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DOROTHEA DIX WAS the perfect 

picture of the nineteenth-century 

New England reformer. Tall and thin, 

with a large nose and fi rm jaw, she 

dressed plainly and wore her hair 

pulled straight back from her face. 

Emotionally, she was lonely and 

prone to depression. As the child of 

a drunken Methodist preacher and a 

shiftless mother, she suffered through 

years of poverty and neglect on the 

Maine frontier, where she was put to 

work stitching together religious tracts 

for her father to sell. “I never knew 

childhood,” she later recalled. But as a teenager, Dorothea Dix went 

to live with her well-to-do Boston grandmother and educated herself 

through books and public lectures. She embraced Unitarian religion, 

taught school, and wrote devotional manuals and children’s stories. 

Then, at the age of thirty-nine, this quiet schoolteacher discovered the 

moral purpose that would transform her into an impassioned reformer.

One cold Sunday in March 1841, Dorothea Dix was teaching a religious class for 
women prisoners in the House of Corrections at East Cambridge, Massachusetts. Aft er 
class, she was shocked to discover a number of insane inmates shivering in unheated 
cells. When she confronted the jailer, he explained that providing stoves for “lunatics” 
was not only dangerous but unnecessary, because they did not suff er from cold. Th e 
outraged Dix went to court and successfully petitioned to have stoves provided for 
the jail’s insane inmates. With this action, she launched her career as an advocate for 
humanitarian treatment of the mentally ill.

Dix hatched a bold plan. She would personally visit jails and almshouses through-
out Massachusetts to study fi rst-hand the living conditions of the insane, then present 
evidence of their abuse to the state legislature. For two years, Dix traveled the state 
documenting the conditions of the mentally ill, which were far worse than she had 
anticipated. When jailers and almshouse keepers tried to deny her access, she replied, 
“I cannot adopt description of the condition of the insane secondarily; what I assert for 
fact, I must see for myself.” In 1843, she presented to the legislature a report or “memo-
rial” describing the insane confi ned “in cages, closets, cellars, stalls, pens! Chained, 
naked, beaten with rods, and lashed into obedience.” Th e Massachusetts legislature 
responded by funding an expansion of the state’s mental hospital. Encouraged by her 
success, Dix spent the next 15 years traveling throughout the nation, documenting 

FIRST STATE ELECTION IN MICHIGAN Michigan’s early elections were rowdy. Here, Detroit 
voters cast ballots in the state’s fi rst gubernatorial election in 1837. Democrat Stevens 
Mason, shown on the left backed by a “no monopoly” banner, defeated the Whig candidate. 
(Gift of Mrs. Samuel T. Carson photograph @ 1991 The Detroit Institute of Arts (detail))

DOROTHEA DIX (National Portrait 
Gallery, Smithsonian Institution/Art 
Resource, NY)
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278   Chapter 10 • Democratic Politics, Religious Revival, and Reform, 1824–1840

must be at fault when people went wrong. Th e solu-
tion was to place deviants in specially designed 
environments that imposed order on their disor-
derly lives and minds. Asylums subjected inmates 
to regimented schedules, controlling social interac-
tion, and sometimes—especially in the new peni-
tentiaries—imposing forced isolation and physical 
punishment. Th ough reformers such as Dix cer-
tainly aimed at genuinely humanitarian reform, 
their strategies actually generated new forms of 
social control over the criminal, the poor, and the 
mentally ill.

Spread primarily by the wave of religious revivals 
known as the Second Great Awakening, theological 
perfectionism shaped a host of reforms that swept 
the United States aft er 1820, including temperance, 
antislavery, education, women’s rights, and utopian 
communitarianism. Most of these movements, like 
Dix’s crusade for the mentally ill, raised fundamen-
tal questions about the proper balance of order 
and freedom in the new American democracy. 
Were temperance reformers justifi ed in passing 
legislation that prohibited liquor sales? Did soli-
tary confi nement promote self-government among 
criminal off enders, or did it represent a tyranni-
cal abuse of governmental authority? Th ese ques-
tions of order versus freedom also lay at the heart 
of the new two-party system that would reshape 
American political life during the presidential 
terms of Andrew Jackson. Jacksonian Democrats 
rallied to the cause of freedom, so long as freedom 
was largely restricted to adult white men. By con-
trast, Whigs—the party more likely to support the 
work of Dorothea Dix—were quick to take up the 
cause of moral order and to fi ll the ranks of the era’s 
many reform movements.

The Rise of Democratic 
Politics, 1824–1832
In 1824, Andrew Jackson and Martin Van Buren, who 
would guide the Democratic Party in the 1830s, and 
Henry Clay and John Quincy Adams, who would 
become that decade’s leading Whigs, all belonged to 
the Republican Party of Th omas Jeff erson. But the 
Republican Party was coming apart under pressures 
generated by industrialization in New England, the 
spread of cotton cultivation in the South, and west-
ward expansion. Th ese forces would split Jeff erson’s 
Party into two new parties. In general, Republicans 
who retained Jeff erson’s preference for states’ rights 
became Democrats; Republicans who believed that 
the national government should actively encour-
age economic development, the so-called National 
Republicans, became Whigs.

abuses and presenting her memorials, fi lled with 
statistics and moral outrage, to state legislatures, 
which then allocated funds for twenty new insane 
“asylums” or havens. By the time of the Civil 
War, twenty-eight states, four cities, and the fed-
eral government had constructed public mental 
institutions.

What was it that drove this sickly woman to 
endure dangerous travel conditions, confront the 
terrible living conditions of the mentally ill, and 
endure the ridicule of those who found her cru-
sade “unladylike”? Like many other women and 
men of the period, Dorothea Dix’s reform impulse 
drew from a deep well of religious conviction. Th e 
two religions that shaped her Christian beliefs were 
seemingly at odds. Th e Methodist revivalism of 
her early childhood was emotional and demanded 
a conversion experience. But the Unitarianism of 
her young adulthood was rationalistic and empha-
sized gradual spiritual improvement. What the two 
religions shared, however, was theological perfec-
tionism: the belief in the innate moral capacities 
of all men and women and their ability to strive 
toward spiritual perfection. “Raise up the fallen,” 
she wrote, “console the affl  icted, defend the help-
less, minister to the poor, reclaim the transgressor, 
be benefactors of mankind!” Even the raving luna-
tic, in Dix’s eyes, carried a spark of inner divinity 
that should be nurtured in a properly controlled 
moral environment.

Dorothea Dix’s perfectionist faith in the powers 
of moral institutions was shared by other reform-
ers who regarded asylums—such as penitentiaries, 
almshouses, and orphan homes—as the solution for 
many of society’s ills. If humankind was fundamen-
tally good, they reasoned, then poor environments 

FOCUS Questions
How did the democratization of American • 
politics contribute to the rise of Andrew 
Jackson?

How did Jackson’s policies and the Panic • 
of 1837 help launch and solidify the Whig 
Party?

What new assumptions about human • 
nature lay behind the religious movements 
of the period?

Did the reform movements aim primarily • 
at making Americans more free or more 
orderly?
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Whatever their diff erences, all politicians in the 
1820s and 1830s had to adapt to the increasingly 
democratic view of politics as a forum for express-
ing the will of the common people. Gentlemen 
could still be elected to offi  ce, but their political 
success now depended less on their education and 
wealth than on their ability to win the battle over 
public opinion.

Democratic Ferment
Political democratization took several forms. 
Beginning in the West, one state aft er another abol-
ished the requirement that voters own property. 
Written ballots replaced the custom of voting aloud, 
which had enabled elites to infl uence their subor-
dinates at the polls. Formerly appointive offi  ces 
became elective. Th ough the Electoral College sur-
vived, the choice of presidential electors by state 
legislatures gave way to direct election by the voters. 
In 1800, a supporter of Th omas Jeff erson could only 
vote for the men who would vote for the men who 
would vote for Jeff erson. By 1824, however, only six 
state legislatures continued to choose presidential 
electors, and by 1832, only one.

Th e fi erce battles between the Republicans and 
the Federalists beginning in the 1790s had taught 
both parties how to court voters. At grand party-
run barbecues from Maine to Maryland, potential 
voters happily washed down free clams and oysters 
with free beer and whiskey. Republicans sought to 
expand suff rage in the North, and Federalists did 
the same in the South, each in the hope of becoming 
the majority party in that section. Democratization 
was also advanced by the transportation and com-
munications revolutions that enabled the creation 
of a politically informed public.

Political democratization had its limitations. In 
1820, both Federalists and Republicans were still 
organized from the top down. To nominate candi-
dates, both parties relied on the caucus (a conference 
of party members in the legislature) rather than on 
popularly elected nominating conventions. Women 
and free blacks remained disfranchised. Nevertheless, 
open opposition to the “common people” (meaning 
adult white males) was becoming a formula for polit-
ical suicide. Th e people, one Federalist complained, 
“have become too saucy and are really beginning to 
fancy themselves equal to their betters.”

The Election of 1824 and the Adams 
Presidency
In 1824, sectional tensions ended the Era of Good 
Feelings when fi ve Republican candidates vied for 
the presidency. John Quincy Adams emerged as 

New England’s favorite. South Carolina’s brilliant 
John C. Calhoun competed with Georgia’s William 
Crawford for southern support. Out of the West 
marched the ambitious Henry Clay of Kentucky, 
confi dent that his American System of protective 
tariff s and federally supported internal improve-
ments would win votes from both eastern manufac-
turing interests and western agriculturalists.

Th e fi ft h candidate was Andrew Jackson of 
Tennessee. Already popular on the frontier and in the 
South, he quickly won support from opponents of 
the American System in Pennsylvania and northern 
states. As the only presidential candidate in the elec-
tion of 1824 not linked to the Monroe administration, 
Jackson had gained popularity aft er the Panic of 1819, 
which, as Calhoun commented, had left  people with 
“a general mass of disaff ection to the Government” 
and “looking out anywhere for a leader.” To Th omas 
Jeff erson, however, Jackson was “one of the most unfi t 
men I know of for such a place” as the presidency.

When the Republican caucus met, three-fourths 
of Congressional Republicans refused to attend, and 
Crawford was selected as presidential candidate. But 
his weak prospects evaporated when he suff ered a 
paralyzing stroke. Calhoun assessed Jackson’s sup-
port and prudently decided to run unopposed for 
the vice presidency.

In the election, Jackson won more popular and 
electoral votes than any other candidate but failed 
to gain the majority required by the Constitution. 
So the election was thrown into the House of 
Representatives, whose members had to choose a 
president from the top three candidates—Jackson, 
Adams, and Crawford. Hoping to forge an alli-
ance between the West and Northeast for a future 
presidential bid, Clay threw his support to New 
Englander John Quincy Adams, who won the elec-
tion. “Th e Judah of the West,” commented Jackson 
bitterly, “has closed the contract and will receive the 
thirty pieces of silver.” When 
the new president appointed 
Clay his secretary of state, 
Jackson’s supporters accused 
Adams of stealing victory by 
entering a “corrupt bargain” 
with Clay, an allegation that 
formed a dark cloud over 
Adams’s presidency.

Th e guiding principle of 
the Adams presidency was 
improvement, both social 
and personal. “Th e spirit of 
improvement is abroad upon the earth,” he wrote. 
In his eyes, the American republic was the culmina-
tion of human progress, and he intended to further 
that progress through a broad-gauged program for 

The people, one 

Federalist complained, 

“have become too saucy 

and are really beginning 

to fancy themselves 

equal to their betters.” 
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villages across the United States were buzzing with 
political activity and debate between “Adams men,” 
or National Republicans, and “Jackson men,” or 
Democratic Republicans. But few Americans real-
ized that a new political system was being born. Th e 
man most alert to the transformation was Martin 
Van Buren, whose political savvy would make him 
vice president during Jackson’s second term, and 
then president.

Van Buren exemplifi ed a new breed of politi-
cian. A tavern keeper’s son, he began his political 
career at the county level. As governor, he built a 
powerful political machine, the Albany Regency, 
composed mainly of men like himself from the 
lower and middling ranks. His archrival, DeWitt 
Clinton, was everything Van Buren was not—tall, 
handsome, and aristocratic. But Van Buren’s genial-
ity put ordinary people at ease. More important, he 
had an uncanny ability to anticipate which way the 
political winds would blow, an ability that would 
earn him the nickname “Little Magician.”

Th e election of 1824 convinced Van Buren of 
the need for two-party competition. Without the 
discipline imposed by an opposition party, the 
Republicans had splintered into sectional pieces, 
and the fi nal selection was decided by self- interested 
leaders in Congress. It would be better, Van Buren 
decided, to organize the spectrum of political opin-
ions into two opposing groups. Th en the parties 
would compete, and a clear winner would emerge. 
Jackson’s strong showing in the election per-
suaded Van Buren that “Old Hickory” could lead 
a new political party. In the election of 1828, this 
party, soon to be called the Democratic Party, ran 
Jackson for president and Calhoun for vice presi-
dent. Its opponents, the National Republicans, ral-
lied behind Adams and his running mate, treasury 
secretary Richard Rush. Th e second American party 
system was beginning to take shape.

Th e 1828 campaign was a vicious, mudsling-
ing aff air. Th e National Republicans called Jackson 
a murderer for killing several men in duels and 
military executions. Th ey charged him with adul-
tery for living with Rachel Robards when she was 
still married to another man. “Ought a convicted 
adulteress and her paramour husband,” the Adams 
men taunted, “be placed in the highest offi  ce of 
this free and Christian land?” Jackson’s support-
ers responded by accusing Adams of wearing silk 
underwear, spending public funds on a billiard 
table for the White House, and off ering a beautiful 
American prostitute to the Russian tsar.

Although both sides slung mud, Jackson’s men 
had better aim. Charges by Adams’s supporters 
that Jackson was an illiterate backwoodsman back-
fi red, increasing his popularity by casting him as a 

American development. In 
his First Annual Message 
to Congress, he laid out 
his plans to improve public 
education, expand commu-
nications and commerce, 
and launch an ambitious 
program of federal internal 
improvements. In foreign 
policy, he proposed that the 
U.S. participate in the fi rst 
pan- American conference as 
a way to promote commerce 

with Latin America. Condemning what he called 
“the baneful weed of party strife,” Adams sought to 
remain aloof from partisan politics, leaving most of 
Monroe’s offi  ceholders in place, and even appoint-
ing his own opponents to high offi  ce.

But Adams’s ambitions met with growing political 
opposition. Strict constructionists opposed internal 
improvements on constitutional grounds. Souther-
ners protested U.S. participation in the  pan-American 
conference because it required association with 
regimes that had abolished slavery, including the 
black republic of Haiti, created by slave revolution-
aries. And “the baneful weed of party strife” swirled 
around his presidency. At the midterm congressio-
nal elections of 1826 and 1827, Adams’s opponents 
took control of both houses of Congress. While 
Adams continued to practice a time-honored poli-
tics of courting regional leaders so they would deliver 
the votes of their followings, his opponents—most 
important, Martin Van Buren of New York—were 
inventing a new grass-roots politics based on orga-
nization and partisan loyalty. John Quincy Adams’s 
outdated notion of the president as a custodian of the 
public good, as well as his distaste for partisan poli-
tics, helped guarantee him a single-term presidency.

The Rise of Andrew Jackson 
and the Election of 1828
As President Adams’s popularity declined, Andrew 
Jackson’s rose. While seasoned politicians distrusted 
his notoriously hot temper and his penchant for 
duels, Jackson was still a popular hero for his victory 
over the British in the Battle of New Orleans. And 
because he had fought in the American Revolution 
as a boy, Jackson seemed to many Americans a liv-
ing link to a more virtuous past.

Th e presidential campaign of 1828 began almost 
as soon as Adams was inaugurated. Jackson’s sup-
porters began to put together a modern political 
machine based on local committees and state con-
ventions, partisan newspapers and public rallies. 
Two years before the election of 1828, towns and 

“Ought a convicted 

adulteress and her 

paramour husband,” the 

Adams men taunted, “be 

placed in the highest 

offi ce of this free and 

Christian land?”
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Th e tariff  issue tested Jackson’s support even in 
the South, where the Indian Removal Act of 1830 
(see Chapter 9) enhanced his popularity. In 1828, 
while Adams was still president, some of Jackson’s 
supporters in Congress had helped pass a high 
protective tariff  that strongly favored western agri-
culture and New England manufacturing over the 
South, which had few indus-
tries to protect and would now 
face higher prices for manufac-
tured goods. Taking for granted 
southern support in the coming 
election, Jackson’s supporters 
had calculated that southern-
ers would blame the Adams 
administration for this “Tariff  
of Abominations.” Instead, they 
leveled their fury at Jackson.

common man. Jackson’s supporters explained that 
the people’s choice was between “the democracy of 
the country, on the one hand, and a lordly purse-
proud aristocracy on the other.” Jackson’s mind, 
they boasted, was unclouded by learning, his mor-
als were simple and true, and his will was fi ercely 
resolute. Adams, they sneered, was an aristocrat, 
a scholar whose learning obscured the truth, a 
writer not a fi ghter. Th ough Jackson was actually 
a wealthy slaveholder, people wanted to see in him 
the idealized common man: uncorrupt, natural, 
and plain.

Jackson won the election with more than twice 
the electoral vote of Adams (see Map 10.1). Yet the 
popular vote was much closer, and refl ected the sec-
tional bases of the new parties. Adams’s voter sup-
port in New England was twice that of Jackson’s, 
while Jackson received double his opponent’s vote 
in the South and nearly triple in the Southwest.

Jackson in Offi ce
As a vocal opponent to corruption and privilege, 
President Jackson made the federal civil service his 
fi rst target. Many offi  ceholders, he believed, regarded 
their jobs as entitlements. Jackson, by contrast, sup-
ported “rotation in offi  ce” so that as many common 
people as possible would have a chance to work for 
the government. Jackson did not invent rotation, 
but he applied it more thoroughly than his prede-
cessors by fi ring nearly half the higher civil service, 
especially postmasters and customs offi  cers.

Although Jackson defended these dismissals on 
democratic grounds, he also had a partisan motive. 
Th e fi rings were concentrated in the Northeast, 
stronghold of his defeated presidential opponent—
though President Adams had actually left  most of 
his predecessor Monroe’s offi  ceholders in place. 
Among Jackson’s new appointments was his sup-
porter Samuel Swartwout. As the chief customs 
offi  cer for the port of New York, Swartwout embar-
rassed Jackson by running off  with millions of dol-
lars of customs receipts. Critics dubbed the practice 
of basing appointments on party loyalty the “spoils 
system.”

Jackson’s positions on internal improvements and 
tariff s sparked even more intense controversy. He 
did not oppose all federal aid for internal improve-
ments. But Jackson suspected that public offi  cials 
used such aid to win political support by handing 
out favors. To end such corruption, he fl atly rejected 
federal support for roads within states. In 1830, 
when a bill came before him that would have pro-
vided federal money for a road between Maysville 
and Lexington, Kentucky, Jackson vetoed it on the 
grounds of its “purely local character.”

JOHN QUINCY ADAMS President Adams is pictured here in 
his study. A map of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal conveys 
his support for internal improvements, and his many books 
demonstrate the commitment to learning that Andrew Jackson’s 
supporters successfully used against him in the election of 
1828. (New York State Offi ce of Parks, Recreation and Historic 
Preservation, Clermont State Historic Site, Taconic Region)

The people’s choice was  

between “the democracy 

of the country, on the 

one hand, and a lordly 

purse-proud aristocracy 

on the other.”
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Nullifi cation
Th e tariff  of 1828 opened a major rift  between 
Jackson and his vice president, John C. Calhoun, 
which would shake the foundations of the Republic. 
Early in his career, Calhoun had been an ardent 
nationalist. He entered Congress in 1811 as a war 
hawk, supported the protectionist tariff  of 1816, and 
dismissed strict construction of the Constitution as 
philosophical nonsense. During the late 1820s, how-
ever, Calhoun the nationalist became Calhoun the 
states’ rights sectionalist. Th e reasons for his shift  
were complex. He had supported the tariff  of 1816 
to encourage fl edgling industries and provide rev-
enue for military preparedness. By 1826, however, 
national defense was no longer a priority, and the 
infant industries of 1816 had grown into trouble-
some adolescents demanding even higher tariff s.

Calhoun also burned with ambition to be presi-
dent. Jackson had stated that he would serve for only 
one term, and Calhoun planned to succeed him. 
But to become president, the one-time protection-
ist had to maintain the support of the South, which 
was growing opposed to tariff s. Calhoun’s own home 
state of South Carolina, suff ering economically from 
the migration of cotton cultivation into Alabama and 
Mississippi, blamed its troubles on tariff s. Tariff s, 
according to Calhoun’s constituents, not only drove 
up the price of manufactured goods; they also threat-
ened to damage the American market for British tex-
tiles and thus reduce British demand for southern 
cotton. Th e more New England industrialized, the 
more protectionist its Congressmen became. And 
the more the South came to rely on King Cotton, the 
more vigorously Southerners opposed the tariff .

Opposition to tariff s in the South was not just eco-
nomic. Many Southerners feared that if the federal 
government could pass tariff  laws favoring one sec-
tion over another, it could also pass laws meddling 
with slavery. Because Jackson himself was a slave-
holder, the fear of federal interference with slavery 
was perhaps farfetched. But South Carolinians had 
especially strong reasons for concern. Th eirs was one 
of only two states in which blacks comprised a major-
ity of the population. In 1831, they became alarmed 
over a slave revolt led by Nat Turner in Virginia. 
Th at same year in Massachusetts, William Lloyd 
Garrison launched an abolitionist newspaper called 
Th e Liberator. Th ese developments convinced many 
South Carolinians that a line had to be drawn against 
tariff s and possible future interference with slavery.

Calhoun opposed the tariff  on constitutional 
grounds. He embraced the view, set forth in the 
Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions of 1798–1799, 
that the Union was a compact by which the states 
had conferred limited and specifi ed powers on the 

ANDREW JACKSON, BY RALPH EARL Jackson during the 
nullifi cation crisis, looking serene in the uniform of a major-
general and determined to face down the greatest challenge to 
his presidency. (Memphis Brooks Museum of Art, Memphis, TN, 

Memphis Park Commission Purchase)

MAP 10.1 THE ELECTION OF 1828
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sky-high levels of 1828. Calhoun, reluctant to break 
openly with Jackson, muffl  ed his protest, hoping 
that Jackson would lower the tariff  and thus protect 
Calhoun’s presidential hopes. In 1832, Congress did 
pass slightly reduced tariff  rates, but these did not 
satisfy South Carolinians.

Meanwhile, two personal issues further dam-
aged relations between Calhoun and Jackson. In 
1829, Jackson’s secretary of war, John H. Eaton, had 
married the widowed daughter of a Washington 
tavern keeper. By her own account, Peggy O’Neale 
Timberlake was “frivolous, 
wayward, [and] passionate.” 
While still married to a naval 
offi  cer away on duty, Peggy 
had openly fl irted with Eaton, 
a boarder at her father’s tav-
ern. Aft er her husband died 
and she married Eaton, the 
newlyweds were snubbed 
socially by Calhoun’s wife 
and his friends in the cabinet. 
Jackson, who blamed his wife’s recent death on the 
campaign mudslinging against her, befriended the 
Eatons. Th e Calhouns, he decided, had snubbed the 
Eatons to discredit Jackson and advance Calhoun’s 
presidential aspirations.

To make matters worse, in 1830 Jackson received 
conclusive evidence supporting his long-time sus-
picion that in 1818, then-secretary of war Calhoun 
had urged that Jackson be punished for his unau-
thorized raid into Spanish Florida. Th is confi rma-
tion combined with the Eaton aff air to convince 
Jackson that he had to “destroy [Calhoun] regard-
less of what injury it might do me or my administra-
tion.” At a Jeff erson Day dinner in April 1830, when 
Jackson proposed the toast, “Our Union: It must 
be preserved,” Calhoun pointedly responded, “Th e 
Union next to Liberty the most dear. May we always 
remember that it can only be preserved by distribut-
ing equally the benefi ts and burdens of the Union.”

Th e stage was now set for the nullifi cation  crisis, 
a direct clash between the president and vice presi-
dent. In 1831, Calhoun acknowledged authorship 
of the South Carolina Exposition and Protest. In 
November 1832, a South Carolina convention nulli-
fi ed the tariff s of 1828 and 1832 and forbade the col-
lection of customs duties within the state. Jackson 
reacted quickly. He labeled nullifi cation an “abomi-
nable doctrine” that would reduce the government 
to anarchy, and berated the nullifi ers as “unprin-
cipled men who would rather rule in hell, than be 
subordinate in heaven.” Jackson even sent weapons 
to loyal Unionists in South Carolina. In December 
1832, he issued a proclamation that, while prom-
ising South Carolinians further tariff  reductions, 

federal government. Although the Constitution did 
empower Congress to levy tariff s, Calhoun insisted 
that only tariff s that raised revenue for such common 
purposes as defense were constitutional. Because 
the tariff  of 1828 was set so high that it deterred for-
eigners from shipping their products to the United 
States, it could raise little revenue and was thus, he 
argued, unconstitutional. In 1828, Calhoun anony-
mously wrote the South Carolina Exposition and 
Protest, arguing that aggrieved states had the right 
to nullify the law within their borders.

Like Calhoun, Jackson was strong-willed and 
proud. Unlike Calhoun, he was already president 
and the leader of a national party that included 
supporters in such protariff  states as Pennsylvania. 
To retain key northern support while soothing the 
South, Jackson devised two policies.

Th e fi rst was to distribute surplus federal rev-
enue to the states. In the years before federal income 
taxes, tariff s on foreign imports were a major source 
of federal revenue. Jackson hoped these funds, fairly 
distributed among the states, would remove the taint 
of sectional injustice from the tariff , while forcing 
the federal government to restrict its own spending. 
Second, Jackson hoped to reduce tariff s from the 

JOHN C. CALHOUN, BY CHARLES BIRD KING, CA. 1825 The 
magnetic John C. Calhoun, Jackson’s vice president, broke 
with Jackson over nullifi cation and the Peggy Eaton affair and 
resigned the vice presidency in 1832. (National Portrait Gallery/Art 

Resource, NY)

By her own account, 

Peggy O’Neale 

Timberlake was 

“frivolous, wayward, 

[and] passionate.”
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1816. As a creditor to state banks, with the option of 
demanding repayment in specie (gold or silver coin-
age), the Bank of the United States held the power to 
restrain the state banks from excessive printing and 
lending of money. Such power provoked hostility. 
Many Americans blamed the bank for precipitating 
the Panic of 1819. Further, as the offi  cial depository 
for federal revenue, the bank’s capital of $35 million 
was more than double the annual expenditures of 
the federal government. Yet this powerful institution 
was only distantly controlled by the government. 
Its stockholders were private citizens. Although 
chartered by Congress, the bank was located in 
Philadelphia. Its directors enjoyed considerable 
independence, and its president, the aristocratic 
Nicholas Biddle, viewed himself as a public servant, 
duty-bound to keep the bank above politics.

Encouraged by Henry Clay, who hoped that 
supporting the bank would help carry him to the 
White House in 1832, Biddle secured congressio-
nal passage of a bill to recharter the bank. Jackson 
vetoed it, denouncing the bank as a private and 
privileged monopoly that drained the West of spe-
cie, eluded state taxation, and made “the rich richer 
and the potent more powerful.” Failing to persuade 
Congress to override Jackson’s veto, Clay pinned his 
hopes on gaining the presidency himself.

By 1832, Jackson had made his views on major 
issues clear. He was simultaneously a staunch 
defender of states’ rights and a staunch Unionist. 
Although he cherished the Union, he believed the 
states were too diverse to accept strong direction 
from Washington. Th e safest course was to allow the 
states considerable freedom so they would remain 
content within the Union and reject dangerous doc-
trines like nullifi cation.

Breaking his earlier promises to retire, Jackson 
again ran for the presidency in 1832, with Martin 
Van Buren as his running mate. Henry Clay ran on 
the National Republican ticket, touting his American 
System of protective tariff s, national banking, and fed-
eral support for internal improvements. Jackson won. 
Secure in offi  ce for another four years, he was ready to 
fi nish dismantling the Bank of the United States.

The Bank Controversy and 
the Second Party System, 
1833–1840
Jackson’s veto of the recharter ignited a searing 
controversy. His eff orts to destroy the Bank of the 
United States gave rise to the opposition Whig 
Party, stimulated popular interest in politics, and 
contributed to the severe economic downturn, 

condemned nullifi cation as itself unconstitutional. 
Th e Constitution, he emphasized, had established “a 
single nation,” not a league of states.

Th e crisis eased in March 1833 when Jackson 
signed into law two measures, called by one his-
torian “the olive branch and the sword.” Th e olive 
branch was the Compromise Tariff  of 1833, which 
provided for a gradual reduction of duties between 
1833 and 1842. Th e sword was the Force Bill, autho-
rizing the president to use arms to collect customs 
duties in South Carolina. Although South Carolina 
promptly nullifi ed the Force Bill, it construed the 
Compromise Tariff  as a concession and rescinded 
its nullifi cation of the tariff s of 1828 and 1832.

Like most of the accommodations by which 
the Union lurched from one sectional crisis to 
the next in the decades before the Civil War, the 
Compromise of 1833 mixed partisanship with 
statesmanship. Th e moving spirit behind this com-
promise was Kentucky senator Henry Clay. Clay, 
who had long favored high tariff s, supported tar-
iff  reduction because he feared that without some 
concessions to South Carolina, the Force Bill would 
produce civil war. He also feared that without com-
promise, the basic principle of protective tariff s 
would be destroyed. Clay preferred to take respon-
sibility for lowering tariff s himself, rather than pass 
the responsibility to the Jacksonians.

For their part, the nullifi ers defi antly toasted 
“Andrew Jackson: On the soil of South Carolina he 
received an humble birthplace. May he not fi nd in it 
a traitor’s grave!” Although recognizing that South 
Carolina had failed to gain broad southern support 
for nullifi cation and that they would have to bow 
to pressure, the nullifi ers preferred that Clay, not 
Jackson, be the hero of the hour. So they supported 
Clay’s Compromise Tariff . Everywhere Americans 
hailed Clay as the Great Compromiser. Even Martin 
Van Buren acknowledged that Clay had “saved the 
country.”

The Bank Veto and the Election 
of 1832
Andrew Jackson recognized that the gap between 
rich and poor was widening during the 1820s and 
1830s (see Chapter 9). He did not object to wealth 
acquired by hard work. But he disapproved of the 
wealthy growing wealthier by securing favors or 
“privileges” from corrupt legislatures. In addition, 
his own disastrous fi nancial speculations early in 
his career had left  him with a deep suspicion of all 
banks, paper money, and monopolies. Th e Bank of 
the United States was guilty on every count.

Th e second Bank of the United States had 
received a twenty-year charter from Congress in 
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frugality? Between 1833 and 1840 these questions 
dominated American politics.

The War on the Bank
Jackson could have allowed the bank to die quietly 
when its charter ran out in 1836. But Jackson and 
some of his followers feared the bank’s power too 
much to wait. When Biddle, 
anticipating further attacks, 
began to call in the bank’s 
loans and contract credit 
during the winter of 1832–
1833, Jacksonians saw their 
darkest fears confi rmed. Th e 
bank, Jackson assured Van 
Buren, “is trying to kill me, 
but I will kill it.” Jackson then 
began to remove federal deposits from the Bank 
of the United States and place them in state banks, 
called “pet banks” by their critics because they were 
usually selected for loyalty to the Democratic Party.

known as the Panic of 1837, that would greet his 
successor, Martin Van Buren. By 1840, the Whig 
and Democratic parties had divided fundamen-
tally over the bank.

In part, tempers fl ared over banking because the 
U.S. government issued no offi  cial paper currency. 
Instead, money took the form of notes (promises to 
redeem in specie) dispensed by banks. Th ese IOUs 
fueled economic development by making it easier 
for businesses and farmers to acquire loans for 
building factories or buying land. But when notes 
depreciated because of public doubts about a bank’s 
solvency, wage earners who had been paid in paper 
rather than specie suff ered. Further, paper money 
encouraged economic speculation. Farmers who 
bought land on credit in the expectation of rising 
values could be left  mired in debt when agricultural 
prices dropped. Would the United States embrace 
swift  economic development at the price of allow-
ing some speculators to languish, while others got 
rich quickly? Or would the nation opt for more 
modest growth based on “honest” manual work and 

JACKSON VERSUS THE BANK Andrew Jackson, aided by Martin Van Buren (center), attacks the Bank of the United 
States which, like the monstrous Hydra of Greek mythology, keeps sprouting new heads. The largest head belongs 
to Nicholas Biddle, the bank’s president. (© Collection of the New York Historical Society)

The bank, Jackson 

assured Van Buren, “is 

trying to kill me, but I will 

kill it.” 
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money. In 1835, a faction of workingmen broke 
away from Tammany Hall, the main Democratic 
Party organization in New York City, and met in a 
hall whose candles were lit by a newfangled inven-
tion called the “locofoco,” or match. Th ereaft er, 
these radical workingmen were called Locofocos.

The Rise of Whig Opposition
During Jackson’s second term, the opposition 
National Republican Party gave way to the new Whig 
Party. Jackson’s magnetic personality had swept him 
to victory in 1828 and 1832. But his opposition to 
federal aid for internal improvements and protective 
tariff s, to the Bank of the United States and nullifi ca-
tion, prompted his opponents to align with the new 
Whig Party.

Jackson’s crushing of nullifi cation drove some 
southerners into the Whig Party simply because they 
opposed Jackson. His war on the Bank of the United 
States produced similar results. Jackson’s policy of 
redistributing federal deposits pleased some south-
erners but dismayed others who did not need cheaper 
and easier credit. Th e president’s suspicion of federal 
aid for internal improvements also alienated some 
southerners who feared that the South would lag 
behind the North unless it initiated improvements. 
Because so much southern capital was tied up in 
slavery, southerners looked to the federal govern-
ment for funding, and when rebuff ed, they drift ed 
into the Whig Party. Despite these defections, the 
South remained the Democrats’ strongest base. But 
the Whigs were making signifi cant inroads, particu-
larly in market towns and among planters with close 
ties to southern bankers and merchants.

Meanwhile, Northern social reformers were 
strengthening the opposition to Jackson. Th ese 
reformers wanted to improve American soci-
ety by ending slavery and liquor consumption, 
improving public education, and elevating pub-
lic morality. Most reformers found Whig phi-
losophy more compatible with their goals than 
Democratic ideas. Democrats believed that gov-
ernment should not impose a uniform standard 
of conduct on a diverse society. By contrast, the 
Whigs’ commitment to Clay’s American System 
implied an acceptance of government interven-
tion to improve society—morally as well as eco-
nomically. Reformers also indirectly stimulated 
Whig support from native-born Protestant work-
ers. Th e reformers, overwhelmingly Protestant, 
distrusted immigrants, especially Irish Catholics, 
who viewed drinking as a normal recreation and 
opposed public schools because they promoted 
Protestantism. Th e rise of reform drove the Irish 

But Jackson’s redistribution of federal depos-
its backfi red. He himself opposed paper money 
and easy credit, which encouraged ordinary 
Americans to undertake risky get-rich-quick 
schemes. But as state banks became depositories 
for federal revenue, they were able to print more 
paper money and extend more loans to farmers 
and speculators eager to buy public lands in the 
West. Government land sales rose from $6 million 
in 1834 to $25 million in 1836. Jackson’s policy 
was producing exactly the kind of economy he 
wanted to suppress.

Jackson had hoped to limit the number of state 
banks that would receive federal deposits. But all 
demanded a piece of the action, and the number 
of state-bank depositories grew to twenty-three 
by the end of 1833. Jackson was caught between 
crosswinds. Some Democrats resented the Bank 
of the United States because it periodically con-
tracted credit and restricted lending by state 
banks. Western Democrats, in particular, had long 
viewed the Cincinnati branch of the Bank of the 

United States as inadequate 
to supply their credit needs. 
Advocating “soft ” or paper 
money, these Democrats in 
1836 pressured a reluctant 
Jackson to sign the Deposit 
Act, which increased the 
number of deposit banks 
and loosened federal con-
trol over them. But Jackson 
continued to believe that 
paper money sapped “public 
virtue” and “robbed hon-
est labour of its earnings to 
make knaves rich, powerful 

and dangerous.” Seeking to reverse the damaging 
eff ects of the Deposit Act, Jackson issued a proc-
lamation in 1836 called the Specie Circular, which 
provided that only specie could be accepted in pay-
ment for public lands.

Prior to the depression of 1837, most Democrats 
favored soft  money. Th e hard-money (specie) view 
was advocated within Jackson’s inner circle and by 
a faction of the New York Democratic Party called 
the Locofocos. Th e Locofocos grew out of several 
diff erent “workingmen’s” parties that called for free 
public education, the abolition of imprisonment for 
debt, and a ten-hour workday. Most of these parties 
proved short-lived, but in New York the “workies” 
were gradually absorbed by the Democratic Party. 
A mixture of intellectuals, small artisans, and jour-
neymen, they worried about infl ation, demanded 
payment in specie, and distrusted banks and paper 

Jackson believed that 

paper money sapped 

“public virtue” and 

“robbed honest labour 

of its earnings to make 

knaves rich, powerful 

and dangerous.”
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Representatives, where once again, as in 1824, dam-
aging bargains would be struck. In reality, the Whigs 
were simply divided, and Van Buren won a clear 
majority. But there were signs of trouble ahead for the 
Democrats. Th e popular vote was close. In the South, 
where four years earlier the Democrats had won two-
thirds of the votes, they now won barely half.

The Panic of 1837
Jackson left  offi  ce and returned to Nashville in a 
burst of glory. But the public’s mood quickly dark-
ened, for no sooner was Van Buren in offi  ce than a 
severe depression, called the Panic of 1837, struck 
(see Beyond America).

In the speculative boom of 1835 and 1836, the 
total number of banks doubled, the value of bank 
notes in circulation nearly tripled, and commodity 
and land prices soared. Encouraged by easy money 
and high commodity prices, states made new com-
mitments to build canals. Th en in May 1837, prices 
began to tumble, and bank aft er bank suspended 
specie payments. Aft er a short rally, the economy 
crashed again in 1839. Th e Bank of the United States, 
which had continued to operate as a state bank 
with a Pennsylvania charter, 
failed. Nicholas Biddle was 
charged with fraud and theft . 
Once again, banks throughout 
the nation suspended specie 
payments.

Th e ensuing depression was 
far more severe than the eco-
nomic downturn of 1819. Th ose lucky enough to fi nd 
work saw their wage rates drop by roughly one-third. 
In despair, many workers turned to the teachings of 
William Miller, a New England religious enthusiast 
convinced that the end of the world was imminent. 
Dressed in black coats and stovepipe hats, Miller’s 
followers roamed urban sidewalks and rural villages 
in search of converts. Many sold their possessions 
and purchased white robes to ascend into heaven on 
October 22, 1843, the day the world was supposed to 
end. By then, the worst of the depression was over; 
but at its depths, the economic slump made despair-
ing people receptive to Miller’s predictions.

“Little Magician” Martin Van Buren needed 
all his political skills to confront the depression 
that was damaging not only ordinary citizens but 
the Democratic Party itself. Whigs dubbed him 
“Martin Van Ruin,” and in 1838 succeeded in 
sweeping the governorship and most legislative 
seats in Van Buren’s own New York. To seize the ini-
tiative, Van Buren called for the creation of an inde-
pendent Treasury. Th e idea was simple: the federal 

into the Democratic Party. By the same token, 
reform activities won Whig support from many 
native-born Protestant workers who were con-
temptuous of the Irish.

No source of Whig strength, however, was more 
remarkable than Anti-Masonry. Freemasonry had 
long provided prominent men, including George 
Washington, with fraternal fellowship based in exotic 
rituals. What sparked the Anti-Masonic crusade was 
the abduction and disappearance in 1826 of William 
Morgan, a Mason who had threatened to expose the 
order’s secrets. Every eff ort to solve the mystery of 
Morgan’s disappearance failed when local offi  cials 
who were themselves Masons obstructed the investi-
gation. Th roughout the Northeast, the public became 
increasingly aroused against the perceived evils of 
the Masonic order. Rumors spread that Masonry was 
a powerful, anti-Christian conspiracy to suppress 
popular liberty and provide a safe haven for wealthy 
drunkards. Anti-Masonry brought many northeast-
ern small farmers and artisans into the Whig Party.

By 1836, the Whigs had become a national party 
with widespread appeal. In both the North and South, 
they attracted those with close ties to the market 
economy—commercial farmers, planters, merchants, 
and bankers. In the North, they picked up additional 
support from reformers, evangelical clergymen 
(especially Presbyterians and Congregationalists), 
Anti-Masons, and manufacturers. In the South, they 
appealed to some former nullifi cationists includ-
ing, briefl y, Calhoun himself. Everywhere the Whigs 
attacked Jackson as “King Andrew I”; and they 
named their party aft er that of the American patriots 
who opposed King George III in 1776.

The Election of 1836
Jackson’s popularity was a tough act to follow. In 
1836, the Democrats ran Martin Van Buren for 
president. Party leaders reminded voters that Van 
Buren was Jackson’s chosen favorite, and that the 
Democratic Party itself was the real heir to Jackson, 
because it perfectly embodied the popular will. Th e 
less cohesive Whigs produced three candidates: 
William Henry Harrison of Ohio, Daniel Webster 
of Massachusetts, and W.P. Mangum of North 
Carolina. A fourth candidate, Democrat Hugh 
Lawson White of Tennessee, also ran against Van 
Buren, whom he distrusted, then defected to the 
Whigs aft er the election.

Democrats responded to this proliferation of Van 
Buren opponents by accusing the Whigs of a plot to 
divide the vote so that no candidate would receive 
the required majority in the Electoral College. Th e 
election would then be thrown into the House of 

Everywhere the Whigs 

attacked Jackson as 

“King Andrew I.”
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Beyond America

GLOBAL INTERACTIONS
The Panic of 1837

Panic. Half the skilled workers in New York City reportedly 
lost their jobs, and those fortunate enough to fi nd work saw 
their wages drop by one-third between 1836 and 1842.

In the late 1960s, economic historians trained in new quan-
titative techniques started to chip away at this interpretation. 
If the Specie Circular had really drained specie from banks, 
they reasoned, large volumes of specie would have fl owed 
from eastern banks, which had the largest specie reserves, 
to the West, where land was being purchased. But only slight 
specie fl ows occurred. Finding little evidence to support the 
traditional interpretation of the Panic, historians began to look 
for explanations outside the borders of the United States. 

Historians long blamed Andrew Jackson’s policies for the 
Panic of 1837. Jackson’s veto of the Bank of the United 
States in 1832, they argued, destroyed the institution that 
had policed the state banks. His transfer of deposits from 
the Bank of the United States to state banks expanded their 
reserves and led them recklessly to print paper money and 
extend loans. Finally, his Specie Circular of 1836 drastically 
reduced the amount of money in circulation. The money 
supply fell by 34 percent between 1838 and 1842, with cata-
strophic results for commodity prices. In a nation of small 
agricultural producers, collapsing commodity prices spelled 
personal misery. But farmers were not the only victims of the 

THE TIMES Panicked depositors crowd a bank, customers besiege a pawnbroker, drunks stagger, and beggars plead for charity in this 
ironic depiction of the Fourth of July, 1837. (Bridgeman Art Library Ltd.)

93590_10_ch10_p276-307.indd   28893590_10_ch10_p276-307.indd   288 11/13/09   8:16:52 PM11/13/09   8:16:52 PM

Copyright 2011 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



289

This approach made sense, for the American economy of 
the 1830s depended heavily on foreign investment to build its 
canals, and on foreign markets to buy its cotton.

It now appears that market exchanges involving Mexico, 
China, and Britain far outweighed Jackson’s policies in 
causing the collapse. During the 1820s, the United States 
imported freshly mined silver from Mexico, which Americans 
then used to pay for silk and tea from China. In the 1830s, 
the Chinese used that silver to pay British merchants for 
opium grown in India, then under British control. As long 
as silver was fl owing into Britain, the Bank of England did 
not have to worry about the specie fl owing out of Britain to 
the United States for investment in canals and other proj-
ects. In 1836, however, the Bank of England decided that 
British investors were overextending themselves in America, 
and raised interest rates to keep specie at home. American 
banks responded by raising their interest rates in an effort 
to continue to attract foreign investment. As a result, credit 
became more expensive on both sides of the Atlantic.

This bad situation grew worse when cotton prices plum-
meted early in 1837. Since loans in the United States, 
especially in the South, were often secured by cotton, the 
collapsing price wiped out many lenders. Once again, the 
causes lay beyond America’s borders. Raw cotton had com-
manded high prices from 1832 to 1835 because bumper 
wheat harvests in England had cut the cost of food, making it 
possible for British workers to spend more on cotton goods. 

But poor harvests from 1836 through 1838 raised British food 
prices, leaving workers with less money to spend on clothing. 
As a result, British demand for American raw cotton declined. 
In 1839, an unusually large cotton crop in the United States 
drove down the price of cotton even further.

When British wheat harvests declined, Britain had to import 
wheat to feed its people. To pay for these imports, the Bank 
of England had to attract capital from abroad by raising inter-
est rates, which more than doubled between mid-1838 and 
mid-1839. Soaring rates spelled disaster for Americans, who 
had started a new round of canal building with the expecta-
tion that British investors would lend the money. But British 
investors could now get a higher return keeping their money 
at home. As British investment dried up, the United States 
was left with half-built canals that went nowhere.

So, who was to blame for the American collapse? Though 
Whigs and Democrats raged at each other for causing the 
depression, its roots lay in transatlantic events over which 
the United States, with its undeveloped economy and depen-
dence on cotton exports, had little control. When Britain caught 
a cold, the United States came down with the fl u.

QUESTION FOR ANALYSIS
How did the reliance of the American economy on cotton • 
as its main export make it vulnerable to poor wheat har-
vests in Britain?

THE BANK OF ENGLAND, 1833 The Bank of England moved to this impressive neo-classical building in 1833. At the time, Britain was 
the world’s leading industrial nation. The bank’s infl uence over interest rates and fi nancial markets gave it enormous global infl uence. 
(Guildhall Library, City of London or Guildhall Art Gallery, City of London)
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by contrast, was content to drink hard cider from a 
plain mug. Just twelve years aft er Jackson’s triumph 
over the “purse-proud aristocrat” Adams, the Whigs 
were eff ectively using Democratic tactics against the 
Democratic candidate.

Th e election results gave Harrison a clear victory 
(see Map 10.2). Van Buren carried only seven states, 
even failing to hold his home state of New York. Th e 
depression would probably have made it impossible 
for any Democrat to have triumphed in 1840, but 
Van Buren had other problems. Unlike Harrison and 
Jackson, he wore no halo of military glory. He also 
ran a surprisingly old-fashioned campaign. While 
Van Buren was writing encouraging letters to key 
supporters, Harrison was breaking with tradition 
to travel by railroad around the country. Van Buren, 
the master politician, was beaten at his own game.

In addition to electioneering tactics like log cab-
ins and hard cider, the 1840 election ushered in a 
signifi cant long-term trend in voting. Between 
1836 and 1840, the popular vote expanded by 60 
percent, the greatest proportional jump between 
consecutive elections in American history. Since 
1828, the total number of votes cast in presidential 
elections had risen from 1.2 million to 2.4 million. 
Neither reduced suff rage requirements nor popu-
lation growth was the main cause of this increase. 
Rather, it resulted from a jump in voter turnout. In 
1828, 1832, and 1836, the proportion of white males 
who voted had fl uctuated between 55 percent and 
58 percent. In 1840, it shot to 80 percent.

Both severe economic depression and the noisy 
log-cabin campaign brought voters to the polls in 
1840. Yet voter turnout remained high even aft er 
prosperity returned during the following decade. 
Th e second party system, which had been developing 

government, instead of depositing its money in 
banks, which would use it as the basis for specula-
tive loans, would hold onto its revenues and keep 
them from the grasp of corporations. When Van 
Buren fi nally signed the Independent Treasury Bill 
into law on July 4, 1840, his supporters hailed it as 
America’s second Declaration of Independence.

Th e independent Treasury refl ected the deep 
Jacksonian suspicion of an alliance between govern-
ment and banking. But the Independent Treasury 
Act failed to address the banking issue on the state 
level, where newly chartered state banks—over nine 
hundred of them by 1840—lent money to farmers 
and businessmen. Th e Whigs, who blamed the 
depression on Jackson’s Specie Circular rather than 
on the banks, continued to encourage bank charters 

as a way to spur economic develop-
ment. In contrast, growing numbers 
of Democrats blamed the depres-
sion on banks and paper money, 
and swung toward the hard-money 
stance long favored by Jackson and 
his inner circle. In Louisiana and 

Arkansas, Democrats prohibited banks altogether, 
and elsewhere they imposed severe restrictions—
banning, for example, the issuing of paper money 
in small denominations. Aft er 1837, the Democrats 
became an antibank, hard-money party.

Log Cabins, Hard Cider, and a 
Maturing Second Party System
Despite the depression, the Democrats renominated 
Van Buren for president. Th e Whigs avoided their mis-
take of 1836 by settling on a single candidate, Ohio’s 
William Henry Harrison, and ran former Senator 
John Tyler of Virginia as vice president. Harrison, who 
at age sixty-seven was barely eking out a living as a 
farmer, was picked because he had few enemies. Early 
in the campaign, the Democrats made a fatal mis-
take by ridiculing Harrison as “Old Granny,” a man 
who desired only to spend his declining years sipping 
cider in a log cabin. Unwittingly, the Democrats had 
handed their opponents the most famous campaign 
symbol in American history. Th e Whigs immediately 
praised Harrison as a rugged frontiersman, the hero 
of the Battle of Tippecanoe, and a defender of all west-
ern settlers living in log cabins.

Refusing to publish a platform, the Whigs ran a 
“hurrah” campaign, trumpeting “Tippecanoe and 
Tyler too.” Th ey used log cabins for headquarters, 
sang log-cabin songs, passed around log-cabin cider, 
and called their newspaper Log Cabin. Van Buren, 
they charged, was a soft  aristocrat who lived in “regal 
splendor,” drinking fi ne wines from silver goblets 
while people went hungry in the streets. Harrison, 
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slowly since 1828, reached a high plateau in 1840 and 
remained there for more than a decade. Politicians 
increasingly presented clear alternatives to vot-
ers. Th e gradual hardening of the line dividing the 
two parties stimulated enduring popular interest in 
politics.

Another major current feeding partisan political 
passions in American life was reform. Yet the social 
and moral reform movements that burst onto the 
national scene in the 1830s originated not in poli-
tics, but in religion.

The Rise of Popular Religion
In Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville 
pointed out an important diff erence between his 
country and the United States. “In France I had 
almost always seen the spirit of religion and the 
spirit of freedom pursuing courses diametrically 
opposed to each other; but in America I found that 
they were intimately united, and that they reigned in 

“THE NEW ERA WHIG TRAP SPRUNG,” NEW YORK, 1840 This Whig cartoon from the election of 1840 shows 
Democrat Martin Van Buren trapped inside the Whig campaign symbol, a log cabin. Andrew Jackson is desperately 
trying to pry him out. (Library of Congress)

common over the same country.” From this obser-
vation, Tocqueville drew a startling conclusion: reli-
gion was “the foremost of the political institutions” 
of the United States.

In calling religion a political institution, 
Tocqueville did not mean that Americans gave special 
political privileges to any particular denomination. 
He meant that in America, religion 
and democracy were compatible 
rather than antagonistic: religion 
reinforced American democracy, 
even as American democracy 
informed religious practice. Just as 
Americans expected their politi-
cians to address the common man, 
they insisted that ministers preach 
to ordinary people. Th e most suc-
cessful ministers were those who 
used plain words to move the 
heart, not those who tried to dazzle their listeners 
with theological complexities. Increasingly, too, 

Tocqueville drew a 

startling conclusion: 

religion was “the 

foremost of the political 

institutions” of the 

United States.
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themselves experienced powerful religious conver-
sions and regarded learned ministers with contempt 
for their dry expositions of orthodox theology.

No religious denomination proved more suc-
cessful on the frontier than the Methodists. 
With fewer than seventy thousand members in 
1800, the Methodists became America’s largest 
Protestant denomination by 1844, claiming over 
a million members. In contrast to New England 
Congregationalists and Presbyterians, Methodists 
emphasized that religion was primarily a mat-
ter of the heart rather than the head. Th e frontier 
Methodists disdained “settled” ministers tied to 
fi xed parishes. Th ey preferred itinerant circuit 
riders—young, oft en unmarried men who traveled 
from place to place on horseback and preached in 
houses, open fi elds, and wherever listeners gathered. 
As circuit rider Peter Cartwright explained, it was 
his mission to “carry the gospel to destitute souls 
that had, by their removal into some new country, 
been deprived of the means of grace.”

Although the frontier revivals disrupted religious 
custom, they also promoted social and moral order 
on the frontier. Aft er Methodist circuit riders left  an 
area, their converts formed weekly “classes” which 
served as the grassroots structure for Methodist 
churches. Th e classes established a Methodist code 
of behavior, called the Discipline, which reinforced 
family and community values amidst the social 
disorder of frontier life. Class members not only 
worshiped together, they provided mutual religious 
and moral encouragement, and reprimanded one 
another for drunkenness, fi ghting, fornication, gos-
siping, and even sharp business practices.

Eastern Revivals
By the 1820s, the Second Great Awakening had 
begun to shift  eastward. Th e fi res of revival blazed 
hottest in an area of western New York that came 
to be known as the “Burned-Over District.” Th is 
region was fi lling with descendants of Puritans who 
hungered for religious experience and with enter-
prising people drawn by the hope of wealth aft er 
the completion of the Erie Canal. Th e Burned-Over 
District off ered a fertile fi eld for both high expecta-
tions and bitter discontent.

Th e man who harnessed these social forces to 
religion was Charles G. Finney. In 1821, while 
studying to become a lawyer, Finney experienced 
a powerful religious conversion. When a church 
deacon arrived at his offi  ce to remind him that he 
had retained Finney’s legal services for a trial that 
morning, Finney replied, “I have a retainer from the 
Lord Jesus Christ to plead his cause, and I cannot 
plead yours.” He became a Presbyterian minister 

Americans demanded theological doctrines that put 
individuals in charge of their own religious destiny. 
Th ey moved away from the Calvinist creed that God 
had selected some people for salvation and others 
for damnation, and toward the belief that anyone 
could attain heaven.

Americans were democratizing heaven itself. 
Th e harmony between religious and democratic 
impulses owed much to a series of religious revivals 
known as the Second Great Awakening.

The Second Great Awakening
Th e Second Great Awakening ignited in Connecti-
cut during the 1790s and swept one region aft er 
another during the half-century that followed. At 
fi rst, educated Congregationalists and Presbyterians 
such as Yale president Timothy Dwight had domi-

nated the revivals. But as they spread 
to frontier states like Tennessee 
and Kentucky, revivals underwent 
striking changes that were typifi ed 
by the rise of camp meetings. Th ese 
were gigantic, prolonged revivals in 
which members of several denomi-
nations gathered into sprawling 
open-air camps to hear revivalists 
proclaim that the Second Coming 
of Jesus was near and the time for 
repentance was now.

Th e most famous camp meeting occurred at 
Cane Ridge, Kentucky, in August 1801, when a huge 
crowd assembled to hear thunderous sermons, sing 
hymns, and experience the infl ux of divine grace. 
One eyewitness described the meeting:

At night, the whole scene was awfully sublime. Th e 
ranges of tents, the fi res, refl ecting light amidst the 
branches of the towering trees; the candles and lamps 
illuminating the encampment; hundreds moving to 
and fro, with lights or torches, like Gideon’s army; the 
preaching, praying, singing, and shouting, all heard 
at once, rushing from diff erent parts of the ground, 
like the sound of many waters, was enough to swal-
low up all the powers of contemplation.

Among the more extreme features of frontier 
revivals was the “exercises” in which men and women 
rolled around like logs, jerked their heads furiously, 
and barked like dogs. Critics blasted the frontier 
frenzy for encouraging more lust than spirituality 
and complained that “more souls were begot [mean-
ing conceived] than saved.” Th e early frontier revivals 
fundamentally challenged traditional religious cus-
toms. Th e most successful revivalists were not college 
graduates but ordinary farmers and artisans who had 

“I have a retainer from 

the Lord Jesus Christ to 

plead his cause,” Finney 

replied, “and I cannot 

plead yours.” 
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such as the “anxious seat,” where those ready for 
conversion were led so they could be made objects 
of special prayer, and the “protracted meeting,” 
which went on nightly for up to a week.

Finney’s emphasis on special techniques dis-
tinguished him from eighteenth-century revival-
ists, such as Jonathan Edwards. Whereas Edwards 
had portrayed revivals as the miraculous work 
of divine grace, Finney understood them to be 
human creations. Although a Presbyterian, Finney 
fl atly rejected the Calvinist doctrine of innate 
 depravity—the belief that humans had an inborn, 
irresistible inclination to sin. Sin, according to 
Finney, was a voluntary act, and sinners could will 
themselves out of sin just as readily as they had 
chosen it. Th ey even exercised the power to lead 
perfect lives free of all sin, on the model of Christ. 
Finney’s converts left  his meetings convinced that 
all their past guilt had been washed away and they 
were beginning a new life. “I have been born again,” 
a young convert wrote. “I am three days old when 
I write this letter.”

Originally controversial, Finney’s ideas came 
to dominate “evangelical” Protestantism—forms 
of Protestantism that focused on the need for an 
emotional conversion experience. He was success-
ful because he told nineteenth-century Americans 
what they wanted to hear: that their destinies were in 
their own hands. A society that celebrated the self-
made man embraced Finney’s assertion that, even 
in religion, people could make of themselves what 
they chose. As a frontier revivalist with a relatively 
dignifi ed style, Finney had an appeal that extended 
to merchants, lawyers, and small manufacturers in 
the towns and cities of the Northeast.

More than most revivalists, Finney recognized 
that revivals seldom succeeded without the active 
participation of women. During the Second Great 
Awakening, female converts outnumbered male 
converts by about two to one. Finney encouraged 
women to give public testimonies of their religious 
experiences, and oft en succeeded in converting men 
by fi rst converting their wives and daughters. Aft er 
a visit from Finney, Melania Smith, the religiously 
inactive wife of a Rochester physician, greeted her 
husband with a blunt reminder of “the woe which 
is denounced against the families which call not on 
the Name of the Lord.” Dr. Smith soon joined one of 
Rochester’s Presbyterian churches.

Critics of Revivals: The Unitarians
Th e revivals drew criticism. Some people openly 
doubted that revivals produced permanent changes 
in behavior. Critics condemned them for encourag-
ing “such extravagant and incoherent expressions, 

and conducted dozens of revivals in towns along 
the canal, as well as in New York City and Boston. 
But his greatest “harvest” of souls was gathered in 
the thriving canal city of Rochester in 1830–1831.

Th e Rochester revival had several features that 
justify Finney’s reputation as the “father of modern 
revivalism.” First, it was a citywide revival in which 
all denominations participated. Finney was a pio-
neer of cooperation among Protestant denomina-
tions. Second, in Rochester and elsewhere, Finney 
introduced new devices for speeding conversions, 

LORENZO DOW AND THE JERKING EXERCISE Lorenzo 
Dow (1777–1834) was a spellbinding Methodist revivalist who 
preached throughout the United States early in the Second Great 
Awakening. His unkempt appearance, harsh voice, and jerky 
physical movements earned him a reputation for eccentricity. 
But his success in winning souls demonstrated the democratic 
appeal of revivalism. (Caricature of Fundamentalist Prayer-Meeting 

1840 by Lossing-Barrett/ Picture Research Consultants & Archives)
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who was wrong, he wondered, or were they “all 
wrong together”?

Smith’s religious perplexity was common in the 
Burned-Over District, but his path to resolving the 
confusion was unique. An angel named Moroni, 
he reported, led him to a buried book of revelation 
and special seer stones to help with its translation, 
which he completed in 1827. Th e Book of Mormon 
tells the story of an ancient Hebrew prophet, Lehi, 
whose descendants came to America and created a 
prosperous civilization to await Jesus as its savior. 
Jesus had actually appeared and performed miracles 
in the New World, but the American descendants of 
Lehi had departed from the Lord’s ways. As punish-
ment, God had cursed some with dark skin—thus 
creating the American Indians who, by the time 
of Columbus’s arrival, had forgotten their history. 
Mormonism—one of the few major religions to orig-
inate in the United States—placed America at the 
center of religious history (see Going to the Source).

Smith quickly gathered followers. For some 
believers, the Book of Mormon resolved the tur-
moil created by confl icting Protestant interpre-
tations of the Bible. But Smith’s claim to a new 
revelation guaranteed a hostile response from many 
American Protestants, who believed he had under-
mined the authority of their Scripture. To escape 
persecution, and move closer to the Indians whose 
conversion was one of their goals, Smith and his 
followers began relocating west from New York. In 
Illinois, they built a model city called Nauvoo and a 
magnifi cent temple supported by thirty huge pillars 
(see Map 10.3). But in 1844, a group of dissident 
Mormons accused Smith and his inner circle of 
practicing plural marriage. When Smith destroyed 
the group’s newspaper press, militias moved in to 
restore law and order. Th ey arrested Smith and 
his brother Hirum and threw them into jail in 
Carthage, Illinois, where a lynch mob killed them 
both. One of Joseph’s plural wives wrote, “Never, 
since the Son of God was slain/ Has blood so noble 
fl ow’d from human vein.”

Joseph Smith had once hoped that Americans 
would fully embrace Mormonism. But ongoing 
persecution had gradually convinced the Mormons’ 
prophet that their survival lay in separation from 
American society. In removing from the larger soci-
ety of “Gentiles,” the Mormons mirrored the eff orts 
of many other religious communities during the 
1830s and 40s. One in particular, the Shakers, has 
held an enduring fascination for Americans.

The Shakers
Th e Shakers were founded by Mother Ann Lee, the 
illiterate daughter of an English blacksmith, who 

and such enthusiastic fervor, as puts common sense 
and modesty to the blush.”

One small but infl uential group of critics was 
the Unitarians. Th eir basic doctrine—that Jesus 
was not divine, but rather a human model for 
the moral life—had gained quiet acceptance 
among religious rationalists during the eigh-
teenth-century Enlightenment. Only in the early 
nineteenth century did Unitarianism emerge as 
a separate denomination. In New England, hun-
dreds of Congregational churches were divided 
by the withdrawal of Unitarians, and ensuing legal 
battles over which group—Congregationalists 
or Unitarians—could occupy church property. 
Although Unitarianism won relatively few con-
verts outside New England, its tendency to attract 
the wealthy and educated gave Unitarians infl u-
ence beyond their numbers.

Unitarians criticized revivals 
as uncouth emotional exhibitions. 
Th ey argued that moral goodness 
should be cultivated, not through 
a dramatic conversion experience, 
but through a gradual process 
of “character building” in which 
believers modeled their behavior 
on that of Jesus. Yet both Unitarians 
and revivalists rejected the Calvinist 
emphasis on innate depravity and 
shared the belief that human behav-
ior could be changed for the bet-
ter. William Ellery Channing, the 
Unitarian leader who most infl u-
enced Dorothea Dix, claimed that 

all Christianity had but one purpose: “the perfection 
of human nature, the elevation of men into nobler 
beings.”

The Rise of Mormonism
Th e Unitarians’ assertion that Jesus was not divine 
challenged a fundamental doctrine of orthodox 
Christianity. Yet Unitarianism proved far less 
controversial than another new denomination of 
the 1820s and 1830s—the Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-day Saints, or Mormons. Its founder, 
Joseph Smith, grew to manhood in one of those 
families that seemed to be in constant motion 
to and fro, but never up. His ne’er-do-well father 
moved his family nearly twenty times in ten years 
before settling in Palmyra, New York, in the heart 
of the Burned-Over District. As a boy, Smith 
dreamed of fi nding buried treasure and wrestled 
with religious uncertainty created by the confl ict-
ing claims of the Methodists, Presbyterians, and 
Baptists who surrounded him. Who was right and 

Critics condemned 

revivals for encouraging 

“such extravagant and 

incoherent expressions, 

and such enthusiastic 

fervor, as puts common 

sense and modesty to 

the blush.”
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SOURCEGOING TO THE

The Mormon Land of Promise

And he also spake unto them concerning the land of promise, 
which they had obtained: how merciful the Lord had been in 
warning us that we should fl ee out of the land of Jerusalem. 
For, Behold, said he, I have seen a vision, in which I know that 
Jerusalem is destroyed; and had we remained in Jerusalem, we 
should also have perished. But, said he, notwithstanding our 
affl  ictions, we have obtained a land of promise, a land which is 
choice above all other lands; a land which the Lord God hath 
covenanted with me should be a land for the inheritance of my 
seed. Yea, the Lord hath covenanted this land unto me, and 
to my children forever; and also all those who should be led 
out of other countries, by the hand of the Lord. Wherefore, I, 
Lehi, prophesy according to the workings of the spirit which 
is in me, that there shall none come into this land, save they 
shall be brought by the hand of the Lord. Wherefore, this land 
is consecrated unto him whom he shall bring. And if it so be 
that they shall serve him according to the commandments 
which he hath given, it shall be a land of liberty unto them; 
wherefore, they shall never be brought down into captivity; if 
so, it shall be because of iniquity: for if iniquity shall abound, 
cursed shall be the land for their sakes; but unto the righteous 
it shall be blessed forever. And behold, it is wisdom that 
this land should be kept as yet from the knowledge of other 

nations: for behold, many nations would overrun the land, 
that there would be no place for an inheritance. Wherefore, I, 
Lehi, have obtained a promise, that inasmuch as they which 
the Lord God shall bring out of the land of Jerusalem shall 
keep his commandments, they shall prosper upon the face of 
this land; and they shall be kept from all other nations, that 
they may possess this land unto themselves. And if it so be 
that they shall keep his commandments, they shall be blessed 
upon the face of this land, and there shall be none to molest 
them, nor to take away the land of their inheritance; and they 
shall dwell safely forever. But behold, when the time cometh 
that they shall dwindle in unbelief, aft er they have received 
so great blessings from the hand of the Lord . . . behold, the 
judgments of him that is just, shall rest upon them; yea, he 
will bring other nations unto them, and he will give unto 
them power, and he will take away from them the lands of 
their possessions; and he will cause them to be scattered and 
smitten.

Th e Book of Mormon by Joseph Smith, Junior, Author and 
Proprietor [because copyright law wasn’t yet applicable to 
translations]. Palmyra [New York]: Printed by E.B. Grandin, 
for the Author. 1830 Excerpt from Th e Second Book of Nephi, 
Chapter I, pp. 59–61.

Joseph Smith presented the Book of Mormon as a record of 
ancient American Christians, translated from golden plates 
that had been buried near Palmyra, New York. In this pas-
sage, Nephi recorded a prophecy by his father Lehi regard-
ing the land of promise, the place where Lehi and his children 

had recently arrived from Jerusalem (ca. 600 BCE). Though 
Joseph Smith did not explicitly identify the location of this 
“promised land,” these revelations were understood by 
Mormons to have particular application to the United States 
and to the Americas more widely.

QUESTIONS
1. What are the major elements of the ancient American 

 history recorded in The Book of Mormon?
2. How, in your view, might this historical treatment of 

America as “promised land” have appealed to the thou-
sands of people who fl ocked to the new Mormon religion 
in the antebellum period?

Go to the website at www.cengage.com/history/boyerenduring7e for 

additional primary sources on this period.
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create remarkably prosperous villages. A British 
visitor observed that “the earth does not show 
more fl ourishing fi elds, gardens, and orchards than 
theirs.”

While the Shakers chose to separate themselves 
from the competitive individualism of the larger 
society, the message of most evangelical Protestants, 
including Charles G. Finney, was that religion and 
economic self-advancement were compatible. Most 
revivalists taught that the pursuit of wealth was 
acceptable as long as people were honest, temper-
ate, and bound by conscience. But many of them 
recognized that the world was in serious need of 
improvement, and they believed that converts had 
a religious responsibility to pursue moral and social 
reform.

The Age of Reform
Th e heart of religious revival was the democratic 
belief that individual men and women could take 
charge of their own spiritual destinies, and strive 
toward perfection. For many converts, similar 
expectations applied to the society around them. 
Saved souls, they believed, could band together to 
stamp out the many evils that plagued the American 
republic. Like John Quincy Adams, they embraced 

emigrated to America in 1774. Mother Ann’s fol-
lowers believed she was the second incarnation of 
God: as Jesus had been the Son of God, she was 
God’s Daughter. Called “Shakers” for their convul-
sive religious dancing at worship services, the group 
established tightly knit agricultural-artisan commu-
nities, whose purpose was the pursuit of religious 
perfection. “Hands to work, and hearts to God” 
was their guiding motto. Shaker artisans produced 
furniture renowned for its beauty and strength and 
invented such conveniences as the clothespin and 
the circular saw.

For all their achievements as artisans, the 
Shakers were fundamentally otherworldly. Mother 
Ann, who had lost four infant children, had a 
religious vision in which God expelled Adam 
and Eve from the Garden of Eden for their sin of 
sexual intercourse. Shaker communities practiced 
celibacy and carefully separated the sleeping and 
working quarters of men and women to discourage 
contact between them. To maintain their member-
ship, Shakers relied on new converts and the adop-
tion of orphans, and at their peak in the 1830s and 
1840s they numbered about six thousand members 
in eight states. As part of their pursuit of religious 
perfection, they practiced a form of Christian 
socialism, pooling their land and implements to 

MAP 10.3 RELIGIOUS AND UTOPIAN COMMUNITIES, 1800–1845 The desire to construct a perfect society gave 
rise to hundreds of utopian communities between 1800 and 1845. Some, like the Shaker and Mormon communities, 
arose from religious motives. Others, as discussed later in this chapter, were more secular in origin, attempting to 
allay the selfi sh excesses of social and economic competition.
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“the spirit of improvement,” forming a wide range 
of voluntary associations whose purpose was to 
improve society. Th e abolition of slavery, the rights 
of women, temperance, the humane treatment of 
criminals and the insane, and public education 
were high on reformers’ agendas. Carrying the 
moralism of revival into their reform activities, 
they tended to view all social problems as clashes 
between good and evil and to assume that God was 
on their side.

Not all reformers were converts of revival. Many 
school reformers and women’s rights advocates 
were religious liberals—either hostile or indif-
ferent to revivals. Dorothea Dix’s work on behalf 
of the mentally ill drew more power from her 
involvement in Boston Unitarianism than from the 
Methodism of her early childhood. Abolitionists 
openly criticized the churches for condoning 
slavery and oft en separated themselves from 
denominational bodies that refused to condemn 
the institution. But by portraying slaveholding as 
a sin that called for immediate repentance, even 
religiously liberal abolitionists borrowed their lan-
guage and their psychological appeal from revival-
ism. Whatever a reformer’s personal relationship 
to the revivals of the Second Great Awakening, 
the Age of Reform drew much of its fuel from that 
evangelical movement.

The War on Liquor
Early nineteenth-century Americans were very 
heavy drinkers. In 1825, the average adult male drank 
about seven gallons of alcohol annually (mostly 
whiskey and hard cider), in contrast to less than two 
gallons in our own time (mostly beer and wine). One 
reason for this heavy consumption was the state of 
western agriculture. Before the transportation revo-
lution, western farmers could not make a profi t by 
shipping grain in bulk to eastern markets. But they 
could profi t by condensing their corn and rye into a 
distilled liquor called whiskey, which poured out of 
the west in large quantities. Drunkenness pervaded 
all social classes and occupations. Th e relatively new 
habit of binge-drinking generated the medical diag-
nosis of delirium tremens. Other problems gener-
ated by heavy drinking included domestic violence, 
disease, and economic failure.

Before 1825, temperance reformers advocated 
moderation in consuming alcohol. But in that year, 
Connecticut revivalist Lyman Beecher delivered 
six widely acclaimed lectures that condemned all 
use of alcoholic beverages. A year later, evangeli-
cal Protestants created the American Temperance 
Society, the fi rst national temperance organiza-
tion, which followed Beecher’s lead in demanding 

total abstinence. By 1834, some fi ve thousand state 
and local temperance societies were affi  liated with 
the American Temperance Society. Although usu-
ally led by men, their membership was between 
one-third and one-half women, who, along with 
their children, endured the bulk of drink-induced 
domestic violence and poverty.

Th e primary strategy of the American 
Temperance Society was to use “moral suasion” to 
persuade people to “take the pledge”—the prom-
ise never to consume any alcoholic beverage. To 
that end, temperance reformers fl ooded the coun-
try with tracts denouncing the “amazing evil” of 
strong drink, paid reformed drunkards to deliver 
public lectures, and produced temperance plays. 
Th ey even formed a children’s organization called 
the “Cold Water Army.” Its small members pledged, 
“We, Cold Water Girls and Boys,/ Freely renounce 
the treacherous joys/ Of Brandy, Whiskey, Rum and 
Gin;/ Th e Serpent’s lure to death and sin.”

Among the main targets of evangelical temper-
ance reformers were the laboring classes. In the 
small workshops of the pre-industrial era, passing 
the jug every few hours throughout the workday was 
a time-honored practice. But 
early factories demanded a 
more disciplined, sober work 
force, so industrial employ-
ers were quick to embrace 
temperance reform. In East 
Dudley, Massachusetts, three 
manufacturers refused to sell 
liquor in their factory stores, 
calculating that any prof-
its from the sale would be 
wiped out by lost work time 
and “the scenes of riot and 
wickedness thus produced.” 
Industrial employers in Rochester, New York, 
invited Charles G. Finney to preach up a revival in 
their city as part of an eff ort to convince their work-
ers to abstain from alcohol.

Workers themselves initially showed little interest 
in temperance. But aft er the Panic of 1837, some grew 
convinced that their economic survival depended on 
a commitment to sobriety. In 1840, in Baltimore, they 
formed the Washington Temperance Society, and a 
branch for women called the Martha Washingtonians. 
Drawing more mechanics (workingmen) than min-
isters or manufacturers, the Washington Societies 
off ered mutual self-help. Many members were 
themselves reformed drunkards, like Boston baker 
Charles Woodman, who blamed his business col-
lapse on his return to his “old habit” of excessive 
drinking. Men like Woodman reasoned that, while 
the forces of economic dislocation were beyond their 

“We, Cold Water 

Girls and Boys,/ 

Freely renounce the 

treacherous joys/ Of 

Brandy, Whiskey, Rum 

and Gin;/ The Serpent’s 

lure to death and sin.”
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prohibition—the banning of liquor traffi  c at the 
local and state level. In 1838, Massachusetts prohib-
ited the sale of distilled spirits in amounts less than 
fi ft een gallons, thereby restricting small purchases 
by individual drinkers. In 1851, Maine banned the 
manufacture and sale of all intoxicating beverages. 
Prohibition was controversial, even within the move-
ment. But taken together, the two central strategies 
of the temperance movement—moral suasion and 
legal prohibition—scored remarkable success. Per 
capita consumption of distilled spirits, which had 
risen steadily between 1800 and 1830, began to fall 
during the 1830s. By the 1840s, consumption had 
dropped to less than half its peak rate in the 1820s.

Public-School Reform
In the early nineteenth century, the typical American 
school was a rural one-room schoolhouse. Here stu-
dents ranging in age from three to twenty or older 

control, their own sobriety lay within their control. 
Take care of temperance, one Washingtonian assured 
his Baltimore audience, and the Lord will take care of 
the economy.

Despite the early resistance of working-class 
drinkers to middle-class temperance reform, 
the Washingtonians’ debt to religious revivalism 
was actually greater than that of the American 
Temperance Society. Washingtonians viewed drink-
ing as sinful and held “experience meetings” in which 
members testifi ed to their “salvation” from liquor 
and their “regeneration” through total abstinence 
or “teetotalism” (an emphatic form of the word 
total). Martha Washingtonians pledged to smell 
their husbands’ breath each night, and paraded with 
banners that read “Teetotal or No Husband.” Th e 
Washington Societies spread farther and faster than 
any other antebellum temperance organization.

As the temperance movement won new sup-
porters, some crusaders began to demand legal 

SHAKER VILLAGE AT ALFRED, MAINE, 1845 A Shaker cobbler named Joshua Bussell created this illustrated map of the Shaker 
Village at Alfred, Maine. It documents the Shakers’ belief that spatial organization was an important part of the pursuit of spiritual 
perfection. (Library of Congress)
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teachers. It was generally assumed that women were 
incapable of controlling one-room schools whose 
pupils included rambunctious young men. But few 
people doubted a woman’s ability to manage a class 
of eight-year-olds. Educational reformer Catharine 
Beecher (Lyman’s daughter) accurately predicted 
that school reform would open the teaching profes-
sion to women. By 1900, about 70 percent of the 
nation’s schoolteachers were women.

School reform also appealed to native-born 
Americans alarmed by the infl ux of immigrant for-
eigners. Th e public school was coming to be seen 
as the best mechanism for creating a common 
American culture out of an increasingly diverse 
society. As one reformer observed, “We must 
decompose and cleanse the impurities which rush 
into our midst” through the “one infallible fi lter—
the SCHOOL.” Very few educational reformers, 
however, called for the integration of black and 
white children. When black children did enter pub-
lic schools, they encountered open hostility and 
sometimes violence.

Abolition
Antislavery sentiment fl ourished in the 
Revolutionary era, encouraging northern states 
to establish emancipation schemes within their 
borders. But opposition to slavery declined in 
the fi rst two decades of the nineteenth century. 
Th e American Colonization Society (founded in 
1816) did propose a limited plan for emancipation, 
under which slaveholders would be compensated 
for voluntarily freeing their slaves, and free blacks 
would be “colonized” in Liberia in West Africa. But 
colonization expressed little moral outrage against 
slavery, and actually enlisted some slaveholders 
who opposed emancipation but wanted free blacks 
removed from their vicinity. 
And colonization had vir-
tually no hope of succeed-
ing. Owing to the South’s 
growing dependence on 
slavery, even compensated 
manumission was unac-
ceptable to most slavehold-
ers. In addition, the Society 
never had enough funds to 
buy freedom for signifi cant 
numbers of slaves. Between 
1820 and 1830—a period 
when the slave population nearly doubled in size—
only 1,400 blacks migrated to Liberia, and most of 
them were already free blacks, rather than recently 
enslaved people who had been manumitted by 
colonizationists.

sat on benches learning to read and count, but little 
more, and spending only a few months in school 
each year. Th eir teachers were typically recent col-
lege graduates who took teaching jobs just to tide 
them over until they entered other professions. 
Students never forgot the primitive conditions and 
harsh discipline of these schools, especially the 
fl oggings until “the youngster vomited or wet his 
breeches.”

Expecting little more than basic literacy-train-
ing for their children, rural parents were generally 
content with these schools. But reformers found 
them unacceptable. Th ey wanted schools to equip 
students for an increasingly competitive industrial 
economy. Horace Mann, the fi rst secretary of the 
Massachusetts board of education, created in 1837, 
set out to achieve this goal through several diff er-
ent strategies: shift ing the burden of school fi nan-
cial support from parents to the state, extending the 
school term to as many as ten months each year, 
standardizing textbooks, dividing students into 
grades based on their age and achievements, and 
compelling attendance. Within Mann’s educational 
vision, school should occupy the bulk of every 
child’s time and energy.

School reformers sought to spread industrial 
values as well as combat ignorance. Requiring stu-
dents to arrive on time would teach punctuality, 
and matching students against their peers would 
stimulate competitiveness. Assigned textbooks 
would teach such lessons as “Idleness is the nest in 
which mischief lays its eggs.” Th e McGuff ey read-
ers, which sold 50 million copies between 1836 
and 1870, preached industry, honesty, sobriety, and 
patriotism.

Success did not come easily. Educational reform-
ers faced challenges from farmers who were satisfi ed 
with the district schools and reluctant to remove 
their children from the fi elds for most of the year. 
Urban Catholics, led by New York City’s Bishop 
John Hughes, pointed out that the textbooks used 
in public schools were anti-Catholic and anti-Irish. 
In both rural and urban areas, the laboring poor 
opposed compulsory education because their fam-
ily economy depended on children’s wage-earning.

Yet school reformers prevailed, at least in the 
North, in part because their opponents failed to unify 
(schooling in the South is discussed in Chapter 12). 
Reformers also enlisted infl uential allies. Urban 
workingmen’s parties were converted to the cause 
by the prospect of free, tax-supported schools. 
Industrial employers were won over by the promise 
that public schools would help create a disciplined 
work force. Women were drawn by the recognition 
that dividing students into diff erent grade levels 
would improve their own opportunities to become 

Students never forgot 

the harsh discipline of 

these schools, especially 

the fl oggings until “the 
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Benjamin Lundy began a newspaper, the Genius 
of Universal Emancipation, which proposed that 
no new slave states be admitted to the Union, 
the internal slave trade be outlawed, and the three-
fi ft hs clause of the Constitution repealed, and 
that Congress abolish slavery wherever it had the 
authority to do so. In 1828, Lundy hired a young 
New Englander, William Lloyd Garrison, as his 
assistant editor. With his premature baldness and 
steel-rimmed glasses, Garrison looked more like 
a schoolmaster than a revolutionary. But in 1831, 
when he launched his own newspaper, Th e Liberator, 
he quickly established himself as the most promi-
nent and provocative white abolitionist. “I am in 
earnest,” Garrison wrote. “I will not equivocate—I 
will not excuse—I will not retreat a single inch—
AND I WILL BE HEARD.” He fi lled the pages of 
Th e Liberator with stories of slaves beaten to death 
or burned alive by their masters, and appealed to the 
humanity of his readers to abolish the institution.

In 1833, Garrison gathered with about sixty del-
egates, black and white, men and women, to form 
the American Antislavery Society. His battle cry was 
“immediate emancipation” without compensation 
to slaveholders. Free blacks, he insisted, should not 
be shipped to Africa, but granted full equality with 

Most African-Americans opposed coloniza-
tion. As native-born Americans, they asked, how 
could they be sent back to a continent they had 
never known? “We are natives of this country,” one 
black pastor proclaimed. “We only ask that we be 
treated as well as foreigners.” In opposition to colo-
nization, blacks formed their own abolition soci-
eties. David Walker, a North Carolina-born free 
black who owned a used-clothing store in Boston, 
smuggled antislavery tracts into the South by stuff -
ing them into the pockets of clothes he shipped 
there. In 1829, Walker published an Appeal . . . to 
the Colored Citizens of the World, urging slaves to 
rise up and murder their masters if slavery were not 

abolished. He warned whites that 
“your DESTRUCTION is at hand, 
and will be speedily consummated 
unless you REPENT.” In 1830, 
black leaders began holding annual 
conventions devoted to abolishing 
slavery in the South and repealing 
discriminatory black codes in the 
North.

Some white abolitionists also 
began to move toward more radi-
cal positions. In 1821, the Quaker 

THE ANTISLAVERY ALPHABET Abolitionists tried to enlist what they viewed as the natural purity of children to their 
cause by producing antislavery toys, games, and even alphabet books. (Boston Athenaeum)
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Finney, led the “Lane rebels” 
out of Beecher’s seminary 
to the more radical Oberlin 
College.

Issues of strategy and 
tactics divided abolition-
ists during the 1830s. Some 
believed that the legal and 
political arena presented the 
best opportunities for end-
ing slavery. But Garrison and 
his followers were beginning 
to reject all participation not 
only in party politics, but in government itself. 
In 1838, they founded the New England Non-
Resistance Society, based on Garrison’s radical 
new doctrine of nonresistance. According to that 
doctrine, the fundamental evil of slavery was its 
reliance on force, the opposite of Christian love. 
And just like slavery, government itself ultimately 
rested on coercion; even laws passed by elected 
legislatures required police enforcement. True 
Christians, Garrison concluded, should refuse 
to vote, hold offi  ce, or have anything to do with 
government.

Th e second major issue dividing abolitionists 
was the role of women in the movement. From the 
outset, women had actively participated in anti-
slavery societies, but in separate female auxiliaries. 
Th en in 1837, Angelina and Sarah Grimké, daugh-
ters of a South Carolina slaveholder, undertook an 
antislavery lecture tour of New England, speak-
ing in public before mixed audiences of men and 
women. Such conduct, said critics, was indelicate; 
women should obey men, not lecture them. Th e 
Grimkés responded in 1838 by writing two clas-
sics of American feminism: Sarah Grimké’s Letters 
on the Condition of Women and the Equality of the 
Sexes, and Angelina Grimké’s Letters to Catharine 
E. Beecher (who opposed female equality). Some 
abolitionists dismissed their eff orts: women’s griev-
ances, said poet John Greenleaf Whittier, were “pal-
try” compared to the “great and dreadful wrongs of 
the slave.” Even Angelina’s husband, “Lane Rebel” 
Th eodore Dwight Weld, thought women’s rights 
should be subordinated to antislavery.

In 1840, the issues of nonresistance and women’s 
rights split the American Antislavery Society. Th e 
precipitating event was the election of Abby Kelley 
to a previously all-male committee. In the battle that 
followed, Garrison, a strong supporter of women’s 
rights, won control of the organization, and his anti-
feminist opponents—including wealthy New York 
philanthropists Arthur and Lewis Tappan and former 
slaveholder James G. Birney of Alabama—walked 
out. Some of them fl ocked to the new Liberty Party, 

whites. He pointedly greeted slaves as “a Man and a 
Brother,” “a Woman and a Sister.” But even Garrison 
did not think that all slaves could be freed at the 
stroke of a pen. “Immediate emancipation” meant 
that all Americans had to acknowledge that slavery 
was intolerable and must be destroyed. Garrison 
quickly gained support from the growing ranks of 
black abolitionists, who made up three-fourths of 
his newspaper subscribers in the early years. One 
black barber in Pittsburgh sent Garrison sixty dol-
lars to support Th e Liberator.

Fugitive slaves played a central role in the abo-
litionist movement. Th e foremost of these was 
Frederick Douglass, who escaped from slavery in 
Maryland in 1838, and spoke out against slavery 
in his powerful autobiography, his newspaper the 
North Star, and his public lectures. Douglass could 
rivet an audience with an opening line. “I appear 
before the immense assembly this evening as a thief 
and a robber,” he proclaimed. “I stole this head, 
these limbs, this body from my master, and ran 
off  with them.” Other fugitive slaves—including 
William Wells Brown and Harriet Tubman—served 
the cause by publicizing the horrors of slavery, tell-
ing tales of brutal treatment and families separated 
by sale.

Relations between black and white abolitionists 
were not always harmonious. Many white aboli-
tionists supported legal but not social equality for 
blacks. Th ey favored lighter-skinned Negroes and 
sometimes excluded black abolitionists from their 
meetings. Yet the racial prejudice of white aboli-
tionists was mild compared to that of most whites, 
some of whom transferred their hatred of blacks 
to abolitionists. Mobs led by local elites attacked 
the homes and businesses of black and white 
abolitionists, destroyed their printing presses, 
and disrupted their meetings. In 1834, an anti-
abolitionist mob destroyed forty-fi ve homes in 
Philadelphia’s black community. In 1835, a Boston 
mob dragged Garrison through town with a hang-
ing noose around his neck. And in 1837, a mob 
in Alton, Illinois, destroyed the printing press of 
antislavery editor Elijah P. Lovejoy, then shot him 
dead and dragged his mutilated corpse through 
the streets.

Abolitionists, like temperance reformers, drew 
on the language of revivals and condemned slav-
ery as sin. But Protestant churches did not rally 
behind abolition as they rallied behind temperance. 
Th e Rev. Lyman Beecher roared against the evils of 
strong drink but merely whispered about those of 
slavery. In 1834, he tried to suppress abolitionists at 
Cincinnati’s Lane Th eological Seminary where he was 
president. In response, a student named Th eodore 
Dwight Weld, who was a follower of Charles G. 

“I appear before the 
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eradicate violence—including movements against 
dueling and war, military fl ogging, and capital pun-
ishment—domestic violence went virtually unchal-
lenged, except as a side issue within the temperance 
movement. According to the popular idea of sepa-
rate spheres, women’s place was in the home, and 
even in their proper sphere their legal rights were 
severely limited.

But reform movements provided middle-class 
women with unprecedented opportunities to work 
in public without openly defying the dictate that 
their proper sphere was the home. When women 
left  their homes to distribute religious tracts, battle 
intemperance, or work for peace, they could claim 
they were transforming wretched homes into nurs-
eries of happiness. It was a tricky argument to make: 
justifying reform activities on behalf of family pro-
tection could undercut women’s demands for legal 
equality. But the experiences acquired in a range 
of reform activities provided invaluable skills for 
women to take up the cause of their own rights. 
And the women’s rights movement, at its most radi-
cal, openly challenged gender-based double stan-
dards. “Men and women,” Sarah Grimké wrote, 
“are CREATED EQUAL! Th ey are both moral and 
accountable beings, and whatever is right for man 
to do, is right for woman.”

Although feminism fi rst emerged within aboli-
tionism, the discrimination encountered by women 
in the antislavery movement drove them to make 
women’s rights a separate cause. In the 1840s, 
Lucy Stone became the fi rst abolitionist to give a 
lecture devoted entirely to women’s rights. When 
Lucretia Mott arrived at the World’s Anti-Slavery 
Convention in London in 1840, and was seated in 
a screened-off  section for women, her own alle-
giance to women’s rights was sealed. So was that of 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who attended the London 
meeting with her abolitionist husband on their 
honeymoon. In 1848, Mott and Stanton together 
organized the Seneca Falls Convention for wom-
en’s rights at Seneca Falls, New York. Th at conven-
tion’s Declaration of Sentiments, modeled on the 
Declaration of Independence, began with the asser-
tion that “all men and women are created equal.” 
Th e convention passed twelve resolutions, eleven of 
them unanimously, and the twelft h, women’s right 
to vote, over a minority opposition. Aft er the Civil 
War, however, woman suff rage became the main 
demand of women’s rights advocates.

Women’s rights advocates won a few notable 
victories. In 1860, Stanton’s lobbying helped secure 
passage of a New York law allowing married women 
to own property—not the fi rst such law, but the 
most comprehensive to that date. But women’s 
rights had less impact than many other reforms 

which nominated Birney for president in 1840 on a 
platform that called on Congress to abolish slavery 
in the District of Columbia, end the interstate slave 
trade, and stop admitting new slave states to the 
Union. Others followed Lewis Tappan into the new 
American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society.

But the break-up of the American Anti-Slavery 
Society did not signifi cantly damage the larger 
movement. By 1840, there were more than fi ft een 

hundred local antislavery societ-
ies circulating abolitionist tracts, 
newspapers, and even chocolates 
wrapped in antislavery messages. 
Local societies pursued a grass-
roots campaign to fl ood Congress 
with petitions calling for an end to 
slavery in the District of Columbia. 
When exasperated southerners in 
1836 adopted a “gag rule” auto-
matically tabling these petitions 
without discussion, they triggered 
a debate that shift ed public atten-

tion from abolitionism to the constitutional rights 
of free expression and Congressional petition—a 
debate that further served the antislavery cause. And 
the split between moderates and radicals within the 
antislavery ranks helped the movement by giving 
northerners a choice between diff erent levels and 
strategies of commitment.

Women’s Rights
When Sarah and Angelina Grimké took up the cause 
of women’s rights in 1838, they were not merely 
defending their right to participate in the antislav-
ery movement. Th ey were responding to perceived 
similarities between the conditions of slaves and 
women. Garrison himself stressed the special deg-
radation and sexual vulnerability of women under 
slavery, denouncing the slaveholding South as one 
vast brothel. Early issues of Th e Liberator contained 
a “Ladies’ Department” illustrated with a kneeling 
slave woman imploring, “Am I Not a Woman and 
a Sister?” When abolitionists such as Philadelphia 
Quaker Lucretia Mott, Lucy Stone, and Abby Kelley 
embraced women’s rights, they were acknowledging 
a sisterhood in oppression with female slaves.

In the early nineteenth century, American 
women were prohibited from voting or holding 
public offi  ce and denied access to higher educa-
tion and the professions. Married women had 
no legal identity apart from their husbands: they 
could not own property or control their own earn-
ings, sue or be sued, or enter a contract. Divorced 
women could not gain custody of their children. 
And in the midst of many humanitarian eff orts to 

“Men and women are 
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to do, is right for woman.”
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including temperance, school reform, and abolition-
ism. Women would not secure the national right to 
vote until 1920, fi ft y-fi ve years aft er the Th irteenth 
Amendment abolished slavery. Nineteenth-century 
feminists had to content themselves with piecemeal 
gains. Th e cause of women’s rights suff ered from its 
association with abolitionism and met resistance 
from advocates of women’s separate sphere (see 
Chapter 9). Nevertheless, women made important 
strides toward equality.

Penitentiaries and Asylums
Beginning in the 1820s, reformers began to com-
bat poverty, crime, and insanity by establishing new 

model institutions based on innovative theories about 
the roots of deviancy. As urban poverty and crime 
grew increasingly visible, investigators concluded that 
such problems arose not from innate sinfulness, but 
from poor home environments, especially a failure of 
parental discipline. Both religious and secular reform-
ers believed that human nature could be improved 
through placement in the proper moral environment. 
Th e reformers’ model of the proper moral environ-
ment for paupers, criminals, and the mentally ill was 
the asylum, an institution that would remove deviants 
from corrupting infl uences by placing them in a con-
trolled, orderly environment, and provide them with 
moral supervision and disciplined work.

Unitarian minister William Ellery Channing 
hoped that “Th e study of the causes of crime may 
lead us to its cure.” Th e colonial jail had been merely 
a temporary holding cell for off enders awaiting trial; 
early American criminals were punished by fl og-
ging, branding, or hanging rather than extended 
prison terms. By contrast, the nineteenth-century 
penitentiary was an asylum designed to lead crimi-
nals to “penitential” reformation by isolating them 
and encouraging them to contemplate their guilt 
for designated terms of incarceration. Two diff erent 
models for the penitentiary emerged in the ante-
bellum era. New York’s “Auburn system” forbade 
prisoners to speak or look at one another as they 
worked together by day, and confi ned them in indi-
vidual, windowless cells by night. Under the more 
extreme “Pennsylvania” or “separate system,” each 
prisoner was confi ned day and night in a single cell 
with a walled courtyard for exercise, deprived of 
human contact within the prison, and permitted no 
news or visits from the outside.

Antebellum reformers also designed special asy-
lums for the poor and the mentally ill. Th e prevail-
ing colonial practice of poor relief was “outdoor 
relief,” supporting the poor 
by placing them in other 
people’s households. Th e new 
“indoor relief ” confi ned the 
infi rm poor in almshouses, 
and the able-bodied poor 
in workhouses. Once again, 
reformers believed that 
removing the poor from their demoralizing sur-
roundings and subjecting them to institutional reg-
imentation and disciplined labor would transform 
them into virtuous, productive citizens. A parallel 
movement shaped new approaches to treating the 
mentally ill, as illuminated in the work of humani-
tarian reformer Dorothea Dix. Instead of imprison-
ing the insane in jails and sheds, she argued, society 
should house them in orderly hospitals where they 
should receive proper medical and moral care.

SOJOURNER TRUTH, 1864 Born into slavery in New York, the 
woman who named herself Sojourner Truth became a religious 
perfectionist, a powerful evangelical preacher, and one of the 
most infl uential abolitionists and feminists of her time. In the 
1860s, she sold photographic portraits of herself printed on small 
cards, explaining, “I sell the shadow to support the substance.” 
(Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs, 

The New York Public Library. Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.)

“The study of the causes 

of crime may lead us to 

its cure.”
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Penitentiaries, almshouses and workhouses, and 
insane asylums all refl ected the same optimistic 
belief that the solution for deviancy lay in proper 
moral environments. From one point of view, such 
eff orts were humanitarian: they confi ned criminals 
rather than fl ogging them, off ered relief to the poor, 
and provided shelter and medical care to the home-
less insane. But from another point of view, the 
asylum reformers were practicing extreme forms of 
social control. Convinced that criminals, the poor, 
and the insane required regimentation, they con-
fi ned them in prison-like conditions, policed their 
social interaction, and controlled their every move. 
Th e idealism behind the new asylums was genu-
ine, but utopian intentions did not protect asylum 
inmates from the suff erings of incarceration and 
regimentation.

Utopian Communities
Th e reformist belief in the possibility of human per-
fection assumed purest expression in the utopian 
communities that fi rst began to surface in the 1820s, 
and fl ourished during the next few decades (see 
Map 10.3). Among the hundreds of utopian experi-
ments undertaken in the antebellum period, most 
aimed at off ering alternatives to the selfi sh excesses 
of social and economic competition. Modern Times 

on Long Island and the North American Phalanx 
at Red Bank, New Jersey, were infl uenced by the 
ideas of Frenchman Charles Fourier, who sought 
to eradicate the evils of economic competition by 
establishing a harmonious society whose members 
all pursued “attractive” labor.

In 1825, British industrialist Robert Owen 
founded the New Harmony community in Indiana. 
As a successful Scottish mill-owner, Owen had sub-
stantially improved his workers’ living conditions 
and educational opportunities. If social arrange-
ments could be perfected, he believed, then vice 
and misery would disappear, because human char-
acter was formed entirely by environment. Owen 
proposed to create small, planned communities—
“Villages of Unity and Mutual Cooperation”—
where occupational, religious, and political groups 
would live together in perfect balance. Upon found-
ing New Harmony, Owen confi dently predicted 
that northerners would embrace its principles 
within two years. Instead, the community became 
a magnet for idlers and fanatics, and failed within 
two years. But Owen’s ideas survived the wreckage 
of New Harmony. His insistence that human char-
acter was formed by environment and that coopera-
tion was superior to competition had an enduring 
impact on urban workers, who took up his cause of 
educational reform in the years to come.

PENNSYLVANIA’S EASTERN STATE PENITENTIARY Established in 1822, this penitentiary was the showcase of 
the Pennsylvania or “separate” system of prison discipline. Each inmate was confi ned to a single cell and denied all 
contact with other inmates. This sketch was done by inmate 2954 in 1855. (The Free Library of Philadelphia)
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Experimental communities multiplied rapidly 
during the economic crises of the late 1830s and 
1840s. Brook Farm, near Boston, was the cre-
ation of a group of religious philosophers called 
transcendentalists, who sought to revitalize 
Christianity by proclaiming the infi nite spiritual 
capacities of ordinary men and women. Convinced 
that the competitive commercial life of the cities 
was unnatural, and committed (if only briefl y) to 
balancing mental and manual labor in their own 
personal lives, Brook Farmers spent their days 
milking cows and mowing hay, and their evenings 
contemplating philosophy. Th is utopian commu-
nity attracted several renowned writers, including 
Ralph Waldo Emerson and Nathaniel Hawthorne, 
and its literary magazine, Th e Dial, became an 
important forum for transcendentalist ideas about 
philosophy, art, and literature (as discussed fur-
ther in Chapter 11). But its life-span was brief.

Th e most controversial utopian experiment 
was the Oneida Community, established in 1848 
in New York by John Humphrey Noyes. A convert 
of Charles Finney, Noyes too became a theological 

perfectionist. At Oneida, he advocated a form of 
Christian communism that challenged conventional 
notions of religion and property, gender roles, even 
dress and child rearing. Th e Oneidans renounced 
private property, put men to work in kitchens, 
and adopted the radical new bloomer costume for 
women. But what most upset their critics was the 
application of communism to marriage. In place 
of conventional marriage, which Noyes regarded 
as profoundly selfi sh, he advocated “complex mar-
riage,” in which every member of the community 
was married to every other member of the other sex. 
Oneida did not promote sexual free-for-all: cou-
plings were arranged through an intermediary, in 
part to track paternity. Contemporaries dismissed 
Noyes as a licentious crackpot. Yet Oneida achieved 
considerable economic prosperity and was attract-
ing new members long aft er other, less radical uto-
pias had failed.

Despite the ridicule of many of their contempo-
raries, utopian communities exemplifi ed the ide-
alism and hopefulness that permeated nearly all 
reform movements in the antebellum period.

CHRONOLOGY  –
1824 John Quincy Adams elected president by the 

House of Representatives.

1826 American Temperance Society organized.

1828 Andrew Jackson elected president. 
“Tariff of  Abominations.”

 John Calhoun anonymously writes South Carolina 
Exposition and Protest.

1830 Jackson’s Maysville Road Bill veto.

 Indian Removal Act.

1830–1831 Charles G. Finney’s Rochester revival.

1831 William Lloyd Garrison starts The Liberator.

1832 Jackson vetoes recharter of the Bank of the United 
States.

 Jackson reelected president.
 South Carolina Nullifi cation Proclamation.

1833 Force Bill.
 Compromise Tariff.
 American Anti-Slavery Society founded.
 South Carolina nullifi es the Force Bill.

1834 Whig Party organized.

1836 Specie Circular.
 Martin Van Buren elected president.

1837 Horace Mann becomes secretary of the 
 Massachusetts Board of Education.

 Elijah Lovejoy murdered by proslavery mob.
 Grimké sisters set out on lecture tour of New 

England.

1837–1843 Economic depression.

1838 Garrison’s New England Non-Resistance Society 
founded.

 Sarah Grimké’s Letters on the Condition of 

 Women and the Equality of the Sexes and 
 Angelina Grimké’s Letters to Catharine E. Beecher.

1840 Independent Treasury Act passed.
 William Henry Harrison elected president.
 First Washington Temperance Society started.

1841 Dorothea Dix begins exposé of prison conditions.
 Brook Farm community founded.

1848 Seneca Falls convention.
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KEY TERMS

CONCLUSION
Th e voices of the common people resounded through 
politics during the 1820s and 1830s. As voting bar-
riers such as property requirements collapsed, and 
the wheels of party machines began to turn, the 
surface harmony of the Era of Good Feelings gave 
way to the raucous huzzahs of mass politics. Similar 
developments transformed American religion. 
Revivals swelled the numbers of Methodists and 
Baptists, who did not require an educated ministry, 
while Presbyterians and Congregationalists, who 
insisted on an educated clergy, experienced relative 
decline. Calvinist clergymen found their doctrine 
of human depravity undermined by the revivalists’ 
insistence that men and women hold the capacity to 
remake and even perfect themselves.

Th e louder the people spoke, the more divided 
they became. Th e cries of “foul” that had greeted the 
highly contested election of 1824 later catapulted 
Andrew Jackson into offi  ce as the embodiment of 
the popular will. But Jackson’s dictatorial manner 
and his stands on internal improvements, tariff s, 
nullifi cation, and banking provoked opposition 
and contributed to the emergence of the Whigs and 
the second party system. Th e Panic of 1837 deep-
ened party divisions by pushing Democrats toward 

a hard-money, antibank position. Similarly, reli-
gious revivals, which aimed to unite Americans in 
a religion of the heart, drew criticism for emotional 
excess and spawned controversial new religious 
groups such as the Mormons.

Seeded in part by religious revivals, a variety of 
reform movements sprouted in the 1820s and 1830s. 
Some reforms, such as women’s rights and the abo-
lition of slavery, promised legal equality for groups 
excluded from political participation. Others, such as 
temperance, education, prison reform, and utopian 
communitarianism, sought the radical improvement 
of human nature through a combination of individ-
ual and institutional eff orts. Yet for all their optimism 
about improving human nature, reformers betrayed 
profound anxieties about the direction of American 
society. Many of them proved willing to coerce 
people into change by such measures as prohibiting 
liquor sales, requiring school attendance, and plac-
ing prisoners in solitary confi nement. While dis-
daining politics as corrupt, many reformers enlisted 
strategies and tactics similar to those of politics, 
blasting liquor and slavery with the same fervor that 
Jacksonians directed at banks and monopolies, and 
stirring up public opinion in support of their causes. 
Mass democracy, their actions suggested, tended to 
politicize everything in its path.
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