminish and take off the mutual respects that should be pre s e rved amongst them.
And would have been worse if they had been men of another condition. Let none object
this is men’s corruption ... God in His wisdom saw another course fitter for them.

HA N D O U T 2
F i g u re It Out

Now that we’ve discovered what happened in Plymouth, we can use economic reasoning to
understand why the communal economy failed. The economic concept that is the key to our
understanding is incentives. In this activity, you will be comparing the types of behavior encour-
aged by the incentives in communal and private pro p e rty arr a n g e m e n t s .

Pa rt I
Suppose 10 men leave Plymouth and start their own colony. Read the situations below. 

Situation A All 10 colonists are like Ed. He’s an average, hard-working guy, willing to do his part
to help the colony succeed. His work produces about 50 bushels of corn.  

Situation B Of the 10 colonists, 9 are like Ed — average, hard-working Pilgrims who produce 50
bushels of corn. But then there ’s Ted. Although pretty much the same age, size, and strength as
the others, Ted is of noble birth. It bothers him that he should be treated exactly the same as a
common person, so he doesn’t work as hard. As a result, his work only produces 25 bushels of
c o rn. 

Situation C Of the 10 colonists, 9 are like Ed — average, hard-working Pilgrims who produce 
50 bushels of corn. But then there ’s Ned, the overachiever. Although pretty much the same age, 
size, and strength as the others, Ned works harder and longer. He is the first one in the field each
m o rning and the last one to leave each night. His work contributes 60 bushels of corn to the
c o l o n y.  

(C o n t i n u e d )


