ISSUE 10

- Did the Election of 1828 Represent
a Democratic Revolt of the People?

YES: Robert V. Remini, from “Election of 1828,” in Arthur M. Schlesinger,
Jr., ed., The Coming to Power: Critical Presidential Elections in American History
(McGraw-Hill, 1972)

NO: Richard P McCormick, from “New Perspectives on Jacksonian Politics,”
The American Historical Review (January 1960)

ISSUE SUMMARY

YES: Professor of history Robert V. Remini argues that the 1828 presidential
election symbolized the people’s arrival at political responsibility and began a
genuine, nationally organized, two-party system that came of age in the
1830s.

NO: Professor of history Richard P. McCormick maintains that voting
statistics demonstrate that a genuine political revolution did not take place
until the presidential election of 1840, when fairly well balanced political
parties had been organized in virtually every state.

According to conventional wisdom, Andrew Jackson’s election to the presi-
dency in 1828 began the era of the common man, in which the mass of voters,
no longer restrained from voting by property requirements, rose up and
threw the elite leaders out of our nation’s capital. While recent historians are
not quite sure what constituted Jacksonian democracy or who supported it,
and they question whether or not there ever existed such an era of
egalitarianism, American history textbooks still include the obligatory chap-
ter on the age of Jackson.

There are several reasons why this old-fashioned view of the period
continues to prevail. In part it is because it is still easier to generalize about
political events, even in spite of the new scholarly interest in social history.
Consequently, many texts continue to devote the major portion of their pages
to detailed examinations of the successes and failures of various presidential
administrations. Whether or not Jackson was more significant than other
presidents is difficult to assess because “Old Hickory’s” forceful personality,
compounded with his use of strong executive authority, engendered con-
stant controversy during his eight years in office.

Another reason the traditional concept of Jacksonian democracy has not
been abandoned is because critics of the progressive interpretation have not
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been able to come up with an acceptable alternative view. Culminating with
Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.s Pulitzer Prize-winning Age of Jackson (Little,
Brown, 1945), the progressive historians viewed Jackson’s election in 1828 as
the triumph of the common man in politics. Oversimplified as this inter-
pretation may be, there is little doubt that a major change was taking place in
the political system during these years. The deaths of both Thomas Jefferson
and John Adams on July 4, 1826, the 50th anniversary of the U.S. Declaration
of Independence from England, signified the end of the revolutionary
generation’s control over American politics. The first six presidents had been
leaders or descendants of leaders in the revolutionary movement. At the
Constitutional Convention in 1787, most of the time was spent discussing the
powers of the presidency. Because of their experiences with the British king, -
the Founding Fathers were fearful of strong executive authority. Therefore,
the presidency was entrusted only to those individuals whose loyalty
remained unquestioned. Jackson was the first president of the United States
who did not come from either Virginia or Massachusetts. Although Jackson
was only a teenager at the time of the American Revolution, his career was
similar to those of the early Founding Fathers. Like Washington and Jeffer-
son, Jackson became a living legend before he was 50 years old. His exploits
as an Indian fighter and the military hero of the Battle of New Orleans in the
War of 1812 were more important than his western background in making
him presidential material.

During the past two decades, a number of historians have studied the
effects of presidential elections on the development and maintenance of the
two-party system. Borrowing concepts and analytical techniques from politi-
cal scientists and sociologists, the “new political” historians have demon-
strated the effectiveness of the parties in selecting candidates, running
campaigns, developing legislation, and legitimizing conflicts within the
democratic system. By 1815, the first-party system of competition between
the Federalists and the Republican-Demgcrats had broken down, in part
because the Federalists had refused to become a legitimate opposition party.
A second-party system developed during the Jackson era between Old
Hickory’s Democratic party and his Whig opponents. It lasted until the
1850s, when the slavery issue led to the formation of a new system of party
competition between Republicans and Democrats.

The following selections disagree on the significance of the 1828 presiden-
tial race as a critical election in the development of the second-party system.
Robert V. Remini agues that the 1828 presidential election symbolized the
people’s arrival at full political responsibility and began a genuine, nationally
organized, two-party system that matured in the 1830s. Richard P. McCor-
mick revises the traditional interpretation. His analysis of the voting statistics
demonstrates that a genuine political revolution did not take place until the
presidential election of 1840, when fairly well balanced parties had been
organized in virtually every state.
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YES | Robert V. Remini

ELECTION OF 1828

Jackson’s appearance on the national scene in larger-than-life size was indeed
fortuitous. He arrived just as the country was undergoing profound eco-
nomic and political changes, when a new generation of men was coming
forward to seize leadership from an older social and political elite. These men
saw in Jackson a symbol of their own ambitions; they also saw in him a living
example of the self-made man. Surely if an orphan boy from the backwoods
could make good, there was no reason why they too could not aspire to
wealth and social status by relying on their own talents to get what they
wanted.

Furthermore, this was an age of developing professionalism in all fields—
including politics. In the 1820s, men were hard at work perfecting the
techniques of winning elections. They built machines to manage the popular
vote; they believed in organization; and they were determined to rule. As
sharp-nosed professionals, like Van Buren, they were quick to sense the
response the General’s popularity produced among the “rising” classes of
Americans and to realize that association with Jackson might be crucial to
their future position in politics, both nationally and locally. Small wonder,
then, that Van Buren decided in the winter of 1826-27 to move into the
Jackson camp and to bring with him as many of the Old Republicans as he
could influence. “If Gen Jackson & his friends will put his election on old
party grounds,” Van Buren wrote to one Radical, “preserve the old systems,
avoid if not condemn the practices of the last campaign we can by adding his
personal popularity to the yet remaining force of old party feeling, not only
succeed in electing him but our success when achieved will be worth
something.” :

" Since Jackson had resigned his Senate seat after his House defeat and was
therefore not in Washington, Van Buren went to Vice-President Calhoun,
who was now openly allied to the General, and offered him Radical support
for the election of Jackson in 1828. Van Buren promised to swing over the
Richmond Junto, the Virginia political machine, through his influence with

From Robert V. Remini, “Election of 1828,” in Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., ed., The Coming to
Power: Critical Presidential Elections in American History (McGraw-Hill, 1972). Copyright ©
1972 by McGraw-Hill, Inc. Reprinted by permission.
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Thomas Ritchie, editor of the Richmond
Engquirer and a leader of the Junto. He
also promised to tour the South and do
everything possible to bring the entire
Old Republican faction into the new co-
alition, even to the extent of seeing
Crawford and winning his support. Dur-
ing their conversation about this alliance,
Calhoun and Van Buren also discussed
the possibility of holding a national nom-
inating convention to replace the out-
moded caucus system, but nothing
definite was decided at this time.

In a subsequent letter to Ritchie, Van
Buren clearly stated that his concern for
the political scene went further than a
single election. He urged the Radicals to
join him in this new coalition, not simply
to defeat Adams but to achieve “what is
of still greater importance, the substan-
tial reorganization of the Old Republican
party.” He called for a revival of the two-
party system and for a renewal of Jeffer-
son’s old North-South alliance, between
what he termed the “planters of the
South and the plain Republicans of the
North.” For Van Buren, like many other
politicians of the day, recognized that the
political system of the 1820s had failed to
respond to a changing society and that
unless something were done right away
it might collapse altogether.

Because of the efforts of many men to
restructure the system, the election of
1828 witnessed the reemergence of the
two-party system, in American politics.
The Jackson-CalhounVan Buren coalition
eventually became known as the “Demo-
cratic” Republican party, or simply the
Democratic party, while the Adams-Clay
combination was called the “National”
Republican party. With respect to party
principles—not that they were much dis-
cussed in the campaign of 1828—the
Democrats tended, when prodded, to

restate the doctrines of Jefferson, partic-
ularly those emphasizing the rights of
the states and the importance of the
ordinary citizen. The National Republi-
cans, on the other hand, affirmed the
need for a strong central government in
advancing the material well-being of the
nation. Although there continued to be
personal factions and cliques operating
within the system, and while party orga-
nization did not advance in every state
with equal rapidity; still in 1828 there was
the beginning of a genuine, nationally
organized, two-party system, a system
that came of age in the 1830s. . . .
Balloting in the election extended from
September to November. In most states,
voting occurred over a period of several
days. The states did not provide an offi-
cial ballot; instead, the parties printed
their own ballots, distributing them to
friends and employing high-pressure

party hacks at the polls to get the voter to

accept the ticket. It was not unusual for a
person to be accosted by several hawkers
at once and threatened with bodily harm
unless he accepted the proffered ballot.
The procedures for voting varied con-
siderably throughout the twenty-four
states. Delaware and South Carolina were
the only states whose legislatures chose
the electors. In all other states, they were
chosen from a general or district ticket by
an electorate that was roughly equiva-
lent—except in Louisiana, Virginia, and
Rhode Island—to the adult, white male
population. Maryland, Maine, Illinois,
Tennessee, and New York were the states
using the district system, which meant .
that their electoral votes could be split
between the candidates on a propor-
tional basis. In all other states where the
general ticket was employed, the candi-
date with the highest popular vote re-
ceived all the electoral votes. Only Rhode



Island and Virginia continued to restrict
suffrage with property qualifications,
and Louisiana maintained tax payments
as a voting requirement.

When the election ended and the bal-
lots were counted, it was clear that Jack-
son had won a stupendous victory. Out
of a total of 1,155,022 popular votes cast,
John Quincy Adams received 507,730;
Andrew Jackson won 647,292 or just a
little better than 56 per cent of the entire
vote. This was an extraordinary achieve-
ment by Jackson, a veritable landslide. In
percentages it was unequalled in any
presidential election during the nine-
teenth century. And his total represented
substantial support from all sections of
this country, including New England.

The total popular vote in the election
represented an increase of nearly eight
hundred thousand over the previous
election in 1824. In Pennsylvania alone,
the number rose from forty-seven thou-
sand to 152,000 four years later. There
were several reasons for this spectacular
rise. In the first place, the two-party sys-
tem had been reestablished, if unevenly,
and where in 1824 there were several
candidates running for the Presidency
there were only two in 1828. Second,
there was considerable interest in the
election generated to a large extent by an
exciting, if not scurrilous, campaign initi-
ated by both the Democratic and Na-
tional Republican parties. Third, there
was a concerted effort on the part of
many politicians to get out the vote at
election time; and finally, four states, repre-
senting a considerable electorate, changed
their laws and transferred the selection
of electors from the legislature to the
people.

In the Electoral College, Jackson’s vic-
tory was even more impressive. He won
a total of 178 electoral votes to 83 for

* Adams. He swept everything south of

the Potomac River and west of New Jer-
sey. Adams carried New England (except
for a single electoral vote in Maine), Dela-
ware, New Jersey, and most of Maryland.
Adams and Jackson shared New York,
with the General taking 20 of the state’s
36 electoral votes. All the remaining
states went to-Old Hickory. The election
was relatively close in New Hampshire,
New York, New Jersey, Maryland, Ken-
tucky, Louisiana, Ohio, and Indiana. In
the final analysis, what made the differ-
ence in virtually every one of these states
was superior party organization.

In the Vice-Presidential race, Calhoun
won an’ easy reelection over Richard
Rush, but received 7 fewer electoral votes
than Jackson, because Georgia, which
resented Calhoun’s treatment of William
H. Crawford when they sat in Monroe’s
Cabinet together, awarded 7 votes to Sena-
tor William C. Smith of South Carolina.

Aside from the importance of party in
producing Jackson’s triumph there was
also his own popularity and charisma.
He was a living, authentic legend, the
victor of New Orleans, the man who won
over the British, the greatest feat of arms
in American history. Moreover, there
was a dignity and bearing about him that
bespoke leadership and authority. He
was “presidential-looking,” more so
than any other public figure of the day.
He inspired confidence among the larg-
est mass of voters despite his lack of
education and his reputation as an un-
tamed westerner. In that sense Jackson
himself was the essential issue in the
campaign, just as he would be again in
1832, and the people in “vast numbers”
crowded to his side.

Recently, however, some historians have
questioned the vastness of the 1828 victory.
Comparing the statistics of this election



with previous state elections and future
presidential elections, one historian has
raised serious doubts as to whether the
people poured out to the polls to express
their confidence in Jackson. Perhaps it is
possible to make meaningful comparisons
between a presidential election and a state
election for local officers held at different
times or two presidential elections sepa-
rated by a dozen or more years. And
perhaps not. But in any event the fact
remains that no matter how the statistics
are analyzed or interpreted the people
themselves who lived at the time be-
lieved that Jackson’s election represented
a great surge of popular support for the
General. They believed that the ordinary
citizen, the so-called “common man,”
who were farmers, workers, frontiers-
men, and the like, had seized the oppor-
tunity to express their political oplmon
by voting for Jackson. And what is be-
lieved by the electorate is frequently more
important than the objective reality. Many
Democratic politicians, of course, saw
the contest as one between “farmers &
mechanics of the country” on one hand
and the “rich and well born” on the
other, “between the aristocracy and de-
mocracy of America.” Thus when they
read the returns from such states as
Pennsylvania, Virginia, North Carolina,
Ohio, and elsewhere they were astounded
by the figures and therefore convinced of
the truth of their own propaganda.

Not only did the Democrats see the
election as a victory produced by the
“vast numbers” of American people, but
the National Republicans thought so too.
That is what is even more astonishing.
“Well,” sighed one of them, “a great
revolution has taken place. . . . This is
what I all along feared but to a much
greater extent.” “It was the howl of rav-
ing Democracy” wrote another, “that

tiped /sic/ Pennsylvania & New York &
Ohio—and this will be kept up here after
to promote the ends of the /Democratic
party./” “All our efforts,” said one of
Clay’s friends, “have not withstood the
Torrent.” Hezekiah Niles in his news-
paper credited Jackson’s “triumphant
victory” to the “ardor of thousands.”
And Edward Everett of Massachusetts,
one of Adams’ most dedicated supporters
in Congress, explained to his brother that
the General won “by a majority of more
than fwo to one, an event astounding to
the friends of the Administration and
unexpected by the General himself and
his friends. . . . /They/ are embarrassed
with the vastness of their triumph and
the numbers of their party.”
Generations of historians, therefore,
have interpreted Jackson’s election in
1828 as the beginning of the “rise of the
common man” in American history. Of
course, such an easy and sweeping gen-
eralization does not take into considera-
tion the fact that the “common man” had
been rising for generations, and had
made notable political advances long be-
fore Jackson appeared on the scene. Yet
this election seemed to symbolize the
people’s arrival to political responsibility.
Whether or not this was objectively true
hardly mattered; what mattered was an
expressed sense of participation in the
electoral process experienced by ordi-
nary citizens and that because of it a true
“man of the people” had at last been
elected President of the United States.
The notion of a popular “uprising” in
Jackson’s favor was strengthened by the
scenes that occurred during his inau-
guration as President on March 4, 1829.
Some twenty thousand people from all
parts of the country converged on Wash-
ington to witness the triumph of their
candidate. It was “like the inundation of



the northern barbarians into Rome,” , a crowd here before,” he said. “Persons
wrote one, “save that the tumultuous | have come five hundred miles to see
tide came in from a different point of the | General Jackson, and they really seem to
compass.” Daniel Webster was dumb- | think that the country is rescued from some
founded at the scene. “I never saw such ~ dreadful danger.”



NO Richard P McComnick

NEW PERSPECTIVES
ON JACKSONIAN POLITICS

The historical phenomenon that we have come to call Jacksonian democracy
has long engaged the attention of American political historians, and never
more insistently than in the past decade. From the time of Parton and
Bancroft to the present day, scholars have recognized that a profoundly
significant change took place in the climate of politics simultaneously with
the appearance of Andrew Jackson on the presidential scene. They have
sensed that a full understanding of the nature of that change might enable
them to dissolve some of the mysteries that envelop the operation of the
American democratic process. With such a challenging goal before them,
they have pursued their investigations with uncommon intensity and with a
keen awareness of the contemporary relevance of their findings. . . .

That a “new democracy, ignorant, impulsive, irrational” entered the arena
of politics in the Jackson era has become one of the few unchallenged “facts”
in an otherwise controversial field. Differences of opinion occur only when
attempts are made to account for the remarkable increase in the size of the
active electorate. The commonest explanations have emphasized the asser-
tion by the common man of his newly won political privileges, the demo-
cratic influences that arose out of the western frontier, or the magnetic
attractiveness of Jackson as a candidate capable of appealing with singular
effectiveness to the backwoods hunter, the plain farmer, the urban working-
man, and the southern planter.

Probably because the image of “mighty democratic uprising” has been so
universally agreed upon, there has been virtually no effort made to describe
precisely the dimensions of the “uprising.” Inquiry into this aspect of
Jacksonian democracy has been discouraged by a common misconception
regarding voter behavior before 1824. As the authors of one of our most
recent and best textbooks put it: “In the years from the beginning of the
government to 1824, a period for which we have no reliable election statistics,
only small numbers of citizens seemed to have bothered to go to the polls.”

From Richard P. McCormick, “New Perspectives on Jacksonian Politics,” American Historical
Review (January 1960). Copyright © 1960 by Richard P. McCormick. Reprinted by per-
mission.
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Actually, abundant data on pre-1824 elec-
tions is available, and it indicates a far
higher rate of voting than has been real-
ized. Only by taking this data into con-
sideration can voting behavior after 1824
be placed in proper perspective.

The question of whether there was
indeed a “mighty democratic uprising”
during the Jackson era is certainly crucial
in any analysis of the political character
of Jacksonian democracy. More broadly,
however, we need to know the degree to
which potential voters participated in
elections before, during, and after the
period of Jackson’s presidency as well as
the conditions that apparently influ-
enced the rate of voting. Only when
such factors have been analyzed can we
arrive at firm conclusions with respect to
the dimensions of the political changes
that we associate with Jacksonian de-
mocracy. Obviously in studying voter
participation we are dealing with but one
aspect of alarge problem, and the limita-
tions imposed by such a restrictive focus
should be apparent.

In measuring the magnitude of the
vote in the Jackson elections it is hardly
significant to use the total popular vote
cast throughout the nation. A compari-
son of the total vote cast in 1812, for
example, when in eight of the seventeen
states electors were chosen by the legisla-
ture, with the vote in 1832, when every
state except South Carolina chose its
electors by popular vote, has limited
meaning. Neither is it revealing to com-
pare the total vote in 1824 with that in
1832 without taking into consideration
the population increase during the inter-
val. The shift from the legislative choice
of electors to their election by popular
vote, together with the steady popula-
tion growth, obviously swelled the pres-
idential vote. But the problem to be

investigated is whether the Jackson elec-
tions brought voters to the polls in such
enlarged or unprecedented proportions
as to indicate that a “new democracy”
had burst upon the political scene.

The most practicable method for mea-
suring the degree to which voters partici-
pated in elections over a period of time is
to relate the number of votes cast to the
number of potential voters. Although
there is no way of calculating precisely
how many eligible voters there were in
any state at a given time, the evidence at
hand demonstrates that with the excep-
tion of Rhode Island, Virginia, and Loui-
siana the potential electorate after 1824
was roughly equivalent to the adult white
male population. A meaningful way of
expressing the rate of voter participation,
then, is to state it in terms of the percent-
age of the adult white males actually
voting. This index can be employed to
measure the variations that occurred in
voter participation over a period of time
and in both national and state elections.
Consequently a basis is provided for
comparing the rate of voting in the Jack-
son elections with other presidential elec-
tions before and after his regime as well
as with state elections.

Using this approach it is possible, first
of all, to ascertain whether or not voter
participation rose markedly in the three
presidential elections in which Jackson
was a candidate. Did voter participation
in these elections so far exceed the peek
participation in the pre-1824 elections so
as to suggest that a mighty democratic
uprising was taking place? . . .

In the 1824 election not a single one of
the eighteen states in which the electors
were chosen by popular vote attained the
percentage of voter participation that
had been reached before 1824. Prior to
that critical election, fifteen of those eigh-



teen states had recorded votes in excess
of 50 per cent of their adult white male
population, but in 1824 only two states—
Maryland and Alabama—exceeded this
modest mark. The average rate of voter
participation in the election was 26.5
per cent. This hardly fits the image of
the “roaring flood of the new democ-
racy . . . foaming perilously near the
crest. . . .”

There would seem to be persuasive
evidence that in 1828 the common man
flocked to the polls in unprecedented
numbers, for the proportion of adult

white males voting soared to 56.3 per -

cent, more than double the 1824 figure.
But this outpouring shrinks in magni-
tude when we observe that in only six of
the twenty-two states involved were new
highs in voter participation established.
In three of these—Maryland, Virginia,
and Louisiana—the recorded gain was
inconsiderable, and in a fourth—New
York—the bulk of the increase might be
attributed to changes that had been made
in suffrage qualifications as recently as
1821 and 1826. Six states went over the 70
per cent mark, whereas ten had bettered
that performance before 1824. Instead of
a “mighty democratic uprising” there
was in 1828 a voter turnout that ap-
proached—but in only a few instances
matched or exceeded—the maximum
levels that had been attained before the
Jackson era.

The advance that was registered in
1828 did not carry forward to 1832. De-
spite the fact that Jackson was probably
at the peak of his personal popularity,
that he was engaged in a campaign that
was presumably to decide issues of great
magnitude, ‘and that in the opinion of
some authorities a “well-developed two-

party system on a national scale” had |

been established, there was a slight de-

cline in voter participation. The average
for the twenty-three states participating
in the presidential contest was 54.9 per
cent. In fifteen states a smaller percent-
age of the adult white males went to the
polls in 1832 than in 1828. Only five states
bettered their pre-1824 highs. Again the
conclusion would be that it was essen-
tially the pre-1824 electorate—diminished
in most states and augmented in a few—
that voted in 1832. Thus, after three Jack-
son elections, sixteen states had not
achieved the proportions of voter partici-
pation that they had reached before 1824.
The “new democracy” had not yet made
its appearance. . . .

When an examination is made of vot-
ing in other than presidential elections
prior to 1824, the inaccuracy of the im-
pression that “only small numbers of
citizens” went to the polls becomes ap-
parent. Because of the almost automatic
succession of the members of the “Vir-
ginia dynasty” and the early deteriora-
tion of the national two-party system that
had seemed to be developing around 1800,
presidential elections did not arouse
voter interest as much as did those for
governor, state legislators, or even mem-
bers of Congress. In such elections at the
state level the “common man” was stim-
ulated by local factors to cast his vote,
and he frequently responded in higher

- proportions than he did to the later stim-

ulus provided by Jackson.

The average voter participation for all
states in 1828 was 56.3 per cent. Before
1824 fifteen of the twenty-two states had
surpassed that percentage. Among other

| things, this means that the 1828 election

failed to bring to the polls the proportion
of the electorate that had voted on occa-
sion in previous elections. There was, in
other words, a high potential vote that
was frequently realized in state elections



but which did not materialize in presi-
dential elections. The unsupported as-
sumption that the common man was
either apathetic or debarred from voting
by suffrage barriers before 1824 is unten-
able in the light of this evidence. . . .
Down to this point the voter turnout in
the Jackson elections has been compared
with that in elections held prior to 1824.
Now it becomes appropriate to inquire
whether during the period 1824 through
1832 voters turned out in greater propor-
tions for the three presidential contests
than they did for the contemporary state
elections. If, indeed, this “new democ-
racy” bore some special relationship to
Andrew Jackson or to his policies, it
might be anticipated that interest in the
elections in which he was the central
figure would stimulate greater voter par-
ticipation than gubernatorial contests, in
which he was at most a remote factor.
Actually, the election returns show
fairly conclusively that throughout the
eight-year period the electorate contin-
ued to participate more extensively in
state elections than in those involving
the presidency. Between 1824 and 1832
there were fifty regular gubernatorial
elections in the states that chose their
electors by popular vote. In only sixteen
of these fifty instances did the vote for
President surpass the corresponding vote
for governor. In Rhode Island, Delaware,
Tennessee, Kentucky, Illinois, Mississippi,
Missouri, and Georgia the vote for gov-

ernor consistently exceeded that for Pres- |

ident. Only in Connecticut was the
reverse true. Viewed from this perspec-
tive, too, the remarkable feature of the
vote in the Jackson elections is not its
immensity but rather its smallness.
Finally, the Jackson elections may be
compared with subsequent presidential
elections. Once Jackson had retired to the

Hermitage, and figures of less dramatic
proportions took up the contest for the
presidency, did voter participation rise or
fall? This question can be answered by
observing the percentage of adult white
males who voted in each state in the
presidential elections of 1836 through
1844. . . . Voter participation in the 1836
election remained near the level that had
been established in 1828 and 1832, with
55.2 per cent of the adult white males
voting. Only five states registered per-
centages in excess of their pre-1824 highs.
But in 1840 the “new democracy” made its
appearance with explosive suddenness.
In a surge to the polls that has rarely, if
ever, been exceeded in any presidential
election, four out of five (78.0 per cent) of
the adult white males cast their votes for
Harrison or Van Buren. This new electo-
rate was greater than that of the Jackson
period by more than 40 per cent. In all
but five states—Vermont, Massachusetts,
Rhode Island, Kentucky, and Alabama—
the peaks of voter participation reached
before 1824 were passed. Fourteen of the
twenty-five states involved set record
highs for voting that were not to be
broken throughout the remainder of the
ante bellum period. Now, at last, the
common man—or at least the man who
previously had not been sufficiently
aroused to vote in presidential elec-
tions—cast his weight into the political
balance. This “Tippecanoe democracy,”
if such a label is permissible, was of a
different order of magnitude from the
Jacksonian democracy. The elections in
which Jackson figured brought to the
polls only those men who were accus-
tomed to voting in state or national elec-
tions, except in a very few states. The
Tippecanoe canvass witnessed an ex-
traordinary expansion of the size of the
presidential electorate far beyond pre-



vious dimensions. It was in 1840, then,
that the “roaring flood of the new de-
mocracy” reached its crest. And it en-
gulfed the Jacksonians.

The flood receded only slightly in 1844,
when 74.9 per cent of the estimated po-
tential electorate went to the polls. In-
deed, nine states attained their record
highs for the period. In 1848 and 1852
there was a general downward trend in
voter participation, followed by a modest
upswing in 1856 and 1860. But the level of
voter activity remained well above that
of the Jackson elections. The conclusion
to be drawn is that the “mighty demo-
cratic uprising” came after the period of
Jackson’s presidency. . . .

There remains to be considered the
factor of Jacksons personal popularity.
Did Jackson, the popular hero, attract
voters to the polls in unprecedented pro-
portions? The comparisons that have al-
ready been made between the Jackson
elections and other elections—state and
national—before, during, and after his
presidency would suggest a negative an-
swer to the question. Granted that a
majority of the voters in 1828 favored
Jackson, it is not evident that his parti-
sans stormed the polls any more enthusi-
astically than did the Adams men. Of the
six highest states in voter participation in
1828, three favored Adams and three
were for Jackson, which could be in-
terpreted to mean that the convinced
Adams supporters turned out no less
zealously for their man than did the
ardent Jacksonians. When Van Buren re-
placed Jackson in 1836, the voting aver-
age increased slightly over 1832. And, as
has been demonstrated, the real mani-
festation of the “new democracy” came
not in 1828 but in 1840.

The most satisfactory explanation for
the increase in voter participation be-

tween 1824 and 1828 is a simple and
obvious one. During the long reign of the
Virginia dynasty, interest in presidential
elections dwindled. In 1816 and 1820
there had been no contest. The some-
what fortuitous termination of the Vir-
ginia succession in 1824 and the failure of
the congressional caucus to solve the
problem of leadership succession threw
the choice of a President upon the electo-
rate. But popular interest was dampened
by the confusion of choice presented by
the multiplicity of candidates, by the dis-
integration of the old national parties, by
the fact that in most states one or another
of the candidates was so overwhelmingly
popular as to forestall any semblance of a
contest, and possibly by the realization
that the election would ultimately be de-
cided by the House of Representatives.
By 1828 the situation had altered. There
were but two candidates in the field,
each of whom had substantial sectional
backing. A clear-cut contest impended,
and the voters became sufficiently aroused
to go to the polls in moderate numbers.

One final question remains. Why was
the vote in the Jackson elections rela-
tively low when compared with previous
ahd contemporary state elections and
with presidential votes after 1804? The
answer, in brief, is that in most states
either Jackson or his opponent had such
a one-sided advantage that the result was
a foregone conclusion. Consequently there
was little incentive for the voters to go to
the polls.

This factor can be evaluated in fairly
specific quantitative terms. If the per-
centage of the total vote secured by each
candidate in each state in the election of
1828 is calculated, the difference between
the percentages can be used as an index
of the closeness, or one-sidedness, of the
contest. In Illinois, for example, Jackson



received 67 per cent of the total vote and
Adams, 33; the difference—thirty-four
points—represents the margin between
the candidates. The average difference
between the candidates, taking all the
states together, was thirty-six points. Ex-
pressed another way this would mean
that in the average state the winning
candidate received more than twice the
vote of the loser. Actually, this was the
case in thirteen of the twenty-two
states. . . . Such a wide margin virtually
placed these states in the “no contest”
category. ...

When Jacksonian democracy is viewed
from the perspectives employed in this
analysis, its political dimensions insofar
as they relate to the behavior of the
electorate can be described with some
precision. None of the Jackson elections
involved a “mighty democratic upris-
ing” in the sense that voters were drawn
to the polls in unprecedented propor-
tions. When compared with the peak
participation recorded for each state be-
fore 1824, or with contemporaneous gu-
bernatorial elections, or most particularly
with the vast outpouring of the electorate
in 1840, voter participation in the Jackson
elections was unimpressive. The key to
the relatively low presidential vote
would seem to be the extreme political
imbalance that existed in most states as
between the Jacksonians and their oppo-
nents. Associated with this imbalance
was the immature development of na-
tional parties in connection with the Jack-
son elections. As balanced, organized
parties subsequently made their appear-
ance from state to state, and voters were
stimulated by the prospect of a genuine
contest, a marked rise in voter participa-
tion occurred. Such conditions did not
prevail generally across the nation until

1840, and then at last the “mighty demo-
cratic uprising” took place.



POSTSCRIPT

Did the Election of 1828 Represent a Democratic
Revolt of the People?

The two essays in this issue discuss the presidential election of 1828 from
different approaches. The portion of Remini’s essay that is reprinted here is
an example of good, solid narrative history sprinkled with interpretations.
Although a full-fledged, two-party system was not yet in effect in all parts of
the country, Remini demonstrates that a well-organized coalition of sup-
porters for Andrew Jackson existed in Congress and in a number of states in
various sections of the country. Often holding different ideological perspec-
tives, these politicians united around one common goal: the election of
Andrew Jackson to the presidency. Remini’s description of the staged rallies,
the name-calling, the fudging of the issues, and the importance of organiza-
tion over ideology sounds not unlike recent presidential campaigns.

McCormick, a veteran analyzer of nineteenth-century politics, views the
1828 election through the lens of quantitative history. He uses statistics to
break down a number of generalizations about the significance of Jackson’s
election. McCormick discounts the removal of property qualifications for
voting, the influence of the western states, and the charisma of Jackson as the
major reasons why twice as many voters turned out for the 1828 presidential
race than they did four years earlier. He argues that in spite of such statistics,
a higher percentage of voters had turned out for earlier gubernatorial and
legislative elections in most states than for the 1828 presidential election. In
McCormick’s view, the key election was 1840, not 1828, because by this time,
the two parties—Whigs and Democrats—were equally balanced in all sec-
tions of the country, and voters turn out in larger numbers when they
perceive a closely contested presidential race.

McCormick’s article raises a number of questions. Is he comparing apples
and oranges, as Remini seems to imply? Using McCormick’s data, is it
possible for other historians to reach different conclusions? How does one
explain a 50 percent increase in voter turnout between 1824 and 1828?

For more information, see Richard P. McCormick, “Political Development
and the Second Party System,” as well as the other essays in William Nesbet
Chambers and Walter Dean Burnham, eds., The American Party Systems:
Stages of Political Development (New York, 1967).

215



POSTSCRIPT

Did the Election of 1828 Represent a Democratic
Revolt of the People?

The two essays in this issue discuss the presidential election of 1828 from
different approaches. The portion of Remini’s essay that is reprinted here is
an example of good, solid narrative history sprinkled with interpretations.
Although a full-fledged, two-party system was not yet in effect in all parts of
the country, Remini demonstrates that a well-organized coalition of sup-
porters for Andrew Jackson existed in Congress and in a number of states in
various sections of the country. Often holding different ideological perspec-
tives, these politicians united around one common goal: the election of
Andrew Jackson to the presidency. Remini’s description of the staged rallies,
the name-calling, the fudging of the issues, and the importance of organiza-
tion over ideology sounds not unlike recent presidential campaigns.

McCormick, a veteran analyzer of nineteenth-century politics, views the
1828 election through the lens of quantitative history. He uses statistics to
break down a number of generalizations about the significance of Jackson’s
election. McCormick discounts the removal of property qualifications for
voting, the influence of the western states, and the charisma of Jackson as the
major reasons why twice as many voters turned out for the 1828 presidential
race than they did four years earlier. He argues that in spite of such statistics,
a higher percentage of voters had turned out for earlier gubernatorial and
legislative elections in most states than for the 1828 presidential election. In
McCormick’s view, the key election was 1840, not 1828, because by this time,
the two parties—Whigs and Democrats—were equally balanced in all sec-
tions of the country, and voters turn out in larger numbers when they
perceive a closely contested presidential race.

McCormick’s article raises a number of questions. Is he comparing apples
and oranges, as Remini seems to imply? Using McCormick’s data, is it
possible for other historians to reach different conclusions? How does one
explain a 50 percent increase in voter turnout between 1824 and 1828?

For more information, see Richard P. McCormick, “Political Development
and the Second Party System,” as well as the other essays in William Nesbet
Chambers and Walter Dean Burnham, eds., The American Party Systems:
Stages of Political Development (New York, 1967).

215



