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 Listen to Chapter 10 on MyHistoryLab

This painting of an election scene in a small 
Midwestern town in the mid-nineteenth 
century depicts the rituals of voting as 
a collective community scene bringing 
together white males across class lines.

herever a person may chance 
to be in company, he will hear nothing 

but politicks discussed. In the ballroom, or at the 
dinner table, in the Stagecoach & in the tavern; even the social 
chitchat of the tea table must yield up to the everlasting 
subject.

How many friendships are broken up! With what 
rancor the political war is carried on between the edito-
rial corps! To  what meanness[,] vulgarity & abuse is that 
champion of liberty, in proper hands, the press prostituted! 
With what lies and scandal does the columns of almost 
every political paper abound! I blush for my country when 
I see such things, & I often tremble with apprehension that 
our Constitution will not long withstand the current which 
threatens to overwhelm it. Our government is so based 
that an honest difference between American citizens 
must always exist. But the rancorous excitement which 
now threatens our civil liberties and a dissolution of this 
Union does not emanate from an honest difference of opin-
ion, but from a determination of an unholy league to tram-
ple down an Administration, be it ever so pure, & be its acts 
ever so just. It must not be. There is a kind Providence that 

W
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overlooks the destinies of this Nation and will not suffer it to be overthrown by a party of aspiring 
office seekers & political demagogues.

Benjamin B. French

Donald B. Cole and John J. McDonough, eds., Witness to the Young Republic: A Yankee’s Journal, 

1828–1870 (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 1989), pp. 15–16.

Personal Journeys Online 
•	 Alexis de Tocqueville, Travel account, 1835. A Frenchman gives his impressions of 
American democracy.

•	 Michael Chevalier, Travel account, 1831. A Frenchman describes the spectacle of 
electoral politics.

enjamin Brown French, a young editor and county clerk in Newport, New 
Hampshire, penned these words in his journal in September 1828. Like most 

other Americans, he was amazed, indeed, shocked, by the intense, seemingly all-pervasive 
partisanship stirred up in the presidential election of 1828 between Andrew Jackson 
and John Quincy Adams. Whether measured by the vulgar personal attacks launched 

B

Expanding Democracy, 1819–1832  This video introduces 
the primary themes of the Age of Andrew Jackson, 
focusing especially on the topic of expanding democracy. 
Jackson’s legacy still excites debate, especially his 
handling of such crucial issues as Indian Removal and the 
war against the National Bank.

1

 Watch the Video Series on MyHistoryLab
Learn about some key topics related to this chapter with the 
MyHistoryLab Video Series: Key Topics in U. S History

Andrew Jackson’s Rise to Power  This video discusses the path taken by Andrew Jackson from his early 
childhood to winning the presidency of the United States.	 Jackson represented the popular image of 
"everyman" to his contemporaries, though there is much more to the real Jackson than just the popular 
image.

2
Watch on MyHistoryLab

The “Monster Bank”  This video expands the examination of Andrew Jackson by explaining the nature 
of his dislike for the Bank of the United States, his efforts to destroy the bank, and the outcomes of 
that struggle. The Bank War remains one of the defining elements of Jackson’s tenure in office and his 
reputation as a representative of the interests of the common man.

4

The Indian Removal Act  This video explores Andrew Jackson’s controversial order to remove Native 
American tribes from East of the Mississippi River to the Oklahoma Territory. An action that Jackson 
would have characterized as for the good of the Cherokee and which met with little popular resistance 
at the time, Indian Removal has become one of the most controversial aspects of the Jackson legacy.

3
Watch on MyHistoryLab

Watch on MyHistoryLab

Watch on MyHistoryLab
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by a partisan press, the amount of whiskey and beef consumed at political barbecues, 
or the huge increase in voter turnout, this election marked the entrance of ordinary 
Americans onto the political stage.

The sense of shock soon wore off for French. The son of a wealthy Federalist lawyer 
with whom he was always at odds, French broke with his father at the age of 25, when 
he married without his permission. With no income, job, or family support, he now 
began to make a business out of law, politics, and journalism. In so doing he was part of 
the first generation of professional politicians, young men who compensated for their 
lack of social connections and family wealth by turning to politics. The partisanship 
that French found so disturbing in 1828 quickly became the basis of his livelihood. 
After rejecting his father’s politics by joining the Democrats in 1831, he spent most 
of his subsequent years as a political officeholder in Washington, holding a variety of 
appointive jobs until his death in 1870.

What made French’s career possible was the ongoing democratization of U.S. poli-
tics in the early decades of the nineteenth century. The number and potential power 
of the voters expanded, and professional politicians realized that party success now 
depended on reaching and organizing this enlarged electorate. Men like French, work-
ing for the party, could help them do this. The Jacksonian Democrats, named for 
their leader, Andrew Jackson, were the first party to learn this fundamental lesson. 
Trumpeting Andrew Jackson as the friend of the common man and the foe of aristo-
cratic privilege, they won a landslide victory in 1828 and held national power through 
the 1830s. The Jacksonians promised to protect farmers and workers from the monied 
elite, whom they portrayed as the enemies of equality and the corruptors of public 
morality.

Jacksonian Democrats T he 
Democratic Party formed in the 
1820s under the leadership of 
Andrew Jackson; favored states’ 
rights and a limited role for the 
federal government, especially in 
economic affairs.

10.1 What factors contributed to the democratization of American politics and religion in 
the early nineteenth century?

The Egalitarian Impulse

emands for democratic reform were heard on both sides of the Atlantic after 
1815. Sparked by the egalitarian promise of the French revolution and the social 
changes unleashed by a spreading industrial revolution, these demands in Europe 
were held at bay by entrenched monarchical orders that were buttressed by the 

legal privileges of the landed aristocracies. Only in the United States did the egalitarian 
impulse make significant gains.

Political democracy, defined as the majority rule of white males, was far from 
complete in early nineteenth-century America. Acting on the belief that only property 
owners with a stake in society should have a voice in governing it, the landed and com-
mercial elites of the Revolutionary era erected legal barriers against the full expression 
of majority sentiments. These barriers, property requirements for voting and office-
holding, the prevalence of appointed over elected offices, and the overrepresentation 
of older and wealthier regions in state legislatures, came under increasing attack after 
1800 and were all but eliminated by the 1820s.

As politics opened to mass participation, popular styles of religious leadership 
and worship emerged in a broad reaction to the formalism and elitism of the domi-
nant Protestant churches. The same egalitarian impulse drove these twin democratic 
revolutions, and both represented an empowerment of the common man. Popular 
movements now spoke his language and appealed to his quest for republican equality. 
(Women would have to wait longer.)

The Extension of White Male Democracy
In 1789, Congress set the pay of representatives and senators at $6 a day plus travel 
expenses. By 1816, inflation had so eroded this salary that many government clerks 

D
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earned more than members of Congress. Thus Congress thought itself prudent 
and justified when it voted itself a hefty raise to $1,500 a year. The public thought 
otherwise.

So sharp was the reaction against the Salary Act of 1816 that 70 percent of the 
members of Congress were turned out of office at the next election. Chastised congress-
men quickly repealed the salary increase. As Richard M. Johnson of Kentucky noted, 
“The presumption is, that the people are always right.”

The uproar over the Salary Act marked a turning point in the transition from the 
deferential politics of the Federalist–Republican period to the egalitarianism of the 
coming Jacksonian era. The public would no longer passively accept decisions handed 
down by local elites or established national figures. Individual states, not the federal 

Alexis de Tocqueville, a French aristocrat with republican sensibilities, wrote a penetrating account of Jacksonian 
society and its democratic institutions after visiting the United States in the early 1830s.

 
 
Read the Document  Alexis deTocqueville, Democracy in America
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government, defined who could vote. Six states, Indiana, Mississippi, Illinois, Alabama, 
Missouri, and Maine, entered the Union between 1816 and 1821, and none of them 
required voters to own property. Meanwhile, proponents of suffrage liberalization won 
major victories in the older states. Constitutional conventions in Connecticut in 1818 
and Massachusetts and New York in 1821 eliminated property requirements for voting. 
By the end of the 1820s, near universal white male suffrage was the norm everywhere 
except Rhode Island, Virginia, and Louisiana.

Extending the Suffrage and Democratic Reform.  Broadening the suffrage was part 
of a general democratization of political structures and procedures in the state gov-
ernments. Most significant for national politics, voters acquired the power to choose 
presidential electors. In 1800, only two states had provided for a statewide popular vote 
in presidential elections. By 1824, most did so, and by 1832 only South Carolina still 
clung to the practice of having the state legislature choose the electors (see).

Several currents swelled the movement for democratic reform. Limiting voting 
rights to those who owned landed property seemed increasingly elitist when economic 
changes were producing new classes—workers, clerks, and small tradesmen—whose 
livelihoods were not tied directly to the land. Renters, more than 77 percent of the 
voters in New York City by 1814, joined homeowners in an expanded electorate. The 
middling and lower ranks of society demanded the ballot and access to offices to pro-
tect themselves from the commercial and manufacturing interests that benefited most 
from economic change.

Of greatest importance, however, was the incessant demand that all white men 
be treated equally. The logical extension of the ideology of the American Revolution, 
with its leveling attacks against kings and aristocrats, this demand for equality made 
republicanism by the 1820s synonymous with simple majority rule. If any white male 
was the equal of any other, regardless of wealth or property holdings, then only the will 
of the majority could be the measure of a republican government.

The Disfranchisement of Free Blacks and Women.  As political opportunities 
expanded for white males, they shrank for women and free black people. In the state 
constitutions of the Revolutionary era, free black males who met the minimum prop-
erty requirements usually had the same voting rights as white males. New Jersey’s 
constitution of 1776 was exceptional in also granting the suffrage to single women 
and widows who owned property. By the early 1800s, race and gender began to re-
place wealth and status as the basis for defining the limits of political participation. 
Thus, in 1807, New Jersey’s new constitution broadened suffrage by requiring only a 
simple taxpaying qualification to vote, but it also denied the ballot to women and free 
black men. In state after state, the same constitutional conventions that embraced 
universal suffrage for white men deprived black men of the vote or burdened them 
with special property qualifications. Moreover, none of the ten states that entered 
the Union from 1821 to 1861 allowed black suffrage. African Americans protested 
in vain. “Foreigners and aliens to the government and laws,” complained black New 
Yorkers in 1837, “strangers to our institutions, are permitted to flock to this land 
and in a few years are endowed with all the privileges of citizens; but we native born 
Americans … are most of us shut out.” By the 1850s, black males could vote only in 
certain New England states.

Advocates of greater democratization explicitly argued that only white males 
had the intelligence and love of liberty to be entrusted with political rights. Women, 
they said, were too weak and emotional, black people too lazy and lascivious. In 
denouncing distinctions drawn on property as artificial and demeaning, the white 
egalitarians simultaneously erected new distinctions based on race and sex that were 
supposedly natural and hence immutable. Thus personal liberties were now to be 
guarded not by propertied gentlemen but by all white men, whose equality ulti-
mately rested on assumptions of their shared natural superiority over women and 
nonwhite people.
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The Popular Religious Revolt
In religion as well as politics, ordinary Americans demanded a greater voice in the early 
nineteenth century. Insurgent religious movements rejected the formalism and tradi-
tional Calvinism of the Congregational and Presbyterian churches, the dominant Protes-
tant denominations in Washington’s America. In a blaze of fervor known as the Second 
Great Awakening (recalling the Great Awakening of colonial America), evangelical sects 
led by the Methodists and Baptists radically transformed the religious landscape between 
1800 and 1840. A more popularly rooted Christianity moved outward and downward as 
it spread across frontier areas and converted marginalized and common folk. By 1850, 
one in three Americans was a regular churchgoer, a dramatic increase since 1800.

The Baptists and Methodists, both spinning off numerous splinter groups, grew 
spectacularly and were the largest religious denominations by the 1820s. The key to 
their success was their ability to give religious expression to the popular impulse behind 
democratic reform. Especially in the backcountry of the South and West, where the 
first revivals occurred, itinerant preachers reshaped religion to fit the needs and values 
of ordinary Americans.

The evangelical religion of the traveling preachers was democratic in its populist rejec-
tion of traditional religious canons and its encouragement of organizational forms that 
gave a voice to popular culture. Salvation was no longer simply bestowed by an impla-
cable God, as taught by the Calvinist doctrine of individual predestination (see Chapter 1). 
Ordinary people could now actively choose salvation, and this possibility was exhilarating.

Second Great Awakening S eries 
of religious revivals in the 
first half of the nineteenth 
century characterized by great 
emotionalism in large public 
meetings.

The Second Great Awakening originated on the frontier. Preachers were adept at arousing emotional fervor, and 
women in particular responded to the evangelical message of spiritual equality open to all who would accept 
Christ into their lives.
Collection of the New-York Historical Society, Negative # 26275.

 
 
Read the Document  Charles Finney, What a Revival of Religion Is (1835)
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Evangelicalism and Minority Rights.  Evangelicalism was a religion of the common 
people, and it appealed especially to women and African Americans. The revivals con-
verted about twice as many women as men. Excluded from most areas of public life, 
women found strength and comfort in the evangelical message of Christian love and 
equality. As the wife of a Connecticut minister explained, church membership offered 
women a welcome release from “being treated like beasts of burden [and] drudges 
of domineering masters.” In the first flush of evangelical excitement, female itinerant 
preachers spread the gospel up and down the East Coast. By thus defying social con-
vention, these women offered a model of independent action. Other women organized 
their own institutions within denominations still formally controlled by men. Women 
activists founded and largely directed hundreds of church-affiliated charitable societ-
ies and missionary associations.

Evangelicalism also empowered black Americans. African American Christian-
ity experienced its first sustained growth in the generation after the Revolutionary 
War. As a result of their uncompromising commitment to convert slaves, the Baptists 
and Methodists led the way. They welcomed slaves at their revivals, encouraged black 
preachers, and above all else, advocated secular and spiritual equality. Many of the early 
Baptist and Methodist preachers directly challenged slavery. In converting to Method-
ism, one slave stated that “from the sermon I heard, I felt that God had made all men 
free and equal, and that I ought not be a slave.” Perceiving in it the promise of liberty 
and deliverance, the slaves received the evangelical gospel in loud, joyous, and highly 
emotional revivals. They made it part of their own culture, fusing Christianity with folk 
beliefs from their African heritage.

The Limits of Equality.  But for all its liberating appeal to women and African Ameri-
cans, evangelicalism was eventually limited by race and gender in much the same way 
as the democratic reform movement. Denied positions of authority in white-dominat-
ed churches and resentful of white opposition to integrated worship, free black north-
erners founded their own independent churches.

As increasing numbers of planters embraced evangelicalism after the 1820s, south-
ern evangelicals first muted their attacks on slavery and then developed a full-blown 
religious defense of it based on the biblical sanctioning of human bondage. They 
similarly cited the Old Testament patriarchs to defend the unquestioned authority of 
fathers over their households, the masters of slaves, women, and children. Whether 
in religion or politics, white men retained the power in Jacksonian America. Still, the 
Second Great Awakening removed a major intellectual barrier to political democracy. 
Traditional Protestant theology, whether Calvinist, Anglican, or Lutheran, viewed the 
mass of humanity as sinners predestined to damnation and hence was loath to accept 
the idea that those same sinners, by majority vote, should make crucial political deci-
sions. In rejecting this theology, ordinary Americans made a fundamental intellectual 
breakthrough. “Salvation open to all” powerfully reinforced the legitimacy of “one 
man, one vote.”

The Rise of the Jacksonians
The Jacksonian Democrats were the first party to mold and organize the democratizing 
impulse in popular culture. At the core of the Jacksonian appeal was the same rejection 
of established authority that marked the secular and religious populists. Much like the 
revivalists and the democratic reformers, the Jacksonians fashioned communications 
techniques that tapped into the hopes and fears of ordinary Americans. In so doing, 
they built the first mass-based party in U.S. history.

In Andrew Jackson the new Democratic Party that formed between 1824 and 1828 
had the perfect candidate for the increasingly democratic temperament of the 1820s. 
Born of Scots-Irish ancestry on the Carolina frontier in 1767, Jackson was a self-made 
product of the southern backcountry. Lacking any formal education, family connec-
tions, or inherited wealth to ease his way, he relied on his own wits and raw courage to 

Democratic Party  Political party 
formed in the 1820s under the 
leadership of Andrew Jackson; 
favored states’ rights and a limited 
role for the federal government, 
especially in economic affairs.
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carve out a career as a frontier lawyer and planter in Tennessee. He won fame as the 
military savior of the republic with his victory at the Battle of New Orleans. Conqueror 
of the British, the Spanish, and the Indians, all of whom had blocked frontier expansion, 
he achieved incredible popularity in his native South. His strengths and prejudices were 
those most valued by the restless, mobile Americans to whom he became a folk hero.

As a presidential candidate, Jackson’s image was that of the anti-elitist champion 
of the people. Jackson lost the election of 1824, but his defeat turned out to be a bless-
ing in disguise. The wheeling and dealing in Congress that gave the presidency to John 
Quincy Adams enveloped his administration in a cloud of suspicion from the start. It 
also enhanced Jackson’s appeal as the honest tribune of the people whose rightful claim 
to the presidency had been spurned by intriguing politicians in Washington by the “cor-
rupt bargain” between Adams and Clay (see page 000). Moreover, the ill-fated Adams 
presidency virtually destroyed itself. Adams seemed frozen in an eighteenth-century 
past. Uncomfortable with the give and take of politics or the idea of building a coalition 
to support himself, Adams was out of touch with the political realities of the 1820s.

Just how out of touch was revealed when Adams delivered his first annual mes-
sage to Congress in 1825. He presented a bold vision of an activist federal govern-
ment promoting economic growth, social advancement, and scientific progress. Such 
a vision might have received a fair hearing in 1815, when postwar nationalism was in 

To the opponents of the Jacksonians, elections had become a degrading spectacle in which conniving Democratic 
politicians, such as the one shown above handing a voting ticket to the stereotypical Irishman in the light coat, 
were corrupting the republic’s political culture.
First State Election in Detroit, Michigan, 1837. Thomas Mickell Burnham. Gift of Mrs. Samuel T. Carson. Photograph © 1991 The Detroit Institute 
of Arts/The Bridgeman Art Library, NY.

 
 
Read the Document  Andrew Jackson, "The Commoner" Takes Office (1828)

M10_GOLD8528_07_SE_C10.indd   8 12/31/12   1:28 PM



10-9

10.4

10.5

10.3

10.1

17.210.2

full stride. By 1825, postwar nationalism had dissolved into sectional bickering and 
burning resentments against banks, tariffs, and the political establishment, which were 
blamed for the hard times after the Panic of 1819.

Little of Adams’s program passed Congress, and his nationalist vision drove his 
opponents into the Jackson camp. Southern planters jumped onto the Jackson band-
wagon out of fear that Adams might use federal power against slavery; westerners 
joined because Adams revived their suspicions of the East. The most important addi-
tion came from New York, where Martin Van Buren had built the Albany Regency, a 
tightly disciplined state political machine.

Van Buren belonged to a new breed of professional politicians. The son of a tav-
ern keeper, he quickly grasped, as a young lawyer, how politics could open up career 
opportunities. The discipline and regularity of strict party organization gave him and 
others from the middling ranks a winning edge in competition against their social 
betters. In battling against the system of family-centered wealth and prestige on which 
politics had previously been based, Van Buren redefined parties as something good in 
and of themselves. Indeed, he and his followers argued that parties were indispensable 
instruments for the successful expression of the popular will against the dominance of 
elites.

State leaders such as Van Buren organized the first national campaign that relied 
extensively on new techniques of mass mobilization. In rallying support for Jackson 
against Adams in 1828, these state leaders put together chains of party-subsidized 
newspapers and coordinated a frantic schedule of meetings and rallies. Grassroots 
Jackson committees reached out to voters by knocking on their doors, pressing party 
literature into their hands, dispensing mass-produced medals and buttons with a 
likeness of Jackson, and lavishly entertaining all who would give them a hearing. 
Politics became a folk spectacle as torchlight parades awakened sleepy towns and 
political barbecues doled out whiskey and food to farmers from the surrounding 
countryside.

The election of 1828 centered on personalities, not issues. This in itself was a vic-
tory for Jackson’s campaign managers, who proved far more skillful in the new presi-
dential game of image making than did their Adams counterparts, now known as the 
National Republicans.

Jackson carried every state south and west of Pennsylvania in 1828 and polled 56 
percent of the popular vote. Voter turnout shot up to 55 percent from the apathetic 
25 percent of 1824. Adams ran well only in New England and in commercialized areas 
producing goods for outside markets. Aside from the South, where he was virtually 
untouchable, Jackson’s appeal was strongest among ordinary Americans who valued 
their local independence and felt threatened by outside centers of power beyond their 
control. He rolled up heavy majorities from Scots-Irish farmers in the Baptist–Meth-
odist evangelical belt of the backcountry and from unskilled workers with an Irish 
Catholic background. To these voters, Jackson was a double hero, for he had defeated 
their hated British enemy and promised to do the same to the Yankee capitalists of the 
Northeast and all the elitist politicians. Democracy, they were convinced, had at last 
come to presidential politics.

Albany Regency  Popular name 
after 1820 for the state political 
machine in New York headed by 
Martin Van Buren.

10.2 How did the Jacksonian Democrats capitalize on the new mass politics?

Jackson’s Presidency

nce in office, Jackson proved to be the most forceful and energetic president 
since Jefferson. Like a military chieftain tolerating no interference from his 
subordinates, Jackson dominated his presidency with the sheer force of his 
personality.O
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The Jacksonians had no particular program in 1828. Apart from removing Indians 
to areas west of the Mississippi River, Jackson’s first term was notable primarily for its 
political infighting. Two political struggles that came to a head in 1832–1833, the Bank 
War and the nullification crisis, stamped the Jacksonians with a lasting party identity.

Jackson’s Appeal
Although they were led by wealthy planters and entrepreneurs—hardly average Ameri-
cans—the Jacksonians skillfully depicted themselves as the champions of the common 
man against aristocratic interests that had enriched themselves through special privi-
leges granted by the government. Jackson proclaimed his task as one of restoring the 
federal government to the ideal of Jeffersonian republicanism, in which farmers and 
artisans could pursue their individual liberty free of any government intervention that 
favored the rich and powerful.

Jackson began his assault on special privilege by proclaiming a reform of the 
appointment process for federal officeholders. Accusing his predecessors, especially 

This bust portrait of Jackson in uniform, issued as print during the 1832 presidential race, invokes his 
military image and especially his victory at New Orleans in 1815.

 
 
Read the Document  Andrew Jackson, First Annual Message to Congress (1829)
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Adams, of having created a social elite of self-serving bureaucrats, he vowed to make 
government service more responsive to the popular will. He insisted that federal jobs 
required no special expertise or training and proposed to rotate honest, hard-working 
citizens in and out of the civil service.

Jackson’s reform of the federal bureaucracy had more style than substance. He 
removed only about one-fifth of the officeholders he inherited, and most of his appoin-
tees came from the same relatively high-status groups as the Adams people. But by 
providing a democratic rationale for government service, he opened the way for future 
presidents to move more aggressively against incumbents. Thus emerged the spoils 
system, in which the victorious party gave government jobs to its supporters and 
removed the appointees of the defeated party. This parceling out of jobs was a power-
ful technique for building party strength, because it tied party loyalty to the reward of 
a federal appointment.

When Jackson railed against economic privilege, he most often had in mind Henry 
Clay’s American System (see Chapter 9). Clay’s program called for a protective tariff, 
a national bank, and federal subsidies for internal improvements; his goal was to bind 
Americans together in an integrated national market. To the Democrats, Clay’s system 
represented government favoritism at its worst, a set of costly benefits at the public’s 
expense for special-interest groups that corrupted politicians in their quest for eco-
nomic power. In 1830, Jackson struck a blow for the Democratic conception of the lim-
ited federal role in economic development. He vetoed the Maysville Road Bill, which 
would have provided federal money for a road to be built entirely within Kentucky, 
Clay’s home state. The bill was unconstitutional, he claimed, because it benefited only 
the citizens of Kentucky and not the U.S. people as a whole.

On the issue of internal improvements, as with bureaucratic reform, the Demo-
crats placed party needs ahead of ideology. Jackson’s Maysville veto did not rule out 
congressional appropriations for projects deemed beneficial to the general public. This 
pragmatic loophole gave Democrats all the room they needed to pass more internal-
improvement projects during Jackson’s presidency than during all of the previous 
administrations together. Having built a mass party, the Democrats soon discovered 
that they had to funnel federal funds to their constituents back home.

The Democrats also responded to the demand for Indian removal that came out of 
their strongholds in the South and West. By driving Native Americans from these regions, 
Jackson more than lived up to his billing as the friend of the common (white) man.

Indian Removal
Some 125,000 Indians lived east of the Mississippi when Jackson became president. 
The largest concentration was in the South, where five Indian nations, the Cherokees, 
Creeks, Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Seminoles, controlled millions of acres of land in 
what soon would become the great cotton frontiers of southwestern Georgia and cen-
tral Alabama and Mississippi. That, of course, was the problem: Native Americans held 
land that white farmers coveted for their own economic gain.

Pressure from the states to remove the Indians had been building since the end 
of the War of 1812. It was most intense in Georgia. In early 1825, Georgia authorities 
finalized a fraudulent treaty that ceded most of the Creek Indians’ land to the state. 
When Adams tried to obtain fairer terms for the Creeks in a new treaty, he was bra-
zenly denounced in Georgia, which based its case for grabbing Indian territory on the 
inviolability of states’ rights.

In 1828, Georgia moved against the Cherokees, the best-organized and most 
advanced (by white standards) of the Indian nations. By now a prosperous society of 
small farmers with their own newspaper and schools for their children, the Cherokees 
wanted to avoid the fate of their Creek neighbors. In 1827, they adopted a constitu-
tion declaring themselves an independent nation with complete sovereignty over their 
land. The Georgia legislature reacted by placing the Cherokees directly under state 
law, annulling Cherokee laws and even the right of the Cherokees to make laws, and 

spoils system T he awarding of 
government jobs to party loyalists.
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	 Explore Indian 
Removal on 
MyHistoryLab

How did U.S. Indian 
policy impact the  
“Five Civilized Tribes”?
The Cherokees, the Creeks, the 
Choctaws, the Chickasaws, and the 
Seminoles represented the so-called 
“Five Civilized Tribes” of the American 
Southeast. In the 1790s, the United 
States federal government had 
signed treaties that promised to 
recognize the rights of these tribes 
as autonomous nations. In the 1820s 
and 1830s, American citizens, the 
state of Georgia, and, finally, the U.S. 
government began a concerted effort 
of denying the rights established by 
those treaties. During this era, the 
“Five Civilized Tribes” faced legal 
harassment alongside the intrusive 
settlement of Euro-Americans upon 
their lands. The culmination of United 
States policy towards American 
Indians in the 1830s was the forcible 
removal of these five southeastern 
Native American nations from their 
traditional lands. The accompanying 
table details the cost of this removal 
in terms of human lives.

indian removal and mortality figures for the  
“five civilized tribes”

Tribe	 Period	 Removed	 Deaths	

Cherokees	 1836–1838	 20,000	 4,000–8,000

Choctaws	 1831–1836	 12,500	 2,000–4,000

Chickasaws	 1837–1847	 4,000	 500–800

Creeks	 1834–1837	 19,600	 3,500 

Seminoles	 1832–1842	 2,833	 700* 

*Including Second Seminole War casualties.

Cause   Why were the “Five 
Civilized Tribes” driven from 
their lands?
Map the expansion of white 
settlement in the U.S. up  
to 1830.

Consequence   What was 
the fate of the “Five Civilized 
Tribes” and other Indian nations 
after removal? 
Map the removal of the Five 
Civilized Tribes and other nations 
in the 1830s-1850s.

Choices   What were the 
alternatives to the forcible 
removal of the “Five Civilized 
Tribes”? 
Map the spread of Indian land 
cessions up to 1830. 

Use MyHistoryLab Explorer to answer these questions:K E Y  Q U E S T I O N S

For the Cherokees, the Trail of Tears stretched 1,200 miles from the homeland in the East to 
what became the Indian Territory in Oklahoma.
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legally defining the Cherokees as tenants on land belonging to the state of Georgia. By 
also prohibiting Indian testimony in cases against white people, the legislature stripped 
the Cherokees of any legal rights. Alabama and Mississippi followed Georgia’s lead in 
denying Indians legal rights.

Thus the stage was set for what Jackson always considered the most important 
measure of the early days of his administration, the Indian Removal Act. Jackson had 
long considered the federal policy of negotiating with the Indians as sovereign enti-
ties a farce. But it was awkward politically for the president to declare that he had no 
intention of enforcing treaty obligations of the U.S. government. The way out of this 
dilemma was to remove Native Americans from the center of the dispute. In his first 
annual message, Jackson sided with state officials in the South and advised the Indians 
“to emigrate beyond the Mississippi or submit to the laws of those States.” This advice 
enabled Jackson to pose as the friend of the Indians, the wise father who would lead 
them out of harm’s way and save them from rapacious white people.

Congress acted on Jackson’s recommendation in the Indian Removal Act of 1830. 
The act appropriated $500,000 for the negotiation of new treaties under which Indians 

Indian Removal Act  Legislation 
passed by Congress in 1830 that 
provided funds for removing and 
resettling eastern Indians in the 
West. It granted the president the 
authority to use force if necessary.

Sequoyah, a Cherokee scholar, developed a written table of syllables for the Cherokee language that enabled his 
people to publish a tribal newspaper in both Cherokee and English.

 
 
Read the Document  Memorial of the Cherokee Nation (1830)
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would surrender their territory and be removed to land in the trans-Mississippi area 
(primarily present-day Oklahoma). Although force was not authorized and Jackson 
stressed that removal should be voluntary, no federal protection was provided for Indi-
ans harassed into leaving by land-hungry settlers. Ultimately, Jackson did deploy the 
U.S. Army, but only to round up and push out Indians who refused to comply with the 
new removal treaties.

And so most of the Indians left the eastern United States, the Choctaws in 1830, 
the Creeks and Chickasaws in 1832, and the Cherokees in 1838 (see Map 10.1). The 
government was ill prepared to supervise the removal. The private groups that won the 
federal contracts for transporting and provisioning the Indians were the ones that had 
entered the lowest bids; they were a shady lot, interested only in a quick profit. Thou-
sands of Indians, perhaps as many as one-fourth of those who started the trek, died on 
the way to Oklahoma, the victims of cold, hunger, disease, and the general callousness 
of the white people they met along the way. It was indeed, as recalled in the collective 
memory of the Cherokees, a Trail of Tears.

Tribes that resisted removal were attacked by white armies. Federal troops joined 
local militias in 1832 in suppressing the Sauk and Fox Indians of Illinois and Wiscon-
sin in what was called Black Hawk’s War. More a frantic attempt by the Indians to 
reach safety on the west bank of the Mississippi than an actual war, this affair ended 
in the slaughter of 500 Indian men, women, and children by white troops and their 
Sioux allies. The Seminoles, many of whose leaders were runaway slaves adopted into 
the tribe, fought the army to a standstill in the swamps of Florida in what became the 
longest Indian war in U.S. history.

Jackson forged ahead with his removal policy despite the opposition of eastern 
reformers and Protestant missionaries. Aligned with conservatives concerned by 

Trail of Tears T he forced march 
in 1838 of the Cherokee Indians 
from their homelands in Georgia 
to the Indian Territory in the West; 
thousands of Cherokees died along 
the way.

Black Hawk’s War S hort 1832 war 
in which federal troops and Illinois 
militia units defeated the Sauk and 
Fox Indians led by Black Hawk.
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Map 10.1  Indian Removals T he fixed policy of the Jackson administration and pressure from the states 
forced Native Americans in the 1830s to migrate from their eastern homelands to a special Indian reserve west of 
the Mississippi River.
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Jackson’s cavalier disregard of federal treaty obligations, they came within three votes 
of defeating the removal bill in the House of Representatives. Jackson ignored their 
protests as well as the legal rulings of the Supreme Court. In Cherokee Nation v. Georgia 
(1831) and Worcester v. Georgia (1832), the Court ruled that Georgia had violated the 
U.S. Constitution in extending its jurisdiction over the Cherokees. Chief Justice John 
Marshall defined Indian tribes as “dependent domestic nations” subject only to the 
authority of the federal government. Marshall may have won the legal argument, but 
he was powerless to enforce his decisions without Jackson’s cooperation. Aware that 
southerners and westerners were on his side, Jackson ignored the Supreme Court rul-
ings and pushed Indian removal to its tragic conclusion.

The Nullification Crisis
Jackson’s stand on Indian removal confirmed the impression of many of his follow-
ers that when state and national power conflicted, he could be trusted to side with 
the states. But when states’-rights forces in South Carolina precipitated the nullifica-
tion crisis by directly challenging Jackson in the early 1830s over tariff policy, Jackson 
revealed himself to be an ardent nationalist on the issue of majority rule in the Union.

After the first protective tariff in 1816, rates increased further in 1824 and then 
jumped to 50 percent in 1828 in what was denounced as the “Tariff of Abominations,” a 
measure contrived by northern Democrats to win additional northern support for Jack-
son in the upcoming presidential campaign. The outcry was loudest in South Carolina, 
an old cotton state losing population to the West in the 1820s as cotton prices remained 
low after the Panic of 1819. For all of the economic protests that high tariffs worsened 
the agricultural depression by raising the cost of manufactured goods purchased by 
farmers and planters and lowering the foreign demand for agricultural exports, the tariff 
issue was a stalking-horse for the more fundamental issue of setting limits on national 
power so that the federal government could never move against slavery.

nullification crisis S ectional crisis 
in the early 1830s in which a states’ 
rights party in South Carolina 
attempted to nullify federal law.

For the Cherokees, the Trail of Tears stretched 1,200 miles from the homeland in the East to what became the 
Indian Territory in Oklahoma.
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South Carolina was the only state where African Americans made up the majority 
of the population. Slaves were heavily concentrated in the marshes and tidal flats south 
of Charleston, the lowcountry district of huge rice plantations. Ever fearful that grow-
ing antislavery agitation in the North and in England was feeding slave unrest, state 
leaders such as James Hamilton Jr. warned that the time had come to “stand manfully 
at the Safety Valve of Nullification.”

With the lowcountry planters in charge, the anti-tariff forces in South Caro-
lina controlled state politics by 1832. They called themselves the nullifiers, a name 
derived from the constitutional theory developed by John C. Calhoun in an anony-
mous tract of 1828 titled The South Carolina Exposition and Protest. Pushing to its 
logical extreme the states’-rights doctrine first outlined in the Kentucky and Virginia 
Resolutions of 1798, Calhoun argued that a state, acting through a popularly elected 
convention, had the sovereign power to declare an act of the national government 
null and inoperative.

Calhoun, who had been elected vice president in 1828, openly embraced nullifica-
tion after he broke with Jackson in 1830. With Calhoun’s approval, a South Carolina 
convention in November 1832 nullified the tariffs of 1828 and 1832 (a compromise 
tariff that did not reduce rates to a low enough level to satisfy the nullifiers). The con-
vention decreed that customs duties were not to be collected in South Carolina after 
February 1, 1833.

In January 1833, Jackson, in the Force Bill, asked for and received from Congress 
full authorization to put down nullification by military force. Meanwhile, a compro-
mise tariff in 1833 provided for the lowering of tariff duties to 20 percent over a 10-year 
period. Up against this combination of the carrot and the stick, the nullifiers backed 
down, but not before they scornfully nullified the Force Bill.

Jackson’s stand established the principle of national supremacy grounded in the 
will of the majority. Despite his victory, however, states’-rights doctrines remained 
popular both in the South and among many northern Democrats. South Carolina had 
been isolated in its stand on nullification, but many southerners, and especially slave-
holders, agreed that the powers of the national government had to be strictly limited. 
By dramatically affirming his right to use force against a state in defense of the Union, 
Jackson drove many planters out of the Democratic Party. In the shock waves set off by 
the nullification crisis, a new anti-Jackson coalition began to form in the South.

The Bank War
What amounted to a war against the Bank of the United States became the centerpiece 
of Jackson’s presidency and a defining event for the Democratic Party. The Bank War 
erupted in 1832, when Jackson vetoed draft legislation for the early rechartering of the 
national bank.

Like most westerners, Jackson distrusted banks. Because gold and silver coins were 
scarce and the national government did not issue or regulate paper currency, money 
consisted primarily of notes issued as loans by private and state banks. These bank 
notes fluctuated in value according to the reputation and creditworthiness of the issu-
ing banks. In the credit-starved West, banks were particularly unreliable. All of this 
struck many Americans, and especially farmers and workers, as inherently dishonest. 
They wanted to be paid in “real” money, gold or silver coin, and they viewed bankers as 
parasites who did nothing but fatten their own pockets by manipulating paper money. 
The largest and most powerful bank was the Bank of the United States, and citizens 
who were wiped out or forced to retrench drastically by the Panic of 1819 never forgave 
the Bank for saving itself at the expense of its debtors. Still, under the astute leadership 
of a new president, Nicholas Biddle of Philadelphia, the Bank performed well in the 
1820s. Prosperous times had returned, and the Bank underwrote the economic expan-
sion with its healthy credit reserves, stable banknotes, and policing of the state banks 
through its policy of returning their notes for redemption in specie. By 1832, the Bank 
was as popular as it ever would be.

Bank War T he political struggle 
between President Andrew Jackson 
and the supporters of the Second 
Bank of the United States.
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Searching for an issue to use against Jackson in the presidential campaign of 1832, 
Clay forced Jackson’s hand on the Bank. Clay convinced Biddle to apply to Congress 
for a new charter, even though the current charter would not expire until 1836. Confi-
dent of congressional approval, Clay reasoned that he had Jackson trapped. If Jackson 
went along with the new charter, Clay could take credit for the measure. If he vetoed it, 
Clay could attack Jackson as the enemy of a sound banking system.

Clay’s clever strategy backfired. Jackson turned on him and the Bank with a ven-
geance. As he told his heir apparent, “The bank, Mr. Van Buren, is trying to kill me, but 
I will kill it!” Jackson and his advisers realized that the Bank was vulnerable as a symbol 
of privileged monopoly, a monstrous institution that deprived common Americans of 
their right to compete equally for economic advantage. Moreover, many of these advis-
ers were also state bankers and local developers, who backed Jackson precisely because 
they wanted to be free of federal restraints on their business activities. On July 10, 1832, 
Jackson vetoed the rechartering bill for the Bank in a message that appealed both to 
state bankers and to foes of all banks. He took a ringing “stand against all new grants 
of monopolies and exclusive privileges, against any prostitution of our Government to 
the advancement of the few at the expense of the many.”

The business community and eastern elites lashed out at Jackson’s veto as the dema-
gogic ravings of an economic fool. For Biddle, the veto message had “all the fury of a 
chained panther, biting the bars of his cage.” In rejecting Jackson’s claims that the Bank 
had fostered speculative and corrupt financial practices, the pro-Bank forces had the bet-
ter of the economic argument. But Jackson won the political battle, and he went to the 
people in the election of 1832 as their champion against the banking aristocracy. Although 
his support was no stronger than it had been in 1828, he easily defeated Clay, the candi-
date of the short-lived National Republican Party, which had also backed Adams in 1828.

After Congress failed to override his veto, Jackson then set out to destroy the Bank. 
He claimed that the people had given him a mandate to do so by reelecting him in 1832. 
In Roger B. Taney he finally found a secretary of the treasury (his first two choices 
refused) who agreed to sign the order removing federal deposits from the Bank in 1833. 
Drained of its lifeblood, the deposits, the Bank was reduced by 1836 to seeking a charter 
as a private corporation in the state of Pennsylvania. In the meantime, the government’s 
moneys were deposited in “pet banks,” state banks controlled by loyal Democrats.

Jackson won the Bank War, but he left the impression that the Democrats had 
played fast and loose with the nation’s credit system. The economy overheated in his 
second term. High commodity prices and abundant credit, both at home and abroad, 
propelled a buying frenzy of western lands. Prices soared, and inevitably the specula-
tive bubble had to burst. When it did, the Democrats would be open to the charge of 
squandering the people’s money by shifting deposits to reckless state bankers who were 
part of a corrupt new alliance between the government and private economic interests. 
Jackson was out of office when the Panic of 1837 hit; Van Buren, his successor, paid the 
political price for Jackson’s economic policies.

10.3 What challenges did Van Buren face during his presidency?

Van Buren and Hard Times

ike John Adams and James Madison, Martin Van Buren followed a forceful president 
who commanded a strong popular following. Fairly or not, he would come out, as 
they did, second-best compared to his predecessor.

Facing a sharp economic downturn, Van Buren appeared indecisive and 
unwilling to advance a bold program. When the rise of a radical abolitionist move-
ment in the North revived sectional tensions over slavery, he awkwardly straddled the 
divisive issue. In the end, he undermined himself by failing to offer a compelling vision 
of his presidency.

abolitionist movement  A radical 
antislavery crusade committed 
to the immediate end of slavery 
that emerged in the three decades 
before the Civil War.

L
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internal improvements, as well 
as the territorial government of 
Florida, defaulted on their bonds. 
Politically, defaulting was easier 
than facing the wrath of voters if 
taxes were raised enough to pay 
off the bonds. Unlike today, there 
was no possibility then of a fed-
eral bailout. President John Tyler 
made that clear to British inves-
tors, the holders of many of the 
defaulted bonds, when he lectured 
them on the constitutional differ-
ence between state and federal 
governments.

The names are different in the 
post-2008 global squeeze on debt-
ors, both public and private, and 
the sums of money involved are far 
greater; but the underlying mecha-
nism at play remains the same. 
Economic growth requires capital 
and risk takers, and when growth 
seems endless in heady times all 
caution is thrown to the wind. And 
then as now, the question of who 
should pick up the tab for the reck-
lessness—taxpayers on behalf of 
their governments or the private 
investors who risked too much—
shaped the political debates on 
how to cope with the economic 
wreckage.

Question for Discussion

1.	 How would you stake out a position on whether govern-
ments or private investors should bear the major costs of 
dealing with a severe economic downturn?

The hard times that marked 
the Van Buren presidency 
and persisted into the 1840s 

marked the nation’s first great depres-
sion. But it would hardly be the last 
time  that speculative binges in the 
economy ended up in crippling depres-
sions. Similar boom-bust cycles shook 
America in the 1870s, the 1890s, the 
Great Depression of the 1930s, and, 
more recently, what has been termed 
the Great Recession, which resulted 
from the collapse of the housing mar-
ket in 2008 and the hopelessly complex 
structure of arcane financial instru-
ments created to sustain the surge of 
borrowing.

In the 1830s, as well as in the early 
twenty-first century, governments 
and private banks played major roles 
in promoting near reckless economic 
expansion. Easy credit was lavished 
on the construction of roads, canals, 
and railroads, economic infrastruc-
ture that the states competed against 
each other to provide for their citi-
zens and went into debt to finance. 
Meanwhile, both the Second Bank of 
the United States before Jackson de-
stroyed it and the state banks issued 
banknotes that helped fuel an unsus-
tainable rise in the price of land and 
commodities such as cotton. Heav-
ily dependent on British commodity 
markets and credit arrangements, the economy lurched into 
reverse when the Bank of England raised interest rates and 
cotton prices fell. Banks suspended specie payments, called 
in loans and stopped issuing new ones, and wrote off bad 
debts. The states that had borrowed to the hilt to finance 

From Then to Now

Speculative Bubbles and Economic Busts
T

This 1838 lithograph portrays the plight of a tradesman and 
his family caught up in the Panic of 1837.

The post-2008 housing crisis left many home owners 
underwater on their mortgages, that is, they owed more on 
their mortgages than the resale value of their homes.

The Panic of 1837
Van Buren was barely settled into the White House when the nation was rocked by a 
financial panic. For over a decade, the economy had benefited from a favorable busi-
ness cycle. A banking crisis in 1837 produced a painful economic reckoning.

Even as it expanded, the U.S. economy had remained vulnerable to disruptions 
in the supply of foreign capital and the sale of agricultural exports that underpinned 
prosperity. The key foreign nation was Britain, a major source of credit and demand for 
exports. In late 1836, the Bank of England tightened its credit policies. Concerned about 
the large outflow of specie to the United States, it raised interest rates and reduced the 
credit lines of British merchants heavily involved in U.S. trade. Consequently, the British 
demand for cotton fell and with it the price of cotton (see Figure 10.1 on p. 10-20). 
Because cotton, as the leading export, was the main security for most loans issued by 
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U.S. banks and mercantile firms, its drop in value set off a chain reaction of contracting 
credit and falling prices. When panic-stricken investors rushed to the banks to redeem 
their notes in specie, the hard-pressed banks suspended specie payments.

The shock waves hit New Orleans in March 1837 and spread to the major New York 
banks by May. What began as a bank panic soon dragged down the entire economy. 
State governments, which had borrowed lavishly during the boom years to finance 
canals and other internal improvements, slashed their budgets and halted all construc-
tion projects. As unemployment mounted and workers mobilized mass protest meet-
ings in eastern cities, conservatives feared the worst. “Workmen thrown out of employ 
by the hundred daily,” nervously noted a wealthy merchant in New York City in May 
1837. He half expected that “we shall have a revolution here.”

After a brief recovery in 1838, another round of credit contraction drove the econ-
omy into a depression that did not bottom out until 1843. In the manufacturing and 
commercial centers of the Northeast, unemployment reached an unheard-of 20 per-
cent. The persistence of depressed agricultural prices meant that farmers and planters 
who had incurred debts in the 1830s faced the constant threat of losing their land or 
their slaves. Many fled west to avoid their creditors.

The Independent Treasury
Although the Democrats bore no direct responsibility for the economic downturn, 
they could not avoid being blamed for it. Their political opponents, now coalescing as 
the Whig Party, claimed that Jackson’s destruction of the Bank of the United States 
had undermined business confidence. In their view, Jackson had then compounded 

Whig Party  Political party, formed 
in the mid-1830s in opposition 
to the Jacksonian Democrats, 
that favored a strong role for the 
national government in promoting 
economic growth.

This Whig cartoon blaming Jackson for the Panic of 1837 introduced the donkey as the symbol of the  
Democratic Party.
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his error by trying to force a hard-money policy on the state banks that had received 
federal deposits. The “pet banks” were required to replace small-denomination bank 
notes with coins or hard money. This measure, it was hoped, would protect the farmers 
and workers from being paid in depreciated bank notes.

Jackson had taken his boldest step against paper money when he issued the Specie 
Circular of 1836, which stipulated that large tracts of public land could be bought only 
with specie. Aimed at breaking the speculative spiral in land purchases, the Specie Cir-
cular contributed to the Panic of 1837 by requiring the transfer of specie to the West for 
land transactions just when eastern banks were strapped for specie reserves. Bankers 
and speculators denounced Jackson for interfering with the natural workings of the 
economy and blundering into a monetary disaster.

Conservative charges of Democratic irresponsibility were overblown, but the Dem-
ocrats were caught in a dilemma. By dramatically politicizing the banking issue and 
removing federal moneys from the national bank, the Democrats had in effect assumed 

Specie Circular  Proclamation 
issued by President Andrew 
Jackson in 1836 stipulating that 
only gold or silver could be used as 
payment for public land.

Figure 10.1  Cotton Prices and the Value of Federal Land Sales in Five Southern States, 1825–1845 
Because the U.S. economy was heavily dependent on cotton exports as a source of credit, the collapse of cotton 
prices, and a corresponding plunge in the sales of federal land after a speculative run-up in the newer cotton 
regions of the South, triggered a financial panic in the late 1830s.
Data Source: Douglas C. North, The Economic Growth of the United States, 1790–1860 (1966), tab. A-X, p. 257.
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the burden of protecting the people from the banking and business community. Once 
they shifted treasury receipts to selected state banks, they had to try to regulate these 
banks. Otherwise they would be accused of creating a series of little “monsters” and 
feeding the paper speculation they so decried. But any regulatory policy contradicted 
the Democratic commitment to limit governmental power.

The only way out of the dilemma was to make a clean break between the gov-
ernment and banking. Van Buren reestablished the Democrats’ tarnished image as 
the party of limited government when he came out for the Independent Treasury 
System. Under this plan, the government would dispense with banks entirely. The 
Treasury would conduct its business only in gold and silver coin and would store its 
specie in regional vaults or subtreasuries. First proposed in 1837, the Independent 
Treasury System finally passed Congress in 1840 on the heels of a second wave of 
bank failures.

The Independent Treasury System made more political than economic sense. It 
restored the ideological purity of the Democrats as the friends of honest money, but 
it prolonged the depression. Specie locked up in government vaults was unavailable 
for loans in the private banking system that could have expanded the credit needed 
to revive the economy. The end result was to reduce the money supply and further 
depress prices.

Uproar over Slavery
In 1831, William Lloyd Garrison of Boston inaugurated a radical new phase in north-
ern attacks on slavery with the publication of his abolitionist paper the Liberator. The 
abolitionists embraced the doctrine of immediatism, an immediate moral commitment 
to begin the work of emancipation. Inspired by the wave of religious revivals sweeping 
the North in the late 1820s, they seized on slavery as the greatest sin of all. (For more 
on the abolitionists, see Chapter 12.)

The abolitionists touched off a political uproar when they launched a propaganda 
offensive in 1835. Taking advantage of technological improvements in the printing 
industry, they produced over a million pieces of antislavery literature, much of which 
was sent to the South through the U.S. mail. Alarmed white southerners vilified the 
abolitionists as fanatics intent on enticing the slaves to revolt. Abolitionist tracts were 
burned, and, with the open approval of Jackson, southern postmasters violated federal 
law by censoring the mail to keep out antislavery materials.

Unable to receive an open hearing in the South, the abolitionists now focused 
on Congress. Beginning in 1836 and continuing through Van Buren’s presidency, 
hundreds of thousands of antislavery petitions, some with thousands of signa-
tures, flooded into Congress. Most called for the abolition of slavery in the District 
of Columbia. Southern congressmen responded by demanding that free speech be 
repressed in the name of southern white security. The enemy, they were convinced, 
was fanaticism, and nearly all agreed with Francis Pickens of South Carolina that they 
must “meet it and strangle it in its infancy.” The strangling took the form of the gag 
rule, a procedural device whereby antislavery petitions were automatically tabled with 
no discussion.

The gag rule first passed in 1836 and was renewed in a series of raucous debates 
through 1844. Only the votes of some three-fourths of the northern Democrats enabled 
the southern minority to have its way. With Van Buren’s reluctant support, the gag rule 
became a Democratic Party measure, and it identified the Democrats as a pro-southern 
party in the minds of many northerners. Ironically, while Van Buren was attacked in 
the North as a lackey of the slave interests, he was damned in the South, if only because 
he was a nonslaveholder from the North, as being unsafe on the slavery issue. In short, 
tensions over slavery and the economy doomed Van Buren to be cast as a vacillating 
president fully trusted by neither section.

Independent Treasury System   
Fiscal arrangement first instituted 
by President Martin Van Buren in 
which the federal government kept 
its money in regional vaults (“pet 
banks”) and transacted its business 
entirely in hard money.

gag rule  Procedural rule passed in 
the House of Representatives that 
prevented discussion of antislavery 
petitions from 1836 to 1844.
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10.4 What was the basis of Whig popularity and what did they claim to stand for?

The Rise of the Whig Party

he early opponents of the Democrats were known as the National Republicans, 
a label that captured the nationalist vision of former Jeffersonian Republicans 

who adhered to the economic program of Henry Clay and John Quincy Adams. 
The Bank War and Jackson’s reaction to nullification shook loose pro-Bank Dem-

ocrats and many southern states’ righters from the original Jacksonian coalition, and 
these groups joined the opposition to Jackson. By 1834, the anti-Jacksonians started to 
call themselves Whigs, a name associated with eighteenth-century American and Brit-
ish opponents of monarchical tyranny. The name stuck because of the party’s constant 
depiction of Jackson as King Andrew, a tyrant who ran roughshod over congressional 
prerogatives and constitutional liberties.

By 1840, the Whigs had mastered the techniques of political organization and 
mobilization pioneered by the Democrats in the late 1820s. They ran William Henry 
Harrison, their own version of a military hero, and swept to victory. The second party 
system of intense national competition between Whigs and Democrats was now 
in place (see Table 10.1). It would dominate politics until the rise of the antislavery 
Republican Party in the 1850s.

The Party Taking Shape
The Whig party was born in the congressional reaction to Jackson’s Bank veto and his 
subsequent attacks on the national bank. What upset the congressional opposition, 
apart from the specific content of Jackson’s policies, was how he enforced his will. 
Jackson wielded his executive power like a bludgeon. Whereas all earlier presidents 
together had used the veto only ten times, Jackson did so a dozen times. He openly 
defied the Supreme Court and Congress, and unlike his predecessors, he took each case 
directly to the people.

Local and state Whig coalitions sent an anti-Jackson majority to the House of Rep-
resentatives in 1835. The most powerful of these coalitions was in New York, where a 
third party, the Anti-Masons, joined the Whigs. The party had originated in western 
New York in the late 1820s as a grassroots response to the sudden disappearance and 
presumed murder of William Morgan, an itinerant artisan who threatened to expose 
the secrets of the Order of Freemasons. An all-male order steeped in ritual and cer-
emony, the Masons united urban and small-town elites into a tightly knit brother-
hood through personal contacts and mutual aid. When efforts to investigate Morgan’s 

second party system T he 
national two-party competition 
between Democrats and Whigs 
from the 1830s through the early 
1850s.

Anti-Masons T hird party formed 
in 1827 in opposition to the 
presumed power and influence of 
the Masonic order.

Table 10.1  The Second Party System

Democrats Whigs
Ideology Favor limited role of federal govern-

ment in economic affairs and matters of 
individual conscience; support territorial 
expansion

Favor government support for economic 
development and controls over individ-
ual morality; opposed to expansion

Voter support Mainly subsistence farmers, unskilled 
workers, and Catholic immigrants

Mainly manufacturers, commercial 
farmers, skilled workers, and northern 
evangelicals

Regional strength South and West New England and Upper Midwest
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disappearance ran into a legal dead end, rumors spread that the exclusivist Masons 
constituted a vast conspiracy that conferred special privileges and legal protection on 
its members.

Western New York, an area of religious fervor and rapid economic change after 
the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825, provided fertile ground for the growth of the 
new party. With close ties to rural landlords and town creditors, the Masons were 
vulnerable to the charge of economic favoritism. In addition, evangelicals accused the 
Masons of desecrating the Christian faith with their secret rituals. The Anti-Masons 
were thus the first party to combine demands for equal opportunity with calls for the 
moral reform of a sinful society. They were also the first party to select their presiden-
tial ticket in a national nominating convention, a precedent immediately followed by 
the Whigs and Democrats.

Although it spread into New England and the neighboring mid-Atlantic states, 
the Anti-Mason party was unable to sustain itself. Its presidential candidate in 1832, 
William Wirt of Maryland, won only Vermont. Recognizing that the opponents of 
the Anti-Masons were usually the entrenched local interests of the Democratic Party, 
shrewd politicians, led by Thurlow Weed and William Seward of New York, took up 
the movement and absorbed most of it into the anti-Jackson coalition. They did so by 
calling for equal opportunity and for such evangelical reforms as a ban on the sale of 
alcohol. The Whigs thus broadened their popular base and added an egalitarian mes-
sage to their appeal.

By 1836, the Whigs were strong enough to mount a serious challenge for the presi-
dency. However, they still lacked an effective national organization that could unite 
their regional coalitions behind one candidate. They ran four sectional candidates, and 
some Whigs hoped that the regional popularity of these candidates would siphon off 
enough votes from Van Buren to throw the election into the House of Representatives. 
The strategy, if such it can be called, failed. Van Buren won an electoral majority by 
holding on to the populous mid-Atlantic states and improving on Jackson’s showing in 
New England. Still, the Whigs were encouraged by the results. Compared to Jackson, 
Van Buren did poorly in what had been the overwhelmingly Democratic South, which 
was now open to further Whig inroads.

Whig Persuasion
The Whigs, like the Democrats, based their mass appeal on the claim that they could 
best defend the republican liberties of the people. Whereas the Democrats attributed 
the threat to those liberties to privileged monopolies of government-granted power, 
the Whigs found it in the expansive powers of the presidency as wielded by Jackson 
and in the party organization that put Jackson and Van Buren into office. In 1836, the 
Whigs called for the election of “a president of the nation, not a president of party.” 
Underlying this call was the persistent Whig belief that parties undermined individual 
liberties and the public good by fostering and rewarding the selfish interests of the 
party faithful. Although the Whigs dropped much of this ideology when they matured 
as a party, they never lost their fear of the presidency as an office of unchecked, dema-
gogic power. They always insisted that Congress should be the locus of power in the 
federal system.

Most Whigs viewed governmental power as a positive force to promote economic 
development. They favored the spread of banking and paper money, chartering cor-
porations, passing protective tariffs to support U.S. manufacturers, and opening up 
new markets for farmers through government-subsidized transportation projects. Such 
policies, they held, would widen economic opportunities for Americans and provide 
incentives for material self-improvement.

In addition to drawing heavily from commercial and planting interests in the 
South, the Whigs appealed to bankers, manufacturers, small-town entrepreneurs, 
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farmers prospering from the market outlets of canals and railroads, and skilled work-
ers who valued a high tariff as protection from the competition of foreign goods. These 
Whig supporters also tended to be native-born Protestants of New England or Yankee 
ancestry, particularly those caught up in the religious revivals of the 1820s and 1830s. 
The strongest Whig constituencies comprised an arc of Yankee settlements stretching 
from rural New England through central New York and around the southern shores 
of the Great lakes.

Whether as economic promoters or evangelical reformers, Whigs believed in 
promoting social progress and harmony through an interventionist government. 
The Whigs favored such social reforms as prohibiting the consumption of alcohol, 
preserving the sanctity of the Protestant Sabbath through bans on business activities 
on Sundays, caring for orphans, the physically handicapped, and the mentally ill in 
state-run asylums and hospitals, and teaching virtuous behavior and basic knowl-
edge through a centralized system of public education. Whig ideology blended 
economic, social, and spiritual reform into a unified message of uplift. An activ-
ist government would provide economic opportunities and moral guidance for a 
harmonious, progressive society of freely competing individuals whose behavior 
would be shaped by the evangelical norms of thrift, sobriety, and self-discipline. 
Much of the Whigs’ reform impulse was directed against non-English and Catholic 
immigrants, those Americans who the Whigs believed most needed to be taught 
the virtues of self-control and disciplined work habits. Not coincidentally, these 
groups, the Scots-Irish in the backcountry, the Reformed Dutch, and Irish and Ger-
man Catholics, were the most loyal Democrats. They resented the Whigs’ aggressive 
moralism and legislative attempts to interfere with their drinking habits and Sunday 
amusements. These Democrats were typically subsistence farmers on the periphery 
of market change and unskilled workers forced by industrial change to abandon 
their hopes of ever opening their own shops. They equated an activist government 
with special privileges for the economically and culturally powerful and identified 
with the Democrats’ desire to keep the government out of the economy and indi-
vidual religious practices.

The Election of 1840
One of the signs of the Whigs’ maturing as a party was their decision in 1840 to place 
victory above principle. Because of the lingering economic depression, Democratic rule 
had been discredited for many voters. Henry Clay, who promised that his American 
System would revive the economy with government aid, appeared the most likely Whig 
candidate for president against Van Buren in 1840. Yet Whig power brokers dumped 
Clay, who represented the party’s ideological heart, for a popular military hero, Wil-
liam Henry Harrison of Ohio.

Harrison had run surprisingly well as one of the Whigs’ regional candidates in 
1836 and had revealed a common touch with the voters. Unlike Clay, he was untainted 
by any association with the Bank of the United States, the Masonic Order, or slavehold-
ing. As the victor at the Battle of Tippecanoe and a military hero in the War of 1812, he 
enabled Whig image-makers to cast him, like Jackson, as the honest, patriotic soldier 
worthy of the people’s trust. In a decision that came back to haunt them, the Whigs 
geographically balanced their ticket by selecting John Tyler, a planter from Virginia, as 
Harrison’s running mate. Tyler was an advocate of states’ rights and a former Demo-
crat who had broken with Jackson over the Force Bill.

The Democrats inadvertently gave the Whig campaign a tremendous boost. A 
Democratic editor wisecracked that “Old Granny” Harrison (he was 67) was such 
a simpleton that he would like nothing better than to retire to a log cabin with a 
government pension and a barrel of hard cider. Pouncing on this sneer, the Whigs 
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created a Harrison who never was, a yeoman farmer of humble origins and homespun 
tastes, whose rise to prominence was a democratic model of success for other Ameri-
cans to follow. Thus Harrison, who was descended from the Virginia slaveholding 
aristocracy, became a symbol of the common man, and the Whigs were finally able 
to shed their aristocratic image. Indeed, they pinned the label of the dandified and 
elitist aristocrat on Van Buren. “Martin Van Ruin,” as effectively portrayed by the 
Whigs, squandered public revenue on effete luxuries and was concerned only with 
the spoils of office.

The Whigs beat the Democrats at their own game of mass politics in 1840. They 
reversed the roles and symbolism of the Jackson–Adams election of 1828 and seized 
the high ground as the party of the people. In a further adaptation of earlier Demo-
cratic initiatives, the Whigs put together a frolicking campaign of slogans, parades, and 
pageantry.

Much to the disgust of Benjamin French, who accused the Whigs of running a 
campaign based on “fraud & humbug,” the Whigs gained control of both Congress 
and the presidency in 1840. Harrison won 53 percent of the popular vote, and for the 
first time the Whigs carried the South (see Map 10.2). With the arrival of politics as 
mass spectacle, the turnout surged to an unprecedented 78 percent of eligible voters, a 
whopping increase over the average of 55 percent in the three preceding presidential 
elections (see Figure 10.2). The Whigs claimed most of the new voters and were now 
fully competitive with the Democrats in all parts of the nation. As the new majority 
party, they finally had the opportunity, or so they thought, to implement their eco-
nomic program.

WILLIAM HENRY HARRISON 234
(80)

1,274,624
(53)

Electoral Vote
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Popular Vote
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Martin Van Buren 60
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Map 10.2  The Election of 1840  Building upon their strength in the commercializing North, the Whigs 
attracted enough rural voters in the South and West to win the election of 1840.
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lthough the Whigs had been noncommittal on their plans during the campaign 
of 1840, it was common knowledge that Clay would move quickly on Whig 
economic policies by marshaling his forces in Congress and trying to dominate 
a pliant Harrison. But Harrison died from pneumonia in April 1841, barely a 

month after his inauguration, ruining Clay’s plans.

Harrison and Tyler
Harrison had pledged to follow the dictates of party leaders in Congress and defer 
to the judgment of his cabinet. Bowing to Clay’s demands, he agreed to call Con-
gress into special session to act on Whig party measures. Precisely because he was 
the type of president the Whigs needed and wanted, his death was a real blow to 
Whig hopes of establishing the credibility of their party as an effective agent for 
positive change.

Just how serious that blow was soon became apparent when Tyler became presi-
dent, the first vice president to succeed on the death of a president. Tyler was cut 
from quite different cloth from Harrison. This stiff, unbending planter subscribed to 
a states’-rights agrarian philosophy that put him at odds with the urban and commer-
cial elements of the Whig party even in his home state of Virginia. Clay’s economic 
nationalism struck him as a program of rank corruption that surrendered the con-
stitutional rights of the South to power-hungry politicians and manufacturers in the 

10.5 Why was William Henry Harrison’s death such a blow to the Whig agenda?

The Whigs in Power
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Figure 10.2  Voter Turnout in Presidential Elections, 1824–1840 T he creation of mass-based political parties 
dramatically increased voter turnout in presidential elections. Voting surged in 1828 with the emergence of the 
Jacksonian Democratic Party and again in 1840 when the Whig party learned to appeal to the mass electorate.
Date Source: Richard P. McCormick, “New Perspectives on Jacksonian Politics,” in The Nature of Jacksonian America, ed. Douglas T. Miller (1972), p. 103.
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North. Clay refused to cultivate Tyler’s prickly pride with soothing gestures, and he 
forged ahead with the party agenda, the repeal of the Independent Treasury System 
and its replacement by a new national bank, a protective tariff, and the distribution of 
the proceeds of the government’s public land sales to the states as funds for internal 
improvements.

Tyler used the negative power of presidential vetoes to stymie the Whig program. 
He twice vetoed bills to reestablish a national bank. The second veto led to the resigna-
tion of the cabinet he had inherited from Harrison, save for Secretary of State Daniel 
Webster, who was in the midst of negotiations with the British. Enraged congressional 
Whigs then expelled Tyler from the party.

Clay’s legislative efforts got him nowhere. When the Whigs passed a higher tariff 
in 1842 with a provision for distribution, Tyler vetoed it and forced them to settle for a 
protective tariff with no distribution. In the end, Clay had no national bank, no funds 
for internal improvements, and only a slightly higher tariff. Although Clay’s leadership 
of the Whigs was strengthened, Tyler had deprived that leadership of meaning by deny-
ing the Whigs the legislative fruits of their victory in 1840.

The Texas Issue
Constrained by his states’-rights view to a largely negative role in domestic policy, Tyler 
was a much more forceful president in foreign policy, an area in which the Constitution 
gives the chief executive considerable latitude. In 1842, Tyler’s secretary of state, Daniel 
Webster, wrapped up his negotiations with the British over a long-standing bound-
ary dispute. The Webster-Ashburton Treaty of that year established the boundary 
between British Canada and Maine and parts of the Upper Midwest. An agreement was 
also reached to cooperate in suppressing the African slave trade. Webster now resigned 
from the cabinet to join his fellow Whigs, allowing Tyler to follow a pro-southern 
policy of expansion that he hoped would gain him the Democratic nomination for the 
presidency in 1844. His goal was the annexation of Texas.

Texas had been a slaveholding republic since 1836, when rebellious Americans, 
joined by some tejanos (Texans of Mexican descent), declared their independence from 
Mexico. Jackson extended diplomatic recognition before leaving office, but he refused 
the new nation’s request to be annexed to the United States out of fear of provoking a 
war with Mexico, which did not recognize Texan independence.

For the sake of sectional harmony, party leaders sidestepped the Texas issue 
after 1836. Tyler renewed the issue in 1843 to curry favor among southern and west-
ern Democrats. He replaced Webster as secretary of state with a pro-annexationist 
Virginian, Abel P. Upshur, and secretly opened negotiations with the Texans. After 
Upshur’s death in an accidental explosion on the battleship Princeton, John C. Cal-
houn, his successor, completed the negotiations and dramatically politicized the 
slavery issue. In the spring of 1844, Calhoun and Tyler submitted to the Senate a 
secretly drawn up treaty annexing Texas to the United States. Calhoun also made 
public his correspondence with Richard Pakenham, the British minister in Wash-
ington. In his letter, Calhoun accused the British of seeking to force emancipation 
on Texas in return for economic aid and a British-brokered Mexican recognition of 
Texan independence. These British efforts, warned Calhoun, were just the opening 
wedge in a master plan to block U.S. expansion and destroy slavery in the South. 
After pointedly defending slavery as a benign institution, Calhoun concluded that 
the security and preservation of the Union demanded the annexation of Texas. The 
Pakenham letter hit the Senate like a bombshell, convincing antislavery Northerners 
that the annexation of Texas was a slaveholders’ conspiracy to extend slavery and 
swell the political power of the South. In June 1844, the Senate rejected Calhoun’s 
treaty of annexation by a two-to-one margin. All but one Whig senator voted against 
it. Still, the issue was hardly dead. Thanks to Tyler and Calhoun, Texas dominated 
the election of 1844.

Webster–Ashburton Treaty   
Treaty signed by the United States 
and Britain in 1842 that settled a 
boundary dispute between Maine 
and Canada and provided for 
closer cooperation in suppressing 
the African slave trade.
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The Election of 1844
The Whig and Democratic National Conventions met in the spring of 1844 in the 
midst of the uproar over Texas. Both Clay, who had the Whig nomination locked up, 
and Van Buren, who was the strong favorite for the Democratic one, came out against 
immediate annexation. But Van Buren’s anti-Texas stand cost him his party’s nomina-
tion. In a carefully devised strategy, western and southern Democrats united to deny 
him the necessary two-thirds vote of convention delegates. A deadlocked convention 
turned to James K. Polk of Tennessee, a confirmed expansionist who had the blessing 
of Jackson, the party’s patriarch.

To counter the charge that they were a pro-southern party, the Democrats ran in 
1844 on a platform that linked Oregon to Texas as a territorial objective. Oregon had 
first attracted public attention during the Tyler presidency. Glowing reports from Prot-
estant missionaries of the boundless fertility of Oregon’s Willamette Valley triggered 
a migration to the new promised land on the shores of the Pacific by midwestern farm 
families still reeling from the Panic of 1837. At the same time, the report of a naval 
expedition sent to explore the Pacific aroused the interest of New England merchants 
in using Oregon as a jumping-off point for expanded trade with China.

Some 6,000 Americans were in Oregon by the mid-1840s, and demands mounted, 
especially from northern Democrats, that the United States abandon its 1818 agree-
ment of joint occupation with the British and lay exclusive claim to Oregon as far north 
as the 54°40’ parallel, the border with Russian-owned Alaska. These were bold, even 
reckless, demands, because the actual area of U.S. settlement in Oregon was south of 
the Columbia River, itself well south of even the 49th parallel. Nonetheless, the Polk 
Democrats seemed to endorse them when they asserted a U.S. claim “to the whole of 
the Territory of Oregon.”

Polk’s expansionist program united the Democrats and enabled them to campaign 
with much more enthusiasm than in 1840. Acquiring Texas and Oregon not only held 
out the hope of cheap, abundant land to debt-burdened farmers in the North and 
planters in the South but also played on the anti-British sentiments of many voters. In 
contrast, the Whig campaign was out of focus. Clay sensed that his opposition to the 
immediate annexation of Texas was hurting him in the South, and he started to hedge 
by saying that he would accept Texas if the conditions were right. This wavering, how-
ever, failed to stem the defection of pro-slavery southern Whigs to the Democrats and 
cut into his support among antislavery Whigs in the North. Clay lost to Polk by less 
than 2 percent of the popular vote.

Tyler claimed Polk’s victory as a mandate for the immediate annexation of Texas. 
He knew that it would still be impossible to gain the two-thirds majority in the Senate 
necessary for the approval of a treaty. Thus, he resorted to the constitutionally unprec-
edented expedient of a joint resolution in Congress inviting Texas to join the Union. 
By the narrow margin of 27 to 25, the Senate concurred with the House in favor of 
annexation. Tyler signed the joint resolution on March 1, 1845.

Although Tyler had failed to secure the Democratic nomination in 1844, he had 
gained Texas. He also had the satisfaction of getting revenge against the Whigs, the 
party that had disowned him. Texas, more than any other issue, defeated Clay and the 
Whigs in 1844.

Conclusion
The Jacksonian era ushered in a revolution in U.S. political life. Responding to a surge 
of democratization that was in full swing by the 1820s, politicians learned how to 
appeal to a mass electorate and to build disciplined parties that channeled popular 
desires into distinctive party positions. In the two decades after 1824, voter participa-
tion in national elections tripled, and Democrats and Whigs competed on nearly equal 
terms in every region.
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Although the origins of a national political culture can be traced back to the Fed-

eralists and the Jeffersonian Republicans, politics did not fully enter the mainstream of 
U.S. life until the rise of the second party system of Democrats and Whigs. The election 
of 1824 revived interest in presidential politics, and Jackson’s forceful style of leader-
ship highlighted the presidency as the focal point of U.S. politics. Professional politi-
cians soon mastered the art of tailoring issues and images to reach the widest popular 
audience. Voters in favor of government aid for economic development and a social 
order based on Protestant moral controls turned to the Whigs. Conversely, those who 
saw an activist government as a threat to their economic and cultural equality turned 
to the Democrats.

The national issues around which the Democrats and Whigs organized and battled 
down to 1844 were primarily economic. As long as this was the case, party competition 
tended to diffuse sectional tensions and strengthen a national political culture. Slavery, 
in the form of the Texas question, replaced the economy as the decisive issue in the 
election of 1844. With this shift, party appeals began to focus on the place of slavery 
in U.S. society, creating an escalating politics of sectionalism that saw such loyal party 
workers as a Benjamin French switch their allegiances to a new sectional party. Within 
a decade, the slavery issue would rip apart the second party system.
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