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Abstract 

 

The Whig Promise argues that antebellum American Whigs shared an observable 

middle-class worldview, and this perspective informed their politics, as well as their 

wider lives. My works explores the Whig mind along five broad, related themes: the 

Individual, Society, the State, the Past, and the Future. In my view, these topics offer the 

best windows into the shared outlook of the first group of Americans to embrace middle-

class values, character, and temperament. Further, this study demonstrates that Whig 

political thought was geared toward the future, not the past, and Whigs believed the state 

should support individuals’ and broader groups’ efforts to work together to achieve 

material prosperity, promote intellectual development, and prevent public disorder. 

Whigs were deeply optimistic about America’s possibilities, so long as individual 

Americans developed self-control. 
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Introduction 

 

 This work is about politics, exploring the general outlook of a group of Americans 

called Whigs. The Whigs were one of the two great political parties in the United States 

between the years 1834 and 1856, battling their opponents the Jacksonian Democrats for 

offices, prestige, power, and not coincidentally ideas. Boasting famous members such as 

Henry Clay, Daniel Webster, and William Henry Seward, Whigs supported banks, 

internal improvements, moral reform, tariffs, and public education. Yet in democratic 

nations politics is about more than policies, reflecting also the underlying attitudes and 

worldview of society. Thus, political studies offer useful windows into the messy 

discursive process by which a free people works out what they want to be.  

The Whigs were important because they were the first political party speaking for, 

to, and about America’s rising Middle Class. In the antebellum United States, as in most 

subsequent eras, being middle class was more about mindset than material means, and 

values were more important than income. The precise meaning and application of the 

term “middle-class” has challenged scholars for decades. This study does not attempt to 

parse out social categories based on income or wealth per se, but instead seeks to describe 

the frame of mind that found this view of the world appealing. Often aspirational or 

imagined, the middle-class worldview deeply influenced the way many antebellum 

Americans sought to live their lives.1 

                                                             
1 Belying income markers, a 2013 Pew Research study demonstrated that nearly half of Americans call 
themselves “middle class.” For example see Anat Shenker-Osorio, “Why Americans All Believe They Are 
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 Thus, Whiggish Americans were middle class because they shared bedrock 

bourgeois virtues such as prudence, temperance, and thrift.2 Though most Americans 

lived, worked, and worshiped in small, rural places, Whigs saw their world in terms of 

what it might become. They wanted to build a modern nation, linked together by 

improved infrastructure, economic opportunity, and sober habits. Whigs embraced an 

evangelical protestant morality, nurtured a vision of success built on merit, and feared the 

day when public appetites slipped the collar of prudence and modesty. As with most 

middle-class people, Whigs greatly cherished order. 

But in the age of Jackson (i.e. the second quarter of the 19th-century) change 

seemed society’s only constant. And those changes were vast and varied. From 1800 to 

1830, for example, the United States' population doubled from five to ten million people. 

Fueled by natural increase and immigration, moreover, America's population would 

continue swelling to over thirty million by 1860, a staggering surge of over 500 percent. 

During the same sixty years the nation’s borders rapidly expanded from timid outposts on 

the Atlantic seaboard, sprawling south to the Gulf of Mexico and west to the Pacific 

Ocean. Yet dynamic change went far beyond demography or geography. The way people 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
'Middle Class:' A taxonomy of how we talk about class and wealth in the United States today,” The 
Atlantic (Washington, DC: August 1, 2013), (http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2013/08/why-
americans-all-believe-they-are-middle-class/278240/, Accessed January 22, 2014). 
2 Deidre McCloskey, The Bourgeois Virtues: Ethics for An Age of Commerce (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2006), p. 66. The historiography on the bourgeoisie is varied and extensive. Peter Gay’s 
magisterial four volumes The Bourgeois Experience: Victoria to Freud (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 
1999) remains the standard work on the topic, though other solid recent studies include Joseph F. Kett, 
Merit: The History of a Founding Ideal from the American Revolution to the Twenty-First Century (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 2013), Lawrence R. Samuel, The American Dream: A Cultural History 
(Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2012), Deidre McCloskey,  Bourgeois Dignity: Why Economics 
Can't Explain the Modern World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), and Peter Gay, Schnitzler's 
Century: The Making of Middle-Class Culture 1815-1914 (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2002). 

http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2013/08/why-americans-all-believe-they-are-middle-class/278240/
http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2013/08/why-americans-all-believe-they-are-middle-class/278240/
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talked, traveled, bought and sold goods and services, worked with each other, and even 

understood time itself was different. The antebellum United States was a dynamic, often 

bewildering place, with a vibrant, almost scandalously young population. Life seemed 

faster, harsher, and more impersonal because in many ways it was.  

In the teeth of these many transformations, Americans bitterly contested their 

depth, breadth, pace, and meaning. Whigs and Democrats carried on an ideological war 

for America’s soul, a blood feud fought to the hilt in elections, pamphlets,  sermons, 

literature, and even art and music. Fiery debates over banks, tariffs, internal 

improvements, or territorial expansion reflected deeper divisions about life as it was and 

life as it ought to be. As Whiggish people saw things, then, traditional hierarchy, 

communal bonds, and even the social fabric itself were splintering apart as a consequence 

of what scholars have often termed a market or transportation revolution. Individuals 

were freed in troubling ways from both the limits and responsibilities of the old colonial 

world. In a sense, all Americans longed for an imagined simpler past. Jacksonians pined 

for a smaller, more personal world, while Whigs yearned for a more integrated social 

order. The challenge of the times lay in whose understanding of human nature, whose 

vision of the future would shape American society going forward. 

This work explores those general ideas and attitudes about life which an American 

Whig would have breathed in with the air. I contend that all politics flows from a 

collective mind. That is because for a republican people politics reflects public character, 

and democracy is merely a mirror of men. Thus, general perspectives and underlying 

group psychologies are crucial for understanding any political culture. The Whig Promise 
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is about the main grounds of hope and uneasiness which the common Whig felt, the 

modes of thought and behavior he followed, often instinctively, and the general values he 

held   with those who thought and felt as he did. How did Whigs understand individuals’ 

place in American society? How did they conceive society itself or the role of the state? 

And what role did the past and the future play in shaping Whig politics? At bottom, then, 

this study is about the broader Whig mind.3 

                                                             
3 To hear most antebellum political historians tell it, Jacksonian Democrats were the party of ideas. 
Beginning with Arthur Schlesinger Jr. in 1945, Democrats were portrayed as the party fighting for poor 
artisans, farmers, and mechanics against the Whiggish artifices of an entrenched “money power.”  This 
general analysis has proven remarkably durable. From Schlesinger Jr.’s Age of Jackson (1945), Alan 
Dawley’s Class and Community (1976), and Harry Watson’s Liberty and Power (1990), to Charles Sellers’s 
The Market Revolution (1994), and Sean Wilentz’s The Rise of American Democracy (2006), to name a 
few, Democrats believed in ideas such as autonomy, liberty, and republicanism. And the Whigs? They 
were the party of wealthy bankers, southern planters, and eastern merchants. The Whigs were 
supposedly little more than a fractured coalition of evangelicals, modernizers, and moralizers, distantly 
linked by the sum of their fears. 

On the other hand, Michael Holt saw Whigs in a more favorable light than other scholars. In his 
tightly argued book The Political Crisis of the 1850s (1978) and his significantly longer, though less 
cogent, The Rise and Fall of the American Whigs (1999), Holt argued that Whiggery was a coalition of 
disparate social and sectional groups, held together by a variety of centripetal outside factors [i.e. 
suspicion of mob politics, desire for banks, drive for internal improvements, etc.]. As the parties grew 
closer on those issues, slavery and territorial expansion shattered Whig unity. For Holt, politics equaled 
politicians and election results and ideas were largely dismissed.   

Lawrence Frederick Kohl and Daniel Walker Howe offered the most innovative analyses in terms 
of ideology and cultural outlook. Kohl and Howe were more receptive to the role of ideas and outlooks 
in shaping political thought and social activity. In The Politics of Individualism: Parties and the American 
Character in the Jacksonian Era (1989), Kohl argued that politics and political rhetoric mattered in 
Jacksonian America and both reflected sharp differences in the minds and outlooks of people. As Kohl 
understood things, Whigs believed so much in the destiny of America that they ceaselessly strove to 
release her creative energies for what they argued was the betterment of all. Whigs did not push for 
moral reform or internal improvement, Kohl urged, to secure wealth for the few at the expense of the 
many. Instead, they believed that the young American republic stood at social, cultural, and political 
crossroads. Only by actively, even aggressively, pushing people and institutions to improve their lives 
could they be assured that the country would achievement greatness. 

First in The Political Culture of the American Whigs (1979) and then much more forcefully in 
What Hath God Wrought: The Transformation of America, 1815-1848 (2007), Daniel Walker Howe 
argued that transportation and communication innovations such as railroads, steamboats, and 
telegraphs transformed antebellum America from loosely-connected agricultural communities into a 
burgeoning economic powerhouse. The new technologies changed American politics and political 
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Consequently, this work relies on public discourse because I believe these sources 

best reveal broadly shared ideas and general patterns of belief. To better understand 

general Whig attitudes requires a close reading of public speeches, pamphlets, editorials, 

and sermons, as well as legislative debates, gubernatorial addresses, and the letters 

dealing with the issues of the day that ordinary Whigs wrote to newspapers. Less 

interested in electoral returns or demographics, than in the cultural factors that made 

politics so competitive, this work focuses on contentious moments of public disquiet, 

when a wide array of Americans argued over the “good life,” and the specific ways in 

which Whigs to seek, achieve, and preserve it. 

However, any effort to distill an essential general description of the Whig 

worldview runs into immediate problems of coverage and representation. The Whig Party 

was nationally competitive from 1834 to 1856, and its members came from different 

sections, states, occupations, ethnic groups, and religions. In light of such vast and varied 

material, figuring out which sources were most representative of the ways most Whigs 

saw their world was a challenge. My strategy was to discover which ideas figured most 

prominently, both among the most notable Whig individuals of the day, but also in the 

most widely available publications. I then compared these national materials with 

regional and local newspapers to see which sentiments resonated most widely. Women's 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
culture, literature, religion, and sped up the exchange of and debate over contentious ideas. Agreeing 
with Kohl, Howe maintained that Whigs were improvers, comfortable with modernity. They deeply 
believed in their own ability to advance the minds and morals of their countrymen through temperance 
and education reforms. For Whigs, then, duties and obligations were as important as inchoate notions of 
rights. Individuals bore a responsibility to themselves and the country to restrain their passions, develop 
their minds, and achieve their potential.  For Howe, those distinctions mattered. In his view, Whigs held 
a more subtle view of progress and a more optimistic vision of the future. And this study builds on 
insights of Howe and Kohl. 
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magazines, temperance, colonization, and Bible Society publications, printed tracts, and 

published sermons, along with recorded minutes from diverse evangelical congregations 

formed the basis of my analysis of Whig moral activism.  Finally, I began in 1828 with 

the election of Andrew Jackson, and continued through the eve of the Civil War because 

the bourgeois worldview Whiggery represented predated the party proper and lingered 

long after it fell.  

Thus, The Whig Promise argues that American Whigs shared an observable 

middle-class worldview, and this perspective informed their politics, as well as their 

wider lives. My works explores the Whig mind along five broad, related themes: the 

Individual, Society, the State, the Past, and the Future. In my view, these topics offer the 

best windows into the shared outlook of the first group of Americans to embrace middle-

class values, character, and temperament. Further, this study demonstrates that Whig 

political thought was geared toward the future, not the past, and Whigs believed the state 

should support individuals’ and broader groups’ efforts to work together to achieve 

material prosperity, promote intellectual development, and prevent public disorder. 

Whigs were deeply optimistic about America’s possibilities, so long as individual 

Americans developed self-control. 

Yet the Whigs did not debate these ideas in a vacuum. The presence of passionate 

partisan opposition in the form of Jacksonian Democrats echoes the lingering clash in the 

western world, from the time of Burke and Paine to the present, between conservative 

and liberal political thought. Of course it is a dicey business to parse ideologies so large 

and diverse, but in general American politics has always boasted a party of liberty and a 
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party of order. And although most Whigs cherished liberty and individualism as bedrock 

American values, they tended to see both as vague aspirations without order. Conversely, 

although most Democrats understood that an ordered society made the exercise of liberty 

possible, they were willing to sacrifice far more order than a Whig ever could to ensure 

individual freedom.  

Now did all Whigs in all places and all times believe in all the parts of this 

worldview? No. Nor did all Whigs share the same intensity of belief. There was also a 

fair amount of overlap with Democrats on many moral and social issues. However, at 

bottom Democrats were not Whigs because their respective worldviews differed. 

Throughout the antebellum era, Whigs and Democrats did not agree on what America's 

past meant, what challenges mattered most in her present, or what the future should look 

like. Where Whigs saw opportunities for prosperity, Democrats saw exploitation and 

possible ruin. While Democrats worried change was occurring too fast, Whigs wanted to 

speed things up. That is how a clerk in Louisville or a farmer in Tennessee could see 

themselves as “middle class,” while an affluent newspaper publisher in New York or a 

merchant in Boston would not. Where one aspired to build a connected, modern world he 

believed would be better than the one in which he lived, the other looked to defend the 

best of what he felt was slipping away, doubting  all the while that the future meant 

better. 

A broad study of general patterns will obviously have exceptions, yet most Whigs 

did share most of the general ideas described here. And although many Whigs probably 

could not articulate these notions with the concision striven for here, most would 
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recognize this summary as an accurate effort to explore and explain the way they saw 

their world. The Whig Promise, finally, is about the essential ways the first middle-class 

Americans understood their world, the reasons and strategies they used to change it, and 

the ordered, happy future they believed their dreams would create.   
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Chapter One – The Individual 

“True national freedom, in the American view, rests upon moral groundwork, upon the 

virtue of self-possession and self-control in individual citizens.” 

 

Philip Schaff 

 

For Whiggish Americans Andrew Jackson’s 1829 election to the presidency 

heralded the triumph of the wrong sort of people. Jackson. For friend and foe alike, the 

name hung in the air like a challenge, and he represented everything Whigs abhorred.  

Jackson’s deep passions, dark jealousies, petty hatreds, and baleful ignorance were 

obvious to all not held in thrall by his cult of personality or in debt to his political 

machine. But Old Hickory represented something far more important and ominous, at 

least for Whiggish Americans, than just the prospects of a failed Presidency. “The 

ungodly were now in the ascendancy,” his greatest modern champion observed, “and 

those who walked not in their counsels had little but Scripture for consolation.”4 Whig 

antipathy ran deeper than politics, reflecting a clash of worldviews, of rival visions for 

the future. Whigs disagreed with Jacksonians over politics, of course, but also about the 

limits and possibilities of human nature, and individuals’ proper roles in society. 

                                                             
4 Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., The Age of Jackson (New York: Little, Brown and Co., 1945, rpt. 1971), p. 3. In 
a strict sense the term “Whig” or “Whiggish” was not applied in party contexts until 1834. However, it 
remains one of the central arguments of this work that the people who later called themselves Whigs 
shared common beliefs, leanings, and fears before the formal structure was established and, indeed, 
after the party itself fell apart. John William Ward’s old book Andrew Jackson: Symbol for An Age (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1953) is probably still the best book on the various cultural and 
intellectual meanings Americans ascribed to Jackson’s election. Other solid accounts include  Schlesinger 
Jr., The Age of Jackson, Harry L. Watson, Liberty and Power: The Politics of Jacksonian America (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1990), and Andrew Burstein, The Passions of Andrew Jackson (New York: Vintage, 
2003). 
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In democratic nations such as the antebellum United States, political parties 

brought together groups of individuals with shared ideas, anxieties, and aspirations, 

ostensibly to win elections. But that is a rather thin reading of their importance because 

the ideology woven into the fabric of campaign rhetoric, polemic, and song echoed the 

beating heart of what mattered most to antebellum people. Whiggery was the political 

culture of America’s rising middle class, the partisan expression of a bourgeois 

worldview.5 Whigs described the middle-class as “plain,” “honest,” “hard-working,” 

“virtuous,” and “successful.” While Jacksonians lionized yeoman agriculture above all, 

Whigs saw room for middle-class virtue in other places and occupations.  

Then as now, political culture was built first on individuals. As one Whiggish 

polemicist noted in 1840, “Society is nothing but the reflex of human nature. You can 

have nothing in human society which is not in humanity.”6 Any deep reading of the Whig 

Promise, therefore, must begin with Whig thinking on the promise and possibilities of 

individual Americans. Whigs attitudes towards human nature, the proper understanding 

of liberty and equality, and the role of families in shaping individuals were crucial to their 

view of the world. 

 

 

 

                                                             
5 Deirdre McCloskey, Bourgeois Dignity: Why Economics Can’t Explain the Modern World (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2010), pp. 6-7. The key idea is not that Whigs met economic criteria that 
Jacksonians did not, but that Whigs thought about themselves and their world in far more middle-class 
terms, and crucially, felt little need to apologize for that point of view. 
6 Orestes Brownson, “Introductory Statement,” Boston Quarterly Review (January 1840): 18.  
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Human Nature 

 

“But men are men, the best sometimes forget,” Shakespeare observed in Othello, 

culling nearly a millennia and a half of popular wisdom and intellectual inspection on the 

darker aspects of human character. And for their part, most Whigs agreed, maintaining a 

healthy skepticism about human nature. The world Whigs sought to build was a   

response to their particular understanding of individual character. Whigs’ reading of 

Biblical Christianity taught them that human nature was at best flawed, and the depths of 

its darkness did not vary noticeably across classes, races, or genders. But they also 

believed that the possibilities for improvement, the kinds of people individual Americans 

might become, were as vast as the continent stretching out before them. Though Whigs 

and Jacksonians shared an appreciation for Christian notions of human weaknesses, 

Whigs thought more was possible from more kinds of people. Indeed, in many ways they 

demanded it.7 

                                                             
7 Obviously the concept of human nature has occupied historians, philosophers, and various other 
thinking men and women for nearly three thousand years. No list could do the subject justice, but the 
most crucial works might include, beyond religious texts or ancient accounts such as Plato’s The Republic 
or St. Augustine’s City of God, Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince (Tuscany: Antonio Blado d'Asola, 1532), 
Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (London: Andrew Crooke, 1651), John Locke, Two Treatises of Government 
(London: Awnsham Churchill, 1689), Bernard Mandeville, The Fable of the Bees or Private Vices, Publick 
Benefits (London, 1732; rpt. Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1988), David Hume, A Treatise on Human Nature 
(London: John Noon, 1739), Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (Edinburgh: Millar, Kincaid, 
and Bell, 1759), Samuel Johnson, The History of Rasselas, Prince of Abissinia (London: R. and J. Dodsley, 
W. Johnston, 1759), Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime 
and Beautiful (London: John C. Nimmo, 1757), and Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (New 
York: John C. Spencer, 1838). See also McCloskey, The Bourgeois Virtues (Chicago: 2006), pp. 320-35; 
and McCloskey, Bourgeois Dignity (Chicago: 2011), pp. 10-16. 
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Whigs believed Americans’ disturbing penchant for violence, drunkenness, and 

ignorance justified skepticism about human nature.  In 1839, for instance, Henry Clay, 

perhaps the most famous Whig of all, argued that American society was rife “with all the 

violent prejudices, embittered passions, and implacable animosities which ever degraded 

or deformed human nature.”8 Clay’s language is telling and the words he chose in 

describing human nature were common to most Whiggish Americans. Across the country 

Whigs shared a common reading of social ills that often described humanity as violent, 

embittered, degraded, and deformed. From the Illinois prairies, to the rolling river 

country of western Tennessee, to the piedmont of Kentucky, and the rocky farms of New 

England, American society and Americans themselves, Whigs believed, suffered from a 

lack of order.9 

For their part, Democrats often rejected Clay’s reading of American individual 

character. In 1837, the staunchly Jacksonian periodical the United States Democratic 

Review, “We have an abiding confidence in the virtue, intelligence, and full capacity for 

self-government of the great mass of our people, [in] our industrious, honest, manly, 

                                                             
8 Henry Clay, “On Abolition Petitions. Speech in the Senate of the United States, February 7, 1839,” in 
The Life and Speeches of Henry Clay (New York: Greeley & McElrath, 1843), p. 416. 
9 For examples see Abraham Lincoln, “The Perpetuation of Our Political Institutions: Address Before the 
Young Men’s Lyceum of Springfield, Illinois (1838),” in Abraham Lincoln: His Speeches and Writings, ed. 
Roy P. Basler (Cleveland, OH: World Publishing Co., 1946, rpt. Cambridge, MA: De Capo Press, 2001), p. 
77, Daniel Webster, “Reply to Hayne; A Speech in the United States Senate, January 26th 1830” in Pulpit 
and Rostrum: Sermons, Orations, Popular Lectures (New York: H.H. Lloyd & Co., 1861), p. 125, Horace A. 
Ackley, Introductory Address of the Progress of the Science of Medicine (Cleveland, OH: Younglove & Co., 
1849, “Public Meeting,” National Banner and Nashville Whig (Nashville, TN: August 5, 1835), p. 3, and 
M.M. Henkle, The Moral Dignity and General Claims of Agricultural Science, An Address Delivered in the 
Chapel of Transylvania University (Frankfort, KY: Hodges, Todd, & Pruett, 1843), p. 15. 
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intelligent millions of freemen.”10 For Jackson’s supporters, white men were stolid, 

dependable, virtuous, and hard-working, if only left alone. For them “common” was no 

insult, and “striving” no boast. Whig shared their optimism, at least in terms of what was 

possible, but believed that Americans, unimproved or unrestrained, were dangerous to 

themselves and to one another.   

Whigs did not have to look far to see evidence of human depravity. In the decade 

after Jackson’s election alone the news was littered with tales of American brutality. In 

1834, just outside of Charlestown, Massachusetts, for example, an angry drunken mob 

assaulted a boarding school for girls run by Catholic nuns, putting the chapel, the 

bishop’s lodge, the stables, and the nuns’ living quarters to the torch. Truly barbarous,   in 

the eyes of many stunned eyewitnesses, was the razing of the cemetery and disinterment 

of Catholic dead.11 And similar scenes occurred throughout the era with disturbing 

regularity. A year after the Ursuline convent burned another mob in Vicksburg, 

Mississippi, strung up five gamblers without benefit of trial or jury. “The wife of one of 

the sufferers, half distracted at the cruel treatment and murder of her husband,” one 

shocked account of the gamblers’ deaths held, “trembling for her own safety, in tears 

                                                             
10 “Introduction,” United States Democratic Review (October 1837): 2. 
11 “Domestic. Burning of the Charlestown Convent,” Pittsfield Sun, August 21, 1834, p. 2. See also 
“Ursuline Report of the Burning of the Convent, August 11, 1834,” The Ursuline Convent, Charlestown, 
MA Papers, Box  1, Folder 5, American Catholic Historical Research Center and University Archives. The 
best scholarly accounts of the convent burning are Ray Allen Billington, The Protestant Crusade 1800-
1860: A Study of the Origins of American Nativism (New York: Rinehart & Co., 1938), Nancy Lusignan 
Schultz, Burning Down the House: The Ursuline Convent Riot, Charlestown, Massachusetts, 1834 (Salem, 
MA: Salem State College Press, 1993) and Nancy Lusignan, Fire and Roses: The Burning of the 
Charlestown Convent, 1834 (New York: The Free Press, 2000). 
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begged permission to inter her husband’s body – it was refused!”12 In 1835, Protestants 

and Catholics brawled on the streets of Cincinnati, gouging eyes, ripping out hair, and 

stabbing one another.13 Even more gruesome, in 1836 a free black man in St. Louis, 

Frank McIntosh, was burned alive after killing a white sheriff during a brawl. Finally in 

the fall of 1839, New York Governor William H. Seward was forced to send in the state 

militia to quell violent protests in around Albany stemming from unjust lease and rent 

practices.14  

Moreover, a growing body of interdisciplinary evidence suggests that Whigs had 

at least some reason to worry about the inherent savagery of individuals because the 

physiological and bio-chemical make-up of the human mind has not markedly changed 

since the late Paleolithic era, nearly 40-75,000 years in the past. Thus, no matter how 

sophisticated the civilization or how modern the society, a savage or righteous 

imagination was always present. The implications of these insights are explored in the 

chapters that follow. But regarding individuals, studies continue to show, human beings 

are hard-wired by evolution to see their world in moral terms, and western individualism 

                                                             
12 “Five Gamblers Hung Without Trial,” New York Evangelist, August 1, 1835, p. 213. 
13 “Abuses of the Press Again!,” Catholic Telegraph, February 27, 1835, p. 109. 
14 David Grimstead’s American Mobbing, 1828-1861: Toward Civil War (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1998) is the best book on the rising violence of the antebellum era. For more on the Ursuline 
Convent burning and antebellum challenges to American Catholicism see John T. McGreevy, Catholicism 
and American Freedom (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2003). The violent possibilities beneath the 
Jacksonian culture of “go-ahead’ that drove people in Vicksburg to hang recalcitrant gamblers are 
explored and explained in Joshua Rothman’s Flush Times and Fever Dreams: A Story of Capitalism and 
Slavery in the Age of Jackson (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2012). For more on the Anti-Rent 
Movement see Henry Christman, Tin Horns and Calico: A Decisive Episode in the Emergence of 
Democracy (New York: Henry Holt, 1945), and Reeve Huston, Land and Freedom: Rural Society, Popular 
Protest, and Party Politics in Antebellum New York (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000). For grim 
details of the violent character of public life during the antebellum era see Grimstead, American 
Mobbing, 1828-1861 (1998), specifically, Chapter 7 “The Mobs of the Second Party System,” p. 199-217. 
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is also psychologically welded onto a broader human need for the group. Consequently, 

parties and partisanship reflect both the moral interpretations individuals invest in all they 

encounter and the desire to be surround by like-minded people who think and feel along 

similar lines.15   

It follows that individuals’ possible descent to barbarism haunted the Whig 

imagination, conjuring fears of an American future rife with amoral and unlettered men. 

In 1837, for example, another mob formed in Vicksburg to publicly mutilate and murder 

a fifty year old white man for offering free passes to slaves. “In the broad light of day, the 

Vicksburg Sentinel’s editor grimly noted, “this aged wretch was stripped and flogged, we 

believe within hearing of the lamentations and the shrieks of his afflicted wife and 

children.” The mob cut off his nose and ears, flayed his skin until the ribs were exposed, 

and continued beating him until their bloodlust ebbed. Before retiring to drink and song 

they left him swinging in a magnolia tree, a creaking corpse rotting in the fall breeze. “In 

the name of heaven to what is country coming?” the outraged editor implored. “When is 

the spirit of turbulence, outrage, and barbarism to have an end? Upon what principle do 

these enemies to the peace and happiness of society arrogate themselves to the right of 

                                                             
15 The anthropological and scientific evidence for this argument is both deep and ironically enough, 
evolving. Jonathan Haidt’s The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion 
(New York; Pantheon, 2012) is the single best book on the subject. Other seminal works include Charles 
Darwin, On the Origin of Species (London: John Murray, 1859), Theodosius G. Dobzhansky, Genetics and 
the Origin of Species (New York: Columbia University Press, 1937), Claude Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966) John C. Eccles, Evolution of the Brain: Creation of the Self 
(New York: Routledge, 1989), Ian Tattersall, The World From Beginning to 4000 BCE (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), Brian Fagan, Cro-Magnon: How the Ice Age Gave Birth to the First Modern 
Humans (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2010), Evolution: The First Four Billion Years, Ed. Michael Ruse et 
al (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2011), and Joshua Greene, Moral Tribes: 
Emotion, Reason, and the Gap Between Us and Them (New York: Penguin Press, 2013).  
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dispensing with the laws of the land at pleasure?”16  At bottom, the editor tapped into the 

greater Whig concern that there was no principle beneath this violence save a fevered 

thirst for one man’s blood. 

Mob violence offers a rather obvious example of Whiggish fears of barbarism. 

Indeed, most discerning Jacksonians objected to the excesses of lynch mobs too. The 

difference between these two lines of thought, however, lay in their reading of social 

disorder’s depth and breadth and its underlying causes. For Jacksonians, a bit of bedlam 

was an unfortunate but necessary to pay for healthy republican liberty. After all, New 

York Democrats stressed in 1847, “It was here upon this Continent that the sentiment was 

first promulgated, "that all men are born free and equal,’” and “the blood of those who 

uttered that God-like truth, was freely poured out on many battle fields.”17 The people 

could be rowdy, true, even occasionally violent and cruel, as the preceding examples 

demonstrate, but those instances were exceptions that must be endured to secure the 

larger freedom and independence of all. 

For Whigs, on the other hand, mob law was but an outward symptom of a more 

serious social ill. “It is easy to see how idle must be all pretense of principle,” 

Louisville’s Whig Daily Journal brooded in 1845. “When a body of politicians proclaim 

the tactics of slaughter and of rapine; give notice that whoever can kill an opponent shall 

strip his body, carry away his watch, and tear off his epaulets; and call to their ranks 

                                                             
16 “Lynching – Vicksburg Sentinel and Expositor,” New-Yorker, October 21, 1837, p. 494.  
17 “The Progress of Democracy,” Subterranean, April 24, 1847, p. 2. 
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everything that is sanguinary in point of feeling and rapacious in purpose.”18 What was 

barbarism, they wondered, but the inevitable result of a lack of civilization, and more 

importantly, cultivation? And Andrew Jackson’s America sorely needed both.19 In 1847 

Horace Bushnell compared antebellum America to Israel in the era of the Judges. “It is a 

time of decline towards barbarism,” he noted. “Public security is gone. The people have 

run wild. Forms are more sacred than duties.” Worse, the people often mistook vices for 

virtues. “The villain and the saint coalesce, without difficulty, in one and the same 

character; and superstition, which delights in absurdities, hides the imposture from him 

who suffers it.”20 

The problem was larger than violence and ran deeper than disorder.  Intemperance, 

irreligion, ignorance, stupidity and sheer laziness were spreading as fast as the country’s 

borders. “This world was never made for people to dwell on in idleness,” one Whiggish 

woman put her faith in individual hard work, “and yet more than three-fourths of the 

human family fail in contributing to the support and welfare of the race.”21 Whiggery was 

                                                             
18 “Jacobins,” Louisville Daily Journal, June 28, 1845, p. 2. 
19 “Abolition and Sectarian Mobs,” United States Review (August 1854): 97, and “The Parricides of the 
Republic,” United States Review (June 1851): 500, provides a fair look at Democratic thinking on this 
point. For more on Whig fears of barbarism and a glimpse of their view of its underlying causes see “A 
Public Execution,” Spirit of the Age and Journal of Humanity, October 17, 1833, p. 3, “July 12, 1834,” 
Albany Evening Journal, July 15, 1834, p. 2, “Attempt at Assassination,” Louisville Journal, July 8, 1835, p. 
1, “Intelligence and Miscellany,” Law Reporter (June 1844): 106-09, “Duelling in America,” Littell’s Living 
Age, December 4, 1847, p. 467-70, “Boyhood and Barbarism,” American Whig Review (October 1851): 
278, and “Modern Civilization,” Universalist Quarterly and General Review (January 1858): 5-15. 
20 Horace Bushnell, “Barbarism the First Danger,” American National Preacher (September 1847): 197. 
On Bushnell’s Whiggish views see Robert Bruce Mullin’s The Puritan as Yankee: A Life of Horace Bushnell 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Edermans Publishing Co, 2002), pp. 208-15.  
21 B.M. Genung, “Lazy People,” Ladies’ Repository, October 1, 1857, p. 603. See also “Fanny Gossip and 
Susan Lazy,” Robert Merry’s Museum (February-July 1841): 145, “Laziness,” Maine Farmer and 
Mechanic’s Advocate, September 17, 1842, p. 1, and “Morality: Lazy Boy,” Youth’s Companion, February 
3, 1853, p. 163, and “Drones,” New World, October 24, 1840, p. 334. 
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built on the middle-class premise that men and women must continually seek 

improvement and avoid indolence at all costs. “Upon this subject, the habits of our whole 

species fall into three great classes,” Illinois Whig, Abraham Lincoln argued in 1847, 

“useful labour, useless labour and idleness. Of these the first only is meritorious; and to it 

all the products of labour rightfully belong; but the two latter, while they exist, are heavy 

pensioners upon the first, robbing it of a large portion of it's just rights. The only remedy 

for this is to, as far as possible, drive useless labour and idleness out of existence."22  

But how? How could Americans correct inherent tendencies towards violence and 

sloth, while improving their character to secure a better future? Whigs believed the 

process began with a realistic understanding of human nature. Whig understanding of 

human nature flowed first from Holy Scripture and the idea of original sin. But what does 

that mean? “Original sin is a condition,” one useful reference explains, “not something 

that people do: It is the normal spiritual and psychological condition of human beings.”23 

Adam and Eve chose to disobey God in the Garden of Eden and their transgression 

forever stained their descendants. During the decades before the Civil War, this concept 

was powerful and grew out of deep intellectual, social, and religious roots. 

                                                             
22 Abraham Lincoln, “Fragments of a Tariff Discussion,” December 1, 1847, The Collected Works of 
Abraham Lincoln edited by Roy P. Basler, Volume I (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1953), 
p. 412. Lincoln’s bourgeois thinking on labor and what constitutes “work,” properly understood, reflects 
broader trends among the rising middle-class across the Western world of nineteenth-century Europe 
and the United States. For example, see Michael J. Novak, Business as a Calling: Work and the Examined 
Life (New York: The Free Press, 1996), pp. 125-31, Peter Gay,   Schnitzler's Century: The Making of 
Middle-Class Culture 1815-1914 (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2002), pp. 191-200, and McCloskey, The 
Bourgeois Virtues (Chicago: 2006), pp. 136-38.  
23 See “What is Original Sin?” Religions BBC 
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/christianity/beliefs/originalsin_1.shtml, Accessed April 15, 
2013). See also McCloskey, The Bourgeois Virtues (Chicago: 2006), pp. 443-46, Haidt, The Righteous 
Mind (New York; 2012), pp. 35-36, and Greene, Moral Tribes (New York: 2013), pp.55-56. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/christianity/beliefs/originalsin_1.shtml
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The famous New England Primer, for example, was widely available to white 

children across the antebellum United States and pointedly conveyed moral lessons such 

as original sin to readers. “In Adam’s fall/We sinned all,” solemnly went one lesson, or 

“Thy life to mend/God’s Book attend” taught another, with a picture of the offending first 

parents or the Bible provided to drive home the points.  

  
24 

“The Bible told us that human nature was depraved,” the American Whig Review 

reminded readers in 1845, “that the thoughts and imaginations of men were evil 

continually, that they loved darkness more than light, and that the heart was deceitful 

above all things and desperately wicked.”25 If left to their own devices, Whigs believed, 

men and women would sink back to depravity, even barbarism. And the violence, 

ignorance, and stupidity reported in newspapers across the country on an almost daily 

basis seemed to corroborate their fears. “If you leave a thing alone you leave it to a 

torrent of change,” Whigs might echo one dour modern apologetic, “If you leave a white 

                                                             
24 New England Primer or, An Easy and Pleasant Guide to the Art of Reading (Boston: Massachusetts 
Sabbath School Society, 1843), p. 11, electronic version in “Sacred Text Archive” (http://www.sacred-
texts.com/chr/nep/index.htm, Accessed February 20, 2013). Book culture and reading were vital to 
growing democratization of American politics and culture. The best recent scholarship includes An 
Extensive Republic: Print, Culture, and Society in the New Nation, 1790-1840, Eds. Robert A. Gross and 
Mary Kelly, Vol. 2 of A History of the Book in America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2011), and Konstantin Dierks, In My Power: Letter Writing and Communications in Early America 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011). 
25 “Human Rights According to Modern Philosophy,” American Whig Review (October 1845): 332. 

http://www.sacred-texts.com/chr/nep/index.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/chr/nep/index.htm
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post alone it will soon be a black post. If you particularly want it to be white you must be 

always painting it again.”26 It was the proper method of keeping white posts white, and 

vice-ridden men virtuous, that made all the difference. 

Along with the Bible, Whigs turned to the founding generation for wisdom and 

guidance on human nature. “But what is government itself,” James Madison famously 

explained, “but the greatest of all reflections on human nature? If men were angels, no 

government would be necessary.”27 Men had not been angels in 1788, most Whigs 

agreed, and the frequency of mob violence, public intemperance, blanket stupidity, and 

cold murder suggested their character had not noticeably improved in the subsequent 

half-century. Beyond doubt and certainly beyond Madison, George Washington loomed 

largest in the imagined landscape of antebellum American political thought, and during 

the fifty years before the Civil War his words resonated in an often deeply felt way. “A 

small knowledge of human nature will convince us that, with far the greatest part of 

                                                             
26 G.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (New York: John Lane Company, 1909), p. 212. For regional evidence of 
Whigs urging constant moral upkeep and improvement see, “Habits of Exercise,” Raleigh Register, June 
24, 1834, p. 1. “Public Baths,” National Banner and Nashville Whig, July 3, 1835, p. 3, “Mechanics,” 
Vicksburg Register, May 16, 1838, p. 3, and “A Word With Our Friends,” New York Tribune, May 3, 1841, 
p. 2. A few national examples include “Public Education,” Godey’s Lady’s Book and Ladies’ American 
Magazine (February 1840): 51, “The True Aim of Life,” Ladies' Repository (April 1854): 175, and Daniel 
Webster, “Whig Principles and Purposes,” The Works of Daniel Webster Vol. II, 12th Edition (Boston: 
Little, Brown, and Co., 1860), p. 37-50. 
27 James Madison, “The Federalist No. 51: The Structure of the Government Must Furnish the Proper 
Checks and Balances Between the Different Departments,” Independent Journal, Wednesday, February 
6, 1788 (Constitution.org: http://www.constitution.org/fed/federa51.htm, Accessed March 2, 2013). 
Similar founding examples include Alexander Hamilton, The Federalist No. 78: The Judiciary Department, 
Independent Journal Saturday, June 14, 1788 (Constitution.org: 
http://www.constitution.org/fed/federa78.htm, Accessed March 2, 2013), and James Wilson, “Speech 
of James Wilson, October 6, 1787,” in The Anti-Federalist Papers, Ed. Ralph Ketchum (New York: 
Penguin, 1986, rpt.  Signet, 2003), p. 183-88. Madison, Wilson, and Hamilton, among many other 
founders are quoted extensively in the partisan press. For example see "Is the Law of God Eternal?" 
Methodist Magazine and Quarterly Review (Jan 01, 1833), p. 477, “The President's Message: The War," 
American Whig Review (January 1847), p. 1, and “Slavery," National Era, July 10, 1851, p. 110. 

http://www.constitution.org/fed/federa51.htm
http://www.constitution.org/fed/federa78.htm
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mankind, interest is the governing principle,” Washington pointed out in 1778, “[and] 

few men are capable of making a continual sacrifice of all views of private interest, or 

advantage, to the common good.”28 From Washington to Clay, unrestrained ambition and 

narrow interest, or seeking one’s own prosperity without sufficient regard for broader 

social responsibility, were among the greatest weaknesses of human character. But Whigs 

argued that if those ambitions and interests were harnessed towards the common good, 

greatness was possible. 

Association and collaborative effort to achieve the common good was the best 

antidote to selfishness, and Whigs believed those positive proclivities were most 

prominent in women. In light of the “groveling passions of mankind,” Boston Whigs 

argued in 1841, “The best and purest feelings of our human nature are excited by 

woman.”29 If human nature carried a lodestone of sin, it was lighter and less pronounced 

in women. In this view, women’s virtues hinted at the possibilities for the general 

improvement of humanity. A society that could produce talented educators, authors, and 

                                                             
28 George Washington to the Committee of Congress with the Army [Head Quarters, January 29, 1778.] 
in The Writings of George Washington From the Original Manuscript Sources: Volume 10, Electronic Text 
Center, University of Virginia Library (http://etext.virginia.edu/etcbin/toccer-
new2?id=WasFi10.xml&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/english/modeng/parsed&tag=public&par
t=334&division=div1#n0404-529, Accessed April 15, 2013). For more on Washington and emerging 
American nationalism see Paul C. Nagel, This Sacred Trust: American Nationality, 1798-1898 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1971); Clinton Rossiter, The American Quest, 1790-1860: An Emerging Nation in 
Search of Identity, Unity, and Modernity (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1971); Henry Steele 
Commager, Jefferson, Nationalism, and the Enlightenment (New York: George Braziller, 1975); and David 
Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes: The Making of American Nationalism, 1776-1820 (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997), esp. 117-26, and Reginald C. McGrane, “George 
Washington: An Anglo-American Hero,” Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 63 (Jan. 1955), 3-14.  
29 “Woman,” Musical Visitor, April 30, 1841, p. 48. “Thoughts on Women,” Ladies’ Garland, May 22, 
1837, p. 45. See also “Men and Gentlemen, Women and Ladies,” Michigan Farmer & Western 
Agriculturist, October 16, 1843, p. 136, “The Women, God Bless Them,” New York Illustrated Magazine 
of Literature & Art (January 1846), p. 393, and “Woman’s True Greatness,” American Penny Magazine & 
Family Magazine, August 15, 1846, p. 448. 

http://etext.virginia.edu/etcbin/toccer-new2?id=WasFi10.xml&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/english/modeng/parsed&tag=public&part=334&division=div1#n0404-529
http://etext.virginia.edu/etcbin/toccer-new2?id=WasFi10.xml&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/english/modeng/parsed&tag=public&part=334&division=div1#n0404-529
http://etext.virginia.edu/etcbin/toccer-new2?id=WasFi10.xml&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/english/modeng/parsed&tag=public&part=334&division=div1#n0404-529
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publishers such as Elizabeth Ann Seton, Frances Sargent Osgood, or Sarah Josepha Hale 

offered great hope for the future. “The prevailing manners of an age depend, more than 

we are aware of, or are willing to allow, on the conduct of the women,” one Whig 

periodical noted in 1840, “[and] those who would allow the influence which female 

graces have in contributing to polish the manners of men, would do well to reflect how 

great an influence female morals must also have on their conduct.”30  Of course, women 

struggled with original sin as well. Uncultivated by education or not properly restrained 

by religion, female nature could be every bit as savage as that of men. Yet most Whigs 

believed that women offered the best glimpse of the moral heights to which humanity 

might aspire, and this faith helped carve out a niche for women in Whig political culture 

that Jacksonians rarely rivaled. 

In addition to room for women within their political culture, the Whig Promise 

maintained some hope for blacks as well. Certainly, the vast majority of white Americans 

believed blacks were inferior to whites, and Whigs by and large agreed. Yet Whigs held 

out the possibility for black moral and intellectual advancement. More crucially, black 

men were men, properly understood, and not merely sentient brute animals, fit only for 

                                                             
30 “Woman,” Godey’s Lady’s Book and Ladies American Magazine (February 1840): 76.  Catherine E. 
Beecher’s, A Treatise on Domestic Economy (Boston: T. H. Webb, 1842), is among the more famous 
contemporary defenses of middle-class domesticity. See also Peter Gay, The Tender Passion: The 
Bourgeois Experience from Victoria to Freud, Vol. II (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), pp. 46-58, 
and McCloskey, The Bourgeois Virtues (Chicago:2006), pp. 132-38. The best scholarship on antebellum 
feminine virtue and domesticity include Nancy F. Cott, The Bonds of Womanhood: "Woman's Sphere" in 
New England, 1780-1835 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977),  Christine Stansell, City of Women: 
Sex and Class in New York, 1789-1860 (Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1987), Gillian Brown, 
Domestic Individualism: Imagining Self in Nineteenth-Century America (Berkley, CA: University of 
California Press, 1992), and Ann Douglass, The Feminization of American Culture (New York: Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 1998).  
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manual labor. “Is the black man morally accountable to God, or is he not,” one Whig 

wondered. “Has he a right to murder? Has he even a right to steal?” In this view it was 

hypocrisy or delusion for any state or so-called statesmen to argue on the one hand that 

blacks were little more than talking cattle, and then on the other punish them for crimes. 

“If he has neither the right to murder nor to steal, it is on account of his intelligence and 

moral responsibility which teach him its sinfulness” If complete political and social 

equality seemed a radical impossibility for all but the most ardent of Whig reformers, the 

moral ground before the cross of Christ was surprisingly level. Webster spoke for many 

Whigs when he said “I regard slavery in itself as a great moral, social, and political 

evil.”31 Although Daniel Webster was no ultra-abolitionist, both abolitionism and 

emerging early feminism drew their intellectual sustenance from Whiggish soil. And 

while it is certainly possible to demonstrate that any number of Whigs, especially in the 

South and Middle West, were pro-slavery, or at least anti-black, it is almost ludicrous to 

try to imagine room in the party of Jackson, Polk, or Buchanan for abolitionists such as 

Frederick Douglass, William Lloyd Garrison, and Arthur Tappan or early feminists such 

as Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, or Lucretia Mott, Whiggish bourgeoisie 

all. 

Although Whigs championed equality before God and the law, and held out hope 

for improvement across races, classes, and genders, they did not believe that all men and 

women were born equally intelligent, hard-working, responsible, or deserving of   

                                                             
31 Daniel Webster, “Reception at Buffalo, New York (May 22, 1851),” The Works of Daniel Webster, Vol. 
II, 12th Edition (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1860), p. 522.  
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acclaim. According to the American Whig Review fortune “picked men (who were) 

educated, intelligent, moral, modest and brave.”32 Whigs smarted under criticism from 

Jacksonians that their policies and principles were geared towards protecting the 

affluence of the few at the expense of the many. As they saw things, material disparity 

was the expected result of unequal ability, merit, and effort. “And when the victory [of 

want over wealth], how is the state to be governed? Is every man to do what is right in his 

own eye?,” one Whig editor dismissed social leveling thinking in 1841. “This, indeed, 

would be a paradise, yet is it not a ‘paradise of fools?’ Let the horrors of revolutionary 

France answer this question.”33 Whigs sought to turn the debate to one of improvement 

for each individual relative to his ability and effort because they believed that levelers 

were short-sighted dupes. 

Whigs’ reading of human nature began with skepticism and original sin, but their 

hopes in the possibilities for individual improvement were vast. In America, relished 

Whiggish Baltimoreans Whigs in 1832 “private enterprise and personal industry are 

                                                             
32 “The Whig Party, Its Positions, and its Duties,” American Whig Review (December 1845): 552. 
33 “The Rich Against the Poor. The Laboring Classes,” Methodist Quarterly Review (January 1841): 116. A 
few other examples include "Equality of Happiness," New–Yorker, November 14, 1840, p. 136, “Robert 
Owen--Universal Reform,” Liberator, October 18, 1844, p.168, “Whig Principle and its Development,” 
American Whig Review (February 1852): 124, and William Henry Seward, “Annual Message to the 
Legislature, January 7, 1840,” in The Works of William Henry Seward, Volume II, Ed. George E. Baker 
(Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Co., 1888), p. 252. The bourgeoisie, American Whigs included, have long 
championed effort, striving, and discipline in their understanding of material disparities among a given 
set of people. For a deeper look at this point of view, a few examples include Walter Houghton, The 
Victorian Frame of Mind, 1830-1870 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957), pp. 191-95, Kohl, The 
Politics of Individualism (New York: 1989), pp.188-90, Peter Gay, Schnitzler's Century: The Making of 
Middle-Class Culture, 1815-1914 (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2002), pp. 191-97, and McCloskey, 
Bourgeois Dignity (Chicago: 2010), pp. 143-45. 
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encouraged.”34 The antebellum United States was a young nation with a young 

population and any faithful reading of its history makes it difficult to overstate most 

Americans’ sheer optimism and ambition. Human nature might be flawed and crass when 

unimproved, but Whigs saw in the newness of America a grand historical opportunity. 

“Gentlemen, we are at the point of a century from the birth of Washington,” famed 

Massachusetts’ orator and politician Daniel Webster boldly declared in an 1832 speech 

celebrating the first president’s birthday, “and what a century it has been! During its 

course, the human mind has seemed to proceed with a sort of geometric velocity, 

accomplishing, for human intelligence and human freedom, more than had been done in 

fives or tens of centuries preceding.”35 The petty superstitions, incessant wars, and 

oppressive class distinctions that continued to mar Europe had not yet taken root in 

America, many Whig polemicists rather generously observed. Thus the promise existed 

for previously unfathomable achievements, beginning first with moral character. “This 

generation would be forward indeed to ask for other signs than it enjoys,” William 

Seward assured New Yorkers in 1839, “that our race is ordained to reach, on this 

continent, a higher standard of social perfection than it has ever yet attained; and that 

hence will proceed the spirit which shall renovate the world.”36 

                                                             
34 “Politics of the Day,” Niles’ Weekly Register (Baltimore: August 4, 1832), p. 408. 
35 Daniel Webster, “The Character of Washington (February 22, 1832),” The Works of Daniel Webster, 
Volume I, Twelfth Edition (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1860), p. 221. 
36 William Henry Seward, “Annual Message to the Legislature, January 1, 1839,” The Works of William 
Henry Seward, Volume II, Ed. George E. Baker (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Co., 1888), p. 197. The 
best scholarship on the promise and possibility of America, as an idea, is probably still Henry Nash Smith,  
Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth (Cambridge: University of Harvard Press, 1950), 
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In fact, Whig support for the vast network of benevolent reform, including most 

notably the American Temperance Society, the American Anti-Slavery Society, the 

American Bible Society, and broader common school movement flowed from their 

bedrock faith in the improvability of individual men and women, and through them 

American society itself. Whigs often waxed rhapsodic on this point. “That the world is 

bad enough we well know,” one New England Whig conceded in 1836, “and yet 

wholesale and uncompromising censures of mankind we cannot relish or approve. There 

are redeeming qualities in the worst of men, and we do not well to condemn without 

limit.”37 It is both telling and ironic that Whig fears of humanity’s present condition 

invigorated their faith in its future potential. And most Whigs felt their ideas offered the 

most pragmatic opportunity to secure social and individual improvement. Although their 

political creed was certainly based on a distrust of executive power, with all the dangers 

of it portended, Whigs held out greater hope for legislative action, voluntary association, 

and individual activity. “The Whig cause is practical in all its tendencies and aspirations,” 

Thurlow Weed’s Albany Evening Journal explained in 1840, “it has no sympathy with 

doctrines that recognize the equality of human rights, but stumble at propositions 
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calculated to produce equality in social condition.”38 But the crucial difference between 

Whig and Jacksonian reform thinking was the recognition of unequal talents and the 

earnest desire to see Americans rise by striving and education and not by pulling down 

the fortunes of the successful.   

Whigs believed that human nature was fundamentally flawed and no two men or 

women were ever born perfectly equal in intelligence, industry, or piety, but they also 

nurtured an abounding optimism that men and women could rise with diligent effort. As 

they understood human character, then, Whigs held that individuals should daily work for 

personal improvement. While Democrats lionized a rugged individualism where 

Americans rose or fell on the strength of their own will and virtue, Whigs qualified their 

understanding of free will by pointing to social, economic, and political context. 

  Whigs valued order in their personal lives because they saw two general paths 

before them. America offered the world’s best chance to reform men and women’s minds 

and morals as individuals rose in material affluence, intellectual sophistication, and 

ethical refinement. But barbarism was the likely result for all who shunned benevolent 

progress. Whigs stressed hard work and social engagement, first in their families and then 

as productive members of society. They demanded a great deal of people. Individuals 

must discipline their passions and control their base desires. For Whigs, self-restraint and 

enlightened virtue were the surest badges of the truly moral man. Indeed, they believed 

that each man or woman held a sacred obligation both to their forebears and their 

posterity to develop character through disciplined instruction in the family, school, and 
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church. For Whigs, any talk of rights must be balanced with a deep appreciation for 

responsibilities. The Whig Promise called upon engaged, improving citizens, staving off 

apathy and ignorance to pursue the common good.  

 

 

Liberty & Equality 

 

Whigs’ worldview first reflected their belief in individuals’ frail, but improvable 

character. However, a deeper reading of their understanding of liberty is important 

because antebellum Americans debated the proper definition, application, and scope of 

liberty. Nearly everyone conceded that white Americans enjoyed liberty as their 

birthright from the Revolutionary generation, but what was liberty rightly understood? 

Near the end of his public career, for example, Illinois Whig, Abraham Lincoln pointed 

out that “the world has never had a good definition of the word liberty, and the American 

people, just now, are much in want of one.”39 Noah Webster’s famous dictionary offered 

no less than ten different definitions in 1830, demonstrating the term’s importance, and 

also slipperiness, for the American public. 

For most literate Americans, then, liberty was first understood as “Freedom from 

restraint, in a general sense, and applicable to the body, or to the will or mind.” Yet, 

Webster further qualified and clarified the word’s meaning. First, he distinguished 
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between natural and civil liberty. Natural liberty was nigh impossible in civil society, in 

Webster’s view, because “it is a state of exemption from the control of others, and from 

positive laws and the institutions of social life.” On the face of it, “exemption from the 

control of others” sounds like a crude short-hand summarizing antebellum Americans’ 

emerging individualism. But Noah Webster was the elder cousin of rising Whig Daniel 

Webster and for both men such a simple understanding of liberty was not only wrong, but 

dangerous.  

Thus, the Websters spoke for most Whiggish Americans in their argument that 

individuals must put their civic faith in institutions and reverence for the law. “Civil 

liberty,” they argued along with Webster’s dictionary, “is the liberty of men in a state of 

society, or natural liberty, so far only abridged and restrained, as is necessary and 

expedient for the safety and interest of the society, state or nation.”40 A refined notion of 

civil liberty was important to Whigs’ understanding of the individual because Whigs 

believed that without restraint liberty invariably became license. And a society weakened 

by a lack of restraint teetered toward barbarism, which was precisely what middle-class 

Whigs feared most for the antebellum United States.41 

But how could misunderstood and misused liberty threaten American society? 

Whigs looked first to individual character and the ballot box. Universal white male 

suffrage was by and large an accomplished fact by the time Andrew Jackson left the 
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White House in 1837, but its consequences mattered more to Whigs than its achievement. 

“We must live by universal suffrage, or perish,” New York Whigs allowed. “If we can 

imbue with knowledge and virtue the mass, we shall live; but if irreligion and profligacy 

predominate, sure as the march of time, we fail.”42 Republican government relied heavily 

on the virtue of its citizens to select wise rulers who would chart a safe, prosperous 

course for the ship of state because success of an ever more democratic society depended 

on the electorate’s character. Given the supposed soundness of Whiggish policies and 

principles, Jacksonians electoral successes baffled Whigs. If the people voted for 

Democrats, Virginia Whigs believed “the will be shewing themselves to be wanting in 

virtue, at the same time, that they are unfit to be free.”43  Losses at the pools seemed to 

demonstrate the American people’s susceptibility to galling demagoguery and base 

flattery. Did superior policies and principles deny Henry Clay the Presidency, Whigs 

asked, pondering his narrow, crushing loss in 1844? “No, it was the vile work of 

a faction,” the American Whig Review explained, “which knew no motive and sought no 

end beyond its own triumph.”44 The term faction was a calculated charge meant to 
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conjure in the public mind images of cabals, courtiers, hucksters, and hacks. Factions 

played to fears, not hopes, and eroded common ground. 

Demagogues misused liberty to pervert American political life through the wanton 

corruption of individual voters with lies, bribes, and high talk. “We are in the midst of a 

crisis,” the Tennessee Whig observed in 1839, “when the great principles of civil and 

religious liberty, are all at stake and when unprincipled demagogues and pilfering 

subordinates, of a corrupt and base-begotten administration – a band of depraved and 

profligate scoundrels, backed by the Devil himself, the first great enemy of ‘all 

righteousness,’ all seeking the destruction of our republic.”45 Indeed, Whigs felt that 

discerning men and women understood, or ought to understand, that Old Scratch and the 

political back-biters who aped his methods goaded the dissolute, intemperate, and 

ignorant to ruin with seductive appeals to passion and pride. 

It is not shocking, then, that Whigs also grew wary at any mention of rights 

without duties because that sort of rhetoric simply masked the pursuit of individual 

interest. “Christianity proclaims liberty,” one Whiggish polemicist acknowledged, “but it 

is not a lawless liberty. It must not be a selfish liberty. It has relations to others, and must 

regard them. It has opportunities of usefulness, and must improve them. It needs 
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restraints, and must not scorn them.”46 Middle-class Whigs believed that individuals 

needed liberty to enjoy true freedom, and they stressed responsibility and order far more 

than their erstwhile Jacksonian brethren.  Indeed, most echoed Edmund Burke’s famous 

1790 Reflections on the Revolution in France, when he explained that “I flatter myself 

that I love a manly, moral, regulated liberty as well as any gentleman of that society.” Yet 

for Burke and America’s Whigs after him, it was a love of liberty, couched in the often 

messy context of real life. “Am I to congratulate a highwayman and murderer who has 

broke prison upon the recovery of his natural rights?”47 Burke offered Whigs consolation 

in another aspect as well.  “While the Reformer is certain to be applauded if successful, 

because his object is definite and clear to everyone,” the American Whig Review 

reminded Whigs in 1852, smarting after Winfield Scott got crushed by Franklin Pierce, 

“the Conservative, whose influence is felt rather than seen, must content himself with but 

a small measure of that public approbation which he feels to be his due.”48  Whigs must 

stay the course, and look to the future for vindication.  

Daniel Webster challenged Americans to be worthy of liberty. “To be free, the 

people must be intelligently free,” Webster explained during a public dinner in 1833. “To 
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be substantially independent they must be able to secure themselves against want, by 

sobriety and industry; to be safe depositories of political power, the must be able to 

comprehend and understand the general interests of the community, and must themselves 

have a stake in the welfare of that community.”49 Thus, Whigs believed that true liberty 

meant cultivation, restraint, cooperation, and order. “From the beginning of time, three 

things have been sacred among man,” The American Whig Review pointed out in 1845, 

“their Liberty, their Religion, and their Honor. For the first, they appointed laws; for the 

second, creeds; and for the third, manners.”50 Manners mattered. Yet, almost every 

newspaper, periodical, and broadside carried worsening tales of public disorder and 

individuals’ growing failure to control themselves. 

For their part, Jacksonians often defined individual liberty on a sliding scale of 

chains and fetters. The more coercion and control an individual endured, the less free he 

became. Democrats often worried that Whig proposals such as expanded banks and credit 

were ominous attempts to rob the people of their independence and liberty. “The people 

of this great state fondly imagine that they govern themselves; but they do not!,” William 

Leggett seethed in 1834. “They are led about by the unseen but strong bands of chartered 

companies.” As Leggett and other Jacksonians   saw things, banking directors, 

stockholders, and their agents, aided and abetted by scheming Whigs, played a shell game 
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with public policy to bribe and control the people with their own money. “These evil 

influences are scattered throughout our community, in every quarter of the state,” he 

explained. “They give tone to our meetings; they name our candidates for our legislature; 

they secure their election; they control them when elected.”51 Yet their concerns were 

larger than banks and credit, and deeper than electoral corruption. 

To the narrowed gaze of observant Democrats, Whigs’ understanding of liberty 

was not simply wrong but the stalking horse for a new American plutocracy.52 Because 

Jacksonians thought of liberty in stark, personal terms, they were unmoved by Whig 

appeals for restraint and virtue. Democrats embraced a more personal understanding of 

liberty, while Whigs tended to see it in more communal terms. Of course, it is inaccurate 

to suggest that Democrats did not value order, they did, but they largely rejected 

Whiggish definitions as calculated sophistry, a web of rhetorical deceit meant to control 

them. And in a sense, they were right. The modern world Whigs sought for themselves 

and their posterity required virtue, thrift, and personal restraint. Individuals must control 

themselves, Whigs argued, or society must do it for them.53 
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For antebellum Americans, the line between prosperity and ruin was not at all 

clear. And one of the starkest contrasts between Whigs and Jacksonians was on which 

side each believed they were destined to fall. Though nearly everyone experienced doubt 

regarding their prospects, Democrats tended to feel that anxiety far more 

keenly.54 Consequently, Jacksonian thinking on liberty often reflected worries about 

individual failure and oppression. The language they used spoke of masters, slaves, 

freedom, and servility, and in nearly every instance they feared they would end up as 

losers. “Money is powerful,” Mississippi Democrat, John W. Gildart, warned in 1836, 

“and exerts a secret and invisible influence over the actions of man. Indeed, we may look 

upon it as the ruler, the master, [and] the disposer of his temporal duties.”55 But it was not 

simply money or the institutional protection of wealth that threatened liberty, in 

Democratic eyes, but the bourgeois reforming impulse within the Whig Promise itself. In 

1836, for instance, William Leggett explained Jacksonian misgivings towards reform, 

cautioning that “we might say, indeed, of religious reformers too, that they have 

threatened, rather than persuaded; that they have sought to drive men, rather than allure.” 
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Reformers might couch their aims in lofty words but at bottom they sought to unjustly 

restrain a free people. “It is not enfranchising the few, but enslaving the many.”56 For 

most Jacksonian Democrats, as a result, American liberty at its most essential was 

freedom from outside control, coercion, and servility. 

Whigs championed white male equality before God and the law, but they doubted 

that all men and women were equally intelligent, hard-working, responsible, 

or deserving of status or acclaim. Democrats practiced bad politics, in one sense, because 

they often elevated men “to offices of trust and emolument without any merit or pretense 

to merit.”57 Material disparity was the expected result of unequal ability, merit, 

and effort. Whigs smarted under criticism from Jacksonians that their policies and 

principles were geared towards protecting the affluence of the few at the expense of the 

many. Whigs believed that history showed mankind had never been equal and thought it 

foolish to deny this fact. Like many Whigs, John Pendleton Kennedy argued that 

individual success was “dependent upon the merit and good character of the person.”58  

In turn, each individual – given their varying degree of talent and ability – could rise on 

the strength of their own exertion and persistence to achieve success.59 
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Defining equality became a sticking point as Whigs and Democrats often talked 

past one another. No one disputed that white men enjoyed an equality of natural rights, or 

an equal standing before God, and the courts, but partisan rhetoric grew heated when the 

question turned to material disparity. "Nothing but the most wild imagination,” Boston 

Whigs charged in 1839, “has ever tempted men to believe that a state of society could be 

made to exist, in which all men should possess an equal amount of property."60 Perfect 

equality was impossible, all seemed to agree, yet Whigs were more comfortable with 

inequality than Democrats in part because of their understandings of individualism itself. 

If, as Democrats believed, the American people were basically good, if only left alone, 

then lingering inequity signified structural flaws in social and material institutions. "If the 

inequalities of artificial condition bore any relation to those of nature; if they were 

determined by the comparative degrees of men's wisdom and strength,” William Leggett 

argued in 1836, “or of their providence and frugality there would be no cause to 

complain. But the direct contrary is, to a very great extent, the truth."61 Whigs doubted a 

state of nature was any more equal than human society, and in the main found Leggett’s 
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argument superfluous. All men might indeed be equal in a state of nature, yet that 

equality was born of barbarism and its enjoyments were short-lived.62 

Thus, Whigs grew impatient with what they viewed as baseless Jacksonian fears, 

and found their opponents’ understanding of liberty incoherent. Just as Whigs believed 

that human nature was flawed, but improvable, so too they understood liberty as not so 

much freedom from coercion but freedom for association and uplift. Henry Clay’s 

biographer and Whig pamphleteer, Calvin Colton argued that embracing self-sacrifice 

and cooperation as prerequisites for liberty “is a feeling, which dignifies man, ennobles 

his nature, and allies him to a higher order of beings.”63 Democratic rhetoric pleading 

freedom from compulsion, therefore, seemed to Whigs like a bad-faith appeal for a 

dangerous freedom from restraint. “But when we look more carefully into the phenomena 

of the civilized world around us,” Virginia Whigs observed in 1851, “do we find that any 

obligation is habitually regarded as sacred in private practice; or is any duty habitually 

enforced by the strong coercion of public sentiment, or the stronger influence of the 

conscientious observance of the right? There is none. The ideas of obligation and duty 

have given place to considerations of gain and expediency.”64 For Whigs, habits, 
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obligations, and duties were more than mere words. Consequently, they worried that 

Jacksonians’ faith in so-called rugged, go-it-alone individuals, absent the social and 

cultural ties of American institutions (i.e. schools, voluntary associations, churches, civic 

clubs, etc.) was a foolish wager destined to fail. It is ironic that Whigs and Democrats 

agreed, more or less, on human depravity but differed so dramatically on its implications 

for American society moving forward.  

Jacksonians struggled mightily to trust those beyond their immediate, everyday 

interactions, and when they cast their eyes towards the future they shuddered at an 

impersonal, urban world where independence and liberty were a fairy tale told by an 

older generation to remind the young of America’s paradise lost. Not surprisingly, Whigs 

saw things much differently. Americans' liberties tempered by Protestant religion and 

restraint were and would remain the envy of the world.  

Temperance reform efforts illustrated this point well. What threatened men’s 

capacity for ordered liberty and self-government more than the corrupting influence of 

alcohol? Reformers argued that whiskey, rum, and strong foreign beer promoted 

barbarism and licentiousness. Horace Mann even went as far as suggesting “Society is 

infinitely too tolerant of the roué, — the wretch whose life-long pleasure it has been to 

debase himself and to debauch others.”65 Most Whigs agreed that once otherwise free 

individuals took that first tantalizing sip, reformers argued, they set themselves on an 
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inevitable road to ruin. The Kellogg Brothers, a printing family from Connecticut, 

illustrated this argument well with their 1846 lithograph, The Drunkard’s Progress (see 

below). 

 
66 

Along with similar engravings from other artists such as John W. Barber, this 

work presented the iron cycle of failure and disappointment that began with the ill-fated 

“Glass with a friend,” which led to “a glass to keep the cold out.” From those innocuous 

drams grew a taste for drink, and worse a taste for vice. Wavering in unsteady gait before 

                                                             
66 E.B. & E.C. Kellogg, The Drunkard’s Progress [lithograph, hand-colored ; 44.9 x 34.3 cm (sheet)] (New 
York: Kellogg & Thayer, 1846) in Library of Congress: Prints & Photographs Online Catalog 
(http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2002706811/, Accessed August 16, 2013). See also J.W. Barber, The 
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the fires of hell, “the Confirmed Drunkard [suffers] “Poverty and Disease, [as well as] 

desperation and crime.” enduring, “Loss of character, Loss of Natural Affection, Family 

Suffering, Brutality, Misery, [and] Disease.” The end result?  “Death by suicide.”67 

The idea that something could be done about drunkenness on a broad scale was 

rather new. In 1826, for instance, when Lyman Beecher and Justin Edwards founded the 

American Temperance Society, most Americans believed that alcoholism was  simply an 

unfortunate byproduct of social life, and at best, hoped to mitigate its effects on their 

families. Indeed, one of the starkest ways the new wave of middle-class reformers 

differed from their forebears was their rejection of the notion that drunkenness was 

incurable and drunkards themselves incorrigible. “Turn now, to the temperance 

revolution,” Abraham Lincoln warmly asked a group of reformers on Washington’s 

Birthday in 1842. “In it we shall find a stronger bondage broken; a viler slavery 

manumitted; a greater tyrant deposed. In it, more of want supplied, more disease healed, 

more sorrow assuaged. By it no orphans starving, no widows weeping.” Pragmatic and 

discerning almost to a fault, Lincoln’s prairie-born Whiggery rarely got so carried away, 

but he warmed to the temperance message, sounding the call for reform like a camp 

meeting preacher at Cane Ridge, Fairfax, or Rochester. “Happy day,” he prophesied, 

“When, all appetites controlled, all passions subdued, all matters subjected, mind, all 

                                                             
67 J.W. Barber, The Drunkard's Progress, or the Direct Road to Poverty, Wretchedness & Ruin [engraving, 
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conquering mind, shall live and move the monarch of the world. Glorious consummation! 

Hail, fall of Fury! Reign of Reason, all hail!”68 

For Whigs such as Lincoln, alcohol represented a sinister threat to personal liberty 

because of strong drink’s relentless erosion of individual morality. For instance, one 

Whiggish merchant in New York advised potential job seekers that any clerk he hired 

“must be a man of good moral character, and not interested in any place where 

intoxicating drink is usually retailed.”69 Although a teetotaler, Lincoln coupled his hope 

for an American future free from the effects of draught and drink with compassion for the 

drunkard. “Indeed, I believe, if we take habitual drunkards as a class,” he urged, “their 

heads and their hearts will be favorable comparison with those of any other class.”70 

Hard-line teetotalism flowed from reformers’ frustration with the slow progress of 

moral suasion, but for more pragmatic Whigs such as Henry Clay and Abraham Lincoln, 

inflexibility was counter-productive. Conversions based on cajoling, or over wrought 

moralizing tended only to increase the rolls of backsliders, or push the wayward to other 

vices. One gruff Whig reminded brow-beaters that “The teetotal pledge prevents no man 
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from chewing opium like a Turk.”71 Reform flowed more naturally from Whiggish 

thinking and reformers were more at home in Whig ranks because bourgeois thought 

stressed process over destination. Whigs understood that how reform was achieved 

mattered nearly as much as the desired reform itself. And in addition, Whigs believed 

“The trial of men’s virtue never comes but when they are called on to maintain their 

principles at some sacrifice.”72 At its heart, the Whig world required a genuine, lasting 

reform of individual proclivities and inclinations. Indeed, reform was a process without 

end inculcating the people with a desire for ongoing personal scrutiny and improvement. 

Only then, would individuals have the moral strength to wisely use and preserves their 

liberties. Only then, would men begin to trust one another and seed the social capital so 

necessary for an integrated, modern middle-class society.73 

Beyond the dangers of drink and the possibilities for individual reforms, Whigs 

also worried about the excesses of liberty at the ballot box. Missouri Whig George Caleb 

Bingham’s famous 1852 painting The County Election (below) illustrates this well. The 

most striking feature of this work is the sheer diversity of the American polity. For 

instance, Bingham shows serious voters engaged in heated debates alongside a nearly 

unconscious drunk, whose friends are carrying him to the polls. One fellow seems about 
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to fall over after a fight. The candidate stands high on the steps talking to prospective 

voters, of course, but he does not dominate the scene. Instead, it is the people, sometimes 

riotous, inebriated, and distracted that matter most. Indeed, Bingham includes a banner 

that boldly proclaims “The Will of the People the Supreme Law.” The County 

Election demonstrates Whigs belief in American democracy, broadly understood, but also 

expresses reservations about its excesses in the age of Jackson. 

 
74 

                                                             
74 George Caleb Bingham, The County Election (1852) [oil on canvass; 38 x 52 in] St. Louis Art Museum, 
Reproduced from eMuseum 
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rentrecord=16, Accessed August 20, 2013). 
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Echoing their more caustic reforming brethren, most Whigs thought it foolhardy to trust 

voters plied with drink to choose leaders wisely. That Bingham refuses to flinch from 

portraying drunkards marring the franchise that supposedly confirmed their liberties does 

not mean that he, or other Whigs like him, were terribly hostile to popular democracy. 

Instead, Bingham offers an honest, even idealized, vision of Election Day in America. 

American democracy was not always pretty. Indeed, electoral results, corruption at 

the polls, the profligate use of spoils, and the lack of education and discernment troubled 

many Whigs throughout the era. Yet they put their trust in the ultimate judgment and 

wisdom of the American people. To middle-class eyes, Whiggery was not a stalking 

horse for a new moneyed aristocracy, nor was it claptrap, empty of substance or sincerity. 

If Whigs urged improvement, restraint, and uplift, it was because they believed in a 

glorious American destiny. That destiny need not manifest itself in territorial conquest, 

but instead look to the comfort, intelligence, and sophistication of posterity. Ultimately, 

Whigs maintained a deep faith in the improvability of individuals. 
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The Family 

 

The Whig Promise understood human nature as vice ridden but also held out the 

possibility that diligent individuals could improve with effort and restraint. Like all 

Americans, moreover, Whigs idealized liberty and equality, though they qualified each 

by emphasizing order and merit. They first learned values such as self-control, hard work, 

temperance, and thrift as children in families. Thus, middle-class Whiggish families gave 

birth to, molded, and nurtured individuals along social and cultural lines consistent with 

Whig thought. Consequently, a more thorough reading of Whig views on the family, 

broadly understood, is crucial to understanding Whig views of the individual. 

At first glance, this notion seems obvious, even trite. Jacksonian Democrats were 

the products of families too and the importance of family life is common to the human 

condition. Accordingly, it is rather doubtful that a Jacksonian would dispute New York 

Whig Daniel Barnard’s argument that “The Family must be held sacred.”75 However, 

Whigs and Democrats differed in degrees of understanding as much as in kind, and the 

varied emphases often made the all the difference. Thus, the kind of individuals families 

were supposed to create varied considerably. For Whig political culture, then, the family 

instilled moral character, essential for maintaining virtue in an individualistic society, 

character that would manifest itself through industry, frugality, and temperance. Through 

the examples provided by mothers and fathers, finally, Whig families demonstrated the 
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importance of social harmony, deference to hierarchy, and the crucial qualities of 

respectability and self-control.76  

Despite America’s overwhelming agrarian character, Whiggery tended to 

champion the urban, middle-class ideal. This is not surprising, given their shared 

bourgeois imagination. Whigs tended to think of domestic life as society writ small, and 

their understanding of the role of mothers reflected this thinking.77 Sarah Josepha Hale, 

for instance, the formidable editor of the widely popular Godey’s Lady’s Book argued 

“She (the mother) is a soul on fire with the hallowed flame of affection, and filled with 

that overflowing abundance of virtue, high principle and purity.”78 In the Whig Promise, 

then, motherhood was infused with a near holy sense of civility. Although Democrats 

might also say as much, the kinds of people they wanted mothers to create differed. 

Building on ideas of feminine respectability, Whigs stressed mothers’ roles in shaping 

their children’s character. For example, in 1840 Daniel Webster lauded motherhood in 

cultivating virtue, explaining, “It is by the promulgation of sound morals in the 

community, and more especially by the training and instruction of the young, that woman 
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performs her part towards the preservation of a free government.”79 In Whig social 

thought, then, the work of women instilling good habits in their children such as honesty, 

sobriety, compassion, and tenderness was vital. 

Aside from these general understandings, however, what it meant to be both a 

woman and a mother was neither fixed nor constant. One useful way of thinking about 

the unsettling social and cultural changes antebellum women endured is in the differences 

between sentimental or romantic womanhood and more bourgeois femininity.80 For their 

part, Whig women embraced a more middle-class understanding of woman, wife, and 

mother, and were often proud of it. These women taught their children Whiggish 

understandings of individualism, and did their best to live out its example in the wider 

public world.81  

Mothers were crucial in shaping Whig individuals, because for the Western 

middle-class, women embodied the three Christian virtues faith, hope, and love.82 In 

Whig thinking these virtues were crucial to living a moral, successful life. Whig mothers, 
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moreover, offered a pious example for their husbands and children to emulate. “That man 

is what his mother made him,” a Whig editor in Chicago explained. “Often, children 

without praying parents grow up not only without religion, but are decidedly vicious, and 

sometimes close their lives in prison or on the gallows.”83 And mothers occupied the 

praying heart of the family, properly ordered and understood. Their piety undergirded 

their purity, lending moral weight to their broader cultural perception as exemplars of 

virtue. One formerly whiskey-soaked sailor in New York agreed, and claimed to have 

turned back to God on the memory of his mother's moral instruction. Explaining his 

repentance and salvation to Whig reformers in New York, he recalled with remarkable 

awe the way his mother read the Bible to his family each night before bed. "The truth 

was, his mother had taught him to read it in the days of his childhood. She had taught him 

to reverence the Bible, and the Sabbath, and the name of God."84 The memories of drunks 

are famously unreliable, yet the emphasis on motherly devotion is telling because of the 

way both reformers and reformed framed their efforts as living up to a mother’s moral 

example. No doubt many antebellum women shared in a common culture of religious 

devotion, yet Whig women interpreted and applied Christian moral strictures with 

decidedly bourgeois principles. 

Women were supposed to use their moral influence to inculcate a reverence for 

education, paving the way for the uplift most Whigs believed it offered. “To the woman,” 
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wrote a Whig woman in 1843, “it belongs to elevate the intellectual character of her 

household, to kindle the fire of mental activity in childhood, and to keep these steadily 

burning with advancing years.”85 For most Whigs this idea was more than a polite 

suggestion, or a vague aspirational longing. As we have seen, society trusted women to 

educate children, and inspire men, in piety and purity because of their perceived moral 

superiority. “She is not only the mother of our children,” Godey’s Lady’s Book explained 

in 1831, “but she is emphatically the framer of infant minds. Tis her prerogative to watch 

over the first dawning of intellect, and shape the character of the future man.”86 The 

Whig Promise demanded that mothers help mold individuals who lacked but needed to 

show piety, restraint, and success. 

Mothers further reinforced Whig values by strengthening family hierarchies with 

maternal love and respect. To be sure, submission and domesticity were essential virtues 

of bourgeois or true womanhood, but as Whigs saw it these ideas were not meant to 

repress or degrade women. “Husband and wife are not one, but two,” stressed the 
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American Whig Review in 1845. “They are but contracting parties.”87 A proper 

understanding of deference, then, meant mutual association, and family roles smoothed 

individuals’ way in a world that required cooperation. In the context of families, a proper 

regard for hierarchy extended back from the state and society, drawing support from the 

home. "For this purpose, it is needful that certain relations be sustained, which involve 

the duties of subordination,” Catherine Beecher argued in her famous Treatise on 

Domestic Economy. “There must be the magistrate and the subject, one of whom is the 

superior, and the other the inferior. There must be the relations of husband and wife, 

parent and child, teacher and pupil, employer and employed, each involving the relative 

duties of subordination.”88 Because Whigs argued that subordination was a vital part of 

social harmony, they did not fear hierarchies or see in them servitude and the loss of 

independence as Jacksonians did. 

The engraving “The Sphere of Woman” (see below) shows this idea well. In the 

bourgeois Whig view, women were not imprisoned in their homes, chained to a life of 

miserable drudgery cooking, cleaning, and mending. Instead, they were the first 

guardians of society’s future (i.e. children) and on their shoulders rested the important 

charge of instilling crucial values that would shape character, for ill or not.  “To render 

the family state what it should be, pains must be taken,” one New York Whig argued, “to 
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make it the scene not only of subordination and good order, but of improvement in 

interesting, useful knowledge, and rational, innocent enjoyment.”89  

 
90 

Thus, understanding one’s role or place in society did not preclude uplift, in Whigs’ 

view, because association, often including unequal reciprocal relationships, was the 

surest path to success.   
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By the 1830s, moreover, what it meant to be a man and a father was also disputed 

and elusive. Indeed, the ways Whigs thought about fatherhood reflected their partisan 

aspirations and anxieties. One way to understand these changes is to think of antebellum 

American masculinity along two broad archetypes: the Heroic Artisan and the Self-Made 

Man.  

A Heroic Artisan was independent, strong-willed, and honest. He was agrarian and 

nostalgic, if not always in employment or living situation, then in temperament and 

outlook. The Heroic Artisan loathed feeling trapped and longed for the imagined freedom 

of a yeoman past he sought to preserve from the mechanistic onrush of modernity. “How 

completely we are hemmed in on every side,” William Leggett bitterly echoed this idea 

in 1834, “how we are cabined, cribb’d, confined by exclusive privileges!”91 Conversely, 

the Self-Made Man was defined by a life on the go. Competitive and self-assured, he was 

a man of busyness, of personal and public connections, and usually a man who believed 

that the future was not constrained by the past, and that future success was not mitigated 

by past ruin. Due to their disparate ideological outlooks, and the sorts of men both 

wanted to become, Democrats such as Leggett often lauded the supposedly go-it-alone 

individual, or Heroic Artisan, while Whigs championed bourgeois notions of Self-Made 

men.92 
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Yet by “self-made” Whigs did not mean isolated efforts toward personal gain in 

constant battle against a cruel, unfeeling world. Instead, for Whigs, to be self-made 

simply meant that individual destiny was tied to individual character, industry, and 

ability.93 Self-Made Men grabbed life by the horns and worked hard to win the future. 

For example, in 1838 Massachusetts Whig Theodore Russell explained that a Self-Made 

Man was "made for action, and the bustling scenes of moving life, and not the poetry or 

romance of existence."94  Of course, it is both a mistake and a distortion to read these 

archetypes, or the men they described, as either all good or all bad. 

Indeed, Jacksonian and Whig men, at least in a material sense, drifted between both types 

over the course of their lives as circumstances and context dictated. However, in the 

world they imagined,   more fixed distinctions emerged. 

For their part, Whigs tended to lionize the Self-Made Man, at least as the notion 

was qualified and understood in middle-class Whiggish terms. Indeed, Henry Clay first 

used the term “self-made man” in 1832 in a defense of protective tariffs as a public 

means to help the industrious rise. "In Kentucky, almost every manufactory known to 

me," Clay pointed out, "is in the hands of enterprising, self-made men, who have 
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whatever wealth they possess by patient and diligent labor."95 Self-Made men mattered to 

the Whiggish ideal of family because they bridged the gap from private to public. Fathers 

taught their children how to connected without getting exploited, how to strive so that 

they might thrive.  

As Whigs saw it, self-mastery, thrift, and temperance were backbones of 

American masculinity.96 These were lessons handed down over time, and like most 

Whigs, Daniel Webster believed this sort of patrimony linked generations together. The 

opportunity to make something of oneself was fundamental to all freeborn Americans. 

“Our fathers have earned and bought it for us,” Webster quoted John Adams in 1826, “at 

the expense of their ease, their estates, their pleasure, and their blood.”97 Whigs 

optimistically argued that all that separated the lowly from wealth and acclaim, aside 

from natural disparities in talent and ability, was hard work. Whig theologian and 

polemicist Calvin Colton explained that America was "a country where men start from a 

humble origin, and from small beginnings gradually rise in the world, as the reward of 

merit and industry."98 And "merit" and "industry" qualified Whigs understanding of 

equality itself. Thus, Whig men did not merely instruct their children in these values, but 

also lived or tried to live them as best they could. 
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In some ways, the Whig world required a near impossibility: a calm, self-assured 

man, who was equally at home in the country and in town, able to navigate the new world 

of factors, telegraphs, and lyceums, as easily as he milked cows or mended fences. 

Antebellum men were often frustrated and confused by a world that seemed so radically 

different from the one they had known as boys. Yet, the Whig Promise grew impatient 

with nostalgia. A vast glorious future lay before those individuals who could control their 

passions and govern their will. An American middle-class society needed families full of 

self-made men and virtuous mothers to prosper. These men and women would raise 

children with a proper understanding of liberty and equality, and support Whig efforts to 

secure the good life through education and reform. Finally, the stubborn presence of so 

many wrong-headed Jacksonian Democrats seeking office and power meant that Whig 

vigilance must never falter.   

Yet between the individual and the power of the state lies society. Whigs believed 

that churches, schools, and voluntary association helped mitigate the worst tendencies of 

individuals, broadening their interests for the good of all. Social institutions were not 

bulwarks against the encroachment of exploitative forces beyond their control, as 

Democrats saw matters. Instead, public associations paved the way for a bright future.  
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Chapter Two – Society 

“Multiply your associations, and be free.” 

 

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon 

 

Individualism was an accomplished fact in Jacksonian America. To deny this was 

futile, so Whiggery focused instead on bending those individualistic tendencies towards 

the greater social good because they rejected a sharp dividing line between private and 

public matters. Daniel Webster spoke for most Whigs on this point when he observed that 

“what is true of private affairs is equally true of public affairs.”99 Thus, Whigs looked to 

the future and saw two roads before all Americans. One led to morality, knowledge, 

prosperity, and progress. The other led to depravity, ignorance, ruin, and barbarism. Such 

a world was marked by “deep and pathetic complaints,” John Pendleton Kennedy 

predicted, “of bankruptcies, beggary and ruin.”100 Consequently, Whigs put their faith in 

social institutions such as churches, schools, and voluntary associations to secure the 

former and avoid the latter. Whigs were optimistic about the world they might create, but 

demanded much of individuals along the way. Americans might achieve marvels if they 

cultivated virtue, governed their will, practiced thrift, and embraced toil. But they might 

also slip back to barbarity if those efforts failed. Whigs believed antebellum America’s 

greatest challenge lay in convincing people to work together.101 
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Social institutions such as churches, schools, and voluntary associations were 

crucial because Whigs believed they helped produce broad-minded, morally reflective 

individuals.  By refining sentiments and elevating minds, Whigs such as Calvin Colton 

hoped “that these twins of heart and intellect might yet reap the advantages of this 

blessed era, and come together.”102 The social cooperation church attendance often 

encouraged was an added benefit as well. “The Whig lives in every State,” Tennessee 

Whigs stressed in 1837. “He is not listed in sects by bounds, nor kept in them by 

prejudices; his mind is not contracted by systems, nor scared by bigots, it is open to God 

and nature; he is not attached to persons or factions, but to things, to justice, to liberty, to 

virtue, and to his country.”103 Thus, Whigs also believed that universal education ensured 

a prosperous society because it tended to broaden and deepen people along these lines. 

Whigs contended that education rewarded diligence with opportunities for 

advancement and affluence. “The whig party have ever contended for the adoption of 

those great National and State policies,” Nashville Whigs’ Republican Banner reminded 

readers, such as “a scheme of education [in] which every child within it broad limits” 

may take part.104 As they saw things, Americans also best learned the rudiments of public 

life in schools, and were drawn into a larger, shared culture than just their town or 
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county. Finally, Whigs supported voluntary associations because they brought 

disconnected Americans together to achieve common goals. Support for these groups 

grew from Whig confidence in the strength of individuals united. At bottom Whigs 

believed these social institutions helped individuals successfully navigate the modern 

world of strangers.  They hoped that cooperation would turn individualism toward the 

improvement of American society.105 

 

 

 

 The Church  

 

Whigs believed that churches infused character, encouraged virtue, and nurtured 

cooperation. As Whigs saw things character involved individual courage, honesty, 

integrity, and compassion. Additionally, Whiggery lionized virtues such as sobriety, 

thrift, and industry. Evangelical and compassionate, Whig Christianity fought to save the 

world from itself. Accordingly, Whigs understood religion’s central role in society as 

instilling character and morality in isolated individuals. That church attendance    
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encouraged social cooperation was another benefit. Whigs shared other evangelicals’ 

desire for the Millennium, or Jesus Christ’s Second Coming and thousand-year reign on 

earth, and Whig preachers urged the faithful to perfect society itself to entice his return. 

For Whigs, finally, churches most vital social role was the moral bridge they provided, 

linking individuals together to pursue the common good. 

For their part, Democrats shared Whig commitment to protestant Christianity, 

though most did not embrace their brand of evangelism. No doubt, many Jacksonians 

favored Christian moralism, yet their reading of its proper application to social ills was 

different. Where Whigs saw opportunities for collaboration beyond hearth and home, 

Democrats saw churches as both protector from and mediator of the impersonal world 

rising around them.  

As Whigs understood things, then, inculcating individual character was the most 

important social role the Church performed. Mississippi Whig lawyer and politician 

Sergeant Smith Prentiss explained that, “Good character always has been, and ever 

should be, a wall of strength around its possessor.”106 In the Whig view character 

encouraged principles necessary for individuals to make their way in the world. A Whig 

farmer in Tennessee agreed arguing that, “even the poorest boy in our country has 
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something to trade upon” if he has “moral habits and religious principles.”107 For Whigs 

moral development also pointed to success. “No man ever prospered in life and possessed 

the good will of society,” the Vermont Whig newspaper Bellow Falls Gazette reminded 

readers in 1845, “without sustaining a good moral character.”108   Character was first 

introduced in families, true, yet it was also developed and refined in churches.   

Churches reinforced Whigs’ understanding of character by urging the embrace of 

proper virtues. Whigs’ relished a biblical message of self-restraint, temperance, and 

effort. In 1842, a Whig minister in Chambersburg, Pennsylvania comforted a newly 

widowed parishioner by urging her to “trust God and work hard.’” On the face of it, such 

advice seems cold and unfeeling, but it accurately reflected the importance Whigs placed 

on industry and perseverance. At an agricultural fair in Vermont, William Henry Seward 

argued “that success, and even distinction and eminence, in any vocation, are 

proportioned to the measure of culture, training, industry, and perseverance brought into 

exercise.”109 And the farmers present had heard similar themes in their churches, and in 

the columns of religious magazines. Indeed, themes of “work,” “thrift,” and “prosperity,” 

linked to specific notions of piety and reverence, repeatedly appear in Whiggish sermons 
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of the era.110 “Shrink not from toil,” one Whig religious pamphlet urged readers in 

1851.111 Whigs’ reading of the gospel viewed laziness through narrowed eyes. “Toil and 

triumph,” another Whig preacher thundered from the pulpit in 1831, “but be not 

deceived; God is not mocked; for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap.”112 

America’s Whigs preached a gospel of labor, striving and self-control, and considered 

affluence as the just reward for Godly living.   

Whigs valued industry as a bedrock principle of middle-class success, and their 

churches reinforced this belief. Whigs appreciated labor more as a means and not 

necessarily an edifying end. Like most American Protestants, they attached great 

importance to work and working but were among the first to internalize this sort of 

thinking as a near social creed. Whigs took the writings of St. Paul to heart: “For even 

when we were with you, this we commanded you, that if any would not work, neither 
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should he eat.”113 There are important differences between working to meet one’s 

immediate needs and working to accumulate wealth. 

On this point, Max Weber argued that until the Protestant Reformation, intense 

Christian religious devotion and piety had often accompanied a rejection of worldly 

affairs, most notably the pursuit of wealth. But after Luther’s great dissent in 1517, both 

Protestant theology and social practice dignified work as sacred to God, and charged 

individuals to seek out and embrace their life’s work or “calling.” The spirit of capitalism 

that Weber defined as the ideas and creeds that infused a cultural attitude of striving for 

profit and gain laid deep roots in the emerging mind of middle-class America. “In 

America everyone finds facilities unknown elsewhere for making or increasing his 

fortune,” Alexis de Tocqueville noted in 1835. “Greed is always in a breathless hurry; the 

human mind, constantly diverted from the pleasures of imaginative thought and the 

labors of the intellect, is swayed only by the pursuit of wealth.”114 Though Tocqueville 

described the broad outlook of most Whigs, he missed the underlying spirit of their push 

for material success.  
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Whigs believed striving was the path to thriving, in both the pursuit of wealth and 

the hope of heaven. It was not material comfort for its own sake that Whigs sought, but 

the habits and inclinations that often led to success. Whigs believed God demanded 

effort’s embrace. “A part of the sinner’s penalty is labor,” one southern Whiggish 

preacher reminded readers in 1849. He must “labor to acquire knowledge, labor to 

overcome sin, and to cultivate holiness, and labor to obtain the necessities and desires of 

our corporal being.”115 Constant labor, combined with habits of industry and self-control 

were evidence, at least to Whig eyes, of upright morality. And their churches often 

confirmed this link. For instance, in 1835 a St. Louis Whig preacher urged young men to 

be morally steadfast and hard-working. Industry and faith were complementary for Whigs 

because a true godly man must “strive to uphold his craft by every possible expedient.”116 

Failure to work hard likely meant a wont of moral rigor.    

For their part, Jacksonian Democrats did not believe Whig explanations about the 

point of working. Instead, they saw in Whiggish rhetoric sophistries lauding remorseless 

striving, where achievements were valued only for procuring new opportunities to add 

wealth and acclaim. Jacksonians’ worldview fixated on the local and the familiar, as well 

as on a more sedate pace of life. Democrats often lamented the sense of being driven, at 

least in their rhetoric and polemic, while Whigs endured it more readily as the price of 

prosperity. This likely stemmed from the latter’s sense of self-mastery and the former’s 

                                                             
115 “An Essay on Industry,” Charleston Gospel Messenger (April 1849): 8. 
116 “Young Men’s Sermon,” Western Examiner, January 11, 1835, p. 14.  See also “Mr. Clayton’s 
Address,” Niles' National Register, September 14, 1844, pp. 28-33, “Introductory to the Year 1849,” 
American Whig Review (January 1849), pp. 1-3, and “Religion and Health,” New York Observer, July 22, 
1852, p. 1 



 

 65  
 

feeling of deep social doubt.117 Consequently, Whigs' push for progress rang in 

Democratic ears as the hollow cant of a fallen people, driven by greed to carry their 

neighbors ever onward, a journey with no end. 

 Scriptural and social notions of thrift revealed subtle, but important differences in 

outlook between the two warring political cultures. On the surface, all Americans tended 

to view thrift as virtuous. Yet as with work and working, Whigs and Democrats did not 

agree on the deeper meaning of thrift or its larger social implications. “When thousands 

of minds at home are becoming soft and impressible,” preached the Whiggish former 

President of Dartmouth College, Daniel Dana, “never was there a time, when the friends 

of Christianity were more imperiously called upon to rally round the standard of truth,  to 

maintain, in their unimpaired vigor and purity, the peculiar doctrines of the gospel.”118 

For Dana and other Whigs, thrift became a marker of self-control and carried with it an 

implied utilitarian social function.119 Although many Democrats might approve of thrifty 

self-control, they would worry about potential reformers’ motives and goodwill.  

Even in the direst of circumstances, Whig preachers argued, the truly Christian 

individual “will seek his greatest usefulness.” Far from withdrawing from society to 

contemplate and lament its complexities, Whigs called on the faithful to embrace the 
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world with humility and shoulder the load with their fellow men. “He may not see the 

prosperity. But he will, in the end, experience good ‘above what asks, or thinks.’ (sic) His 

course, like that of the river, will be marked with verdure, and thrift, and beauty, and 

fruitfulness.”120  Fruitfulness and energy was the point. The secrets behind those who rise 

in the world were not secrets at all, but “known to be the certain result of integrity, 

industry, and perseverance.”121 Striving should be turned to a moral purpose. Indeed, in 

1835 St. Louis Whigs warned young men “to see the prostitution of mind and of talent, 

really afford a lesson on the moral turpitude of some men, which every ingenious mind 

must regard with disgust and horror.”122 

Even in the direst of circumstances, Whig preachers argued, the truly Christian 

individual “will seek his greatest usefulness.” Far from withdrawing from society to 

contemplate and lament its complexities, Whigs called on the faithful to embrace the 

world with humility and shoulder the load with their fellow men. “He may not see the 

prosperity. But he will, in the end, experience good ‘above what asks, or thinks.’ (sic) His 

course, like that of the river, will be marked with verdure, and thrift, and beauty, and 

fruitfulness.”123  Fruitfulness and energy was the point. The secrets behind those who rise 
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in the world were not secrets at all, but “known to be the certain result of integrity, 

industry, and perseverance.”124 

Whig preachers and religious pamphleteers stressed social utility and a 

commitment to industry because Whigs believed churches bridged the gap between 

public and private. “Solitude is impractical, and society fatal,” Emerson aptly pointed out, 

describing Whigs’ social perspective well. “We must keep our head in one and our hands 

in the other.”125 And Whigs looked to churches to help them do both. “Every citizen 

becomes better and wiser by the favor of God,” urged the American Whig Review in 

1845. “The same considerations make it certain that there is not a shadow of difference 

between that famous liberty ‘of the just,’ ‘who live by faith,’ and this liberty of the 

citizen, who makes free constitutions and just laws.”126 Churches helped refine 

parishioners’ perspective by broadening their sense of community. Indeed, for Whigs 

private conscience made public justice possible. 

Thus, in Whigs’ view churches pursued charity work to both comply with 

Christian principles but also to overcome modernity’s isolating weakness. “Charity 

begins at home,” New York Whigs reminded one another in 1836, yet it moved out into 

the wider communities through the church.127 Beyond duty, moreover, this sort of work 

was exciting. “We used to be brought up to think that religion and dullness ought to be 

made synonymous,” wrote one Whig reformer in 1848. “To be a Christian was to be dull, 
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heavy, stupid and loggish, oyster-brained and frog-blooded.” In contrast to this funeral 

brand of religion, Whig reform flowed from their bourgeois sense of hope. “Man alone, 

laughs. It is a peculiarly human attribute, human, humane, humanizing.” The great drive 

for benevolence required positive encouragement instead of dour brow-beating, even if 

many Whigs often worried their countrymen lacked self-control. Consequently, Whigs 

urged reformers in their ranks to “resist the serious and indignant sprit; and see whether 

asperity and churlishness, or good humor and genial blithesomeness will do most for the 

humanity and happiness of the world.”128 

The benevolent empire of moral reform efforts such as temperance, common 

schools, hospitals, and Bible and tract societies was built on both hopes and fears. Whig 

worries concerning sloth, stupidity, and violence are obvious. Less apparent, is the way 

social reform grew out of Whig religious aspirations, yet their confidence was stark. “I 

gave an address for Sabbath Union in support of the motion to supply the Valley with 

Sabbath-schools in two years,” Lyman Beecher proudly informed his sons. And the early 

returns were encouraging. “Arthur Tappan has promised $4000 in two years, and two 

individuals have guaranteed $5000 apiece. Nearly twenty thousand have been raised 
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already in money, and agencies, and the right spirit is wide awake.”129 But Whig efforts 

to use churches to pursue broad moral causes were not limited to Beecher, Tappan, and a 

few schools in eastern Pennsylvania. In New York, for instance, Whigs “subscribed to the 

fund of the Asylum nearly $50,000.” Physicians, judges, merchants, and clergymen made 

up an overwhelming portion of the fundraising, representing “a large portion of the 

intellectual and moral worth of our people.”130  These efforts were also mirrored 

elsewhere by religious Whigs in Providence, Cincinnati, and even Chambersburg, 

Pennsylvania.131   

Connecting virtuous individuals to pursue the common good was the most 

important social role churches performed. Whigs embraced a public role for churches that 

often made their opponents uncomfortable. “A few of our friends and not a few of our 

enemies appear to be alarmed at the idea of carrying temperance principles to the polls,” 

relished Delaware Whigs in 1838. “Our friends are uneasy because of not understanding 

the resolution--our enemies because they do.” Whig reformers connected a Christian 

virtue such as temperance with politics because many believed alcohol was bad for 

republicanism. Even Whigs such as Henry Clay, who personally enjoyed an occasional 

nip, embraced this principle. “It is time that the suffrages of a free people should be free 
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from the control of whiskey.”132 Clay was no teetotaler, but he conceded the negative 

effects of broad social drinking. Consequently, Whig benevolence flowed from their 

desire to improve public life with the best of private conscience. “It has purely been a 

labor of love.”133 

Whigs were modernists in that they believed collaborating overcame isolated 

individuals’ weakness to pursue a middle-class future. Churches offered key 

opportunities for this to occur. The American Whig Review stressed this principle in 

1845, quoting William Blackstone, “the great end of society it to protect the weakness of 

individuals by the united strength of the community.”134 Jacksonian Democrats saw the 

matter quite differently. As traditionalists, most Democrats feared the entanglements of 

broad association outside their immediate circle of trusted friends and family. “We may 

not control a man’s natural liberty even for the man’s own good,” argued Boston 

Jacksonian polemicists in 1838.135 In this view, the private sphere was sacred and 

inviolate. Any attempt to carry religion into the public sphere, or worse, politics, was 

simply part of a covert attempt to control common men. Whigs disagreed: right worship 

was a reliable base upon which bourgeois benevolence and social organization could 

safely be built.136 
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 The School  

 

Few social institutions demonstrated Whig communal thinking better than public 

schools. Like churches, schools drew individuals away from isolation, encouraging them 

to cooperate and work together. Education was important because Whigs believed 

schools reinforced morality, honesty, and persistence. “The mind is not only the object to 

be improved,” Horace Mann stressed in 1851, “but it is the instrument to work with.”  

Whigs stressed how universal education ensured a prosperous society, and most argued 

that education rewarded diligence with opportunities for advancement and affluence. 

Education allowed all Americans, Whigs such as John Pendleton Kennedy believed, “to 

improve their condition in an eminent degree.” Schools also taught students the basic 

principles of public life such as interaction and cooperation. Whigs hoped these lessons 

might encourage a larger, shared culture. At bottom, Whigs argued that education or the 

lack thereof was intimately related to every good or evil that society desired or feared. 

Consequently, Whigs fought for public schools in every state in the Union. 

Whigs’ argued that before all else schools built citizens and taught individuals 

self-control. Certainly, a number of Jacksonians waxed eloquent about schools as well, 

but Whigs and Democrats had different things in mind when they talked about education. 

For those Democrats who supported public schools, education was another bulwark 

against the often faceless oppression of political, economic, and social forces beyond 
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their control. In this view, education offered individuals the intellectual wherewithal to 

avoid getting taken advantage of in business among strangers or mislead by cunning 

politicians. On the other hand, Whigs saw something bigger and more important than 

individual wellbeing in universal education. Schools were crucial t because they began 

the hard work of creating a robust American nation out of independent citizens, and 

infusing the people with crucial values of self-control. Consequently, public schools and 

education mattered more to Whigs than Democrats. 

Whigs' case for schooling began in their churches, and early public education 

efforts were expressly sectarian in content and curriculum. Consequently, the moral 

messages families heard in the often lengthy Sunday sermons were repeated and 

reinforced when the children reported to school on Monday morning.  For example, when 

the Whiggish Christian Reflector published a sermon arguing that, “a great duty, which 

every Christian citizen owes to himself, to his children, and to his country, is to keep his 

mind well-informed respecting the constitution of the Commonwealth, and of the nation; 

respecting public men and public measures,” those ideas were often echoed in the dimly 

lit, musty schoolhouses of the countryside.137 It should be "the ardent wish of every 

patriot, philanthropist, and Christian, that the strong desire manifested to render this 

moral engine of social happiness and political security," Samuel Hall, another Whig from 

Boston, explained to prospective teachers in 1835, "as extensive, as complete and 
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efficacious, as the vast resources of our intelligence and wealth will permit, may not 

cease, till something effectual shall be accomplished."138    

Whigs increasingly grew impatient if anyone dared question such a proposition, 

and often cast their frustration in terms of patriotism and nationalism. From their point of 

view, common schooling and public funding for education were not simply good ideas, to 

be tried and tinkered with as dollars and teachers became available. Instead, education 

was a social necessity. "It is the duty of every citizen to increase, to the best of his power, 

the means of public happiness in the nation," the Whiggish Common School Assistant 

challenged antebellum Americans.139 From Whigs’ point of view, those who refused to 

support common schools were complicit in social disorder and the violence that grew out 

of ignorance and the lack of self-control. 

Society therefore had a vital interest in moral development. “If children when 

young are not taught the evil of quarreling with each other and the advantages of mutual 

kindness, of governing their passions and controlling their appetites, is it not a plain 

dictate of common sense," J. Orville Taylor, a Whig supporter of common schools from 

Massachusetts argued in 1835, "that when they grow to be men and women, they will 

continue their habitual propensities and vicious in their habits and quarrelsome members 

of society, ready to engage in riotous mobs and other combinations to disturb the peace 
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and violate the rights of others?"140 Whiggish Americans saw all this as self-evident. "No 

man who has common sense, and who is possessed of only tolerable information, will 

venture, at the present day, to call in question the value of importance of education," 

argued a group of Lutherans in Pennsylvania who in 1840 endorsed Whig presidential 

candidate William Henry Harrison. "No one can be a true patriot or a sincere friend of the 

government under which he lives, who is opposed to this great interest."141 Consequently, 

schools were vital because they taught children the fealty needed to preserve and protect 

the nation’s interests.  

But Whigs wanted more. They were not merely content to sprawl out 

geographically, remaining a sparsely settled, unlettered people clinging to a narrow, 

provincial view of life. Instead, education opened a middle-class road to the future. Or as 

the Common School Journal explained in 1846, “In schools are training the minds whose 

future action shall brighten or dim their country’s glory.”142 Consequently, Whig teachers 

often stressed the ends as much the means when explaining the purpose of education. Yet 

it was not blind obedience to superior will or strength that Whigs valued, but the 
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development of integrity and character so that individuals would want to control their 

passions and appetites.  

Seen in this light, then, education was a lifelong process that was typically 

described in terms of work and achievement. “The young have the entire period of their 

activity before them,” the Quarterly Christian Spectator advised in 1830, “and may be 

permitted to spend many years in works of Christian usefulness.”143 This sort of work 

carried tangible rewards, Whigs believed, but only if the effort extended from the pews, 

lecture rooms, and schoolhouse. Like parenting, Whigs believed, schooling was no longer 

about breaking the individual’s will, but instead about teaching children to successfully 

navigate a cold, impersonal world. William Henry Seward carried “a deep conviction of 

the importance of education to all men, without regard to condition or circumstances.”144 

Whigs believed that American society needed broad, interpersonal trust and cooperation. 

True independence required it. “There are thousands of men around us,” Daniel Webster 

noted approvingly in 1851, “who till their own soil with their own hands; and others who 

earn their own livelihood by their own labor in the workshops and other places of 

industry.” This sort of freedom privileged intellectual development. “But the school-

house, I know, is among them. They read, and write, and think,” Webster stressed, they 
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are “educated, refined, and intelligent.”145 Since the local ties of village, kin, and home 

were giving way to a modern world of strangers, mobility, and markets, society required 

some means of ensuring that individuals could be trusted with the wide latitude of 

political, social, and religious freedom fast becoming an accomplished fact in antebellum 

America. Schooling and education was thus part of the long-range middle-class 

development of soul, character, and personality, all meant to break down narrow localism 

and replace it with a new loyalty along Whiggish ideas of American nationalism.146 

Consequently, Whigs promoted and defended education in every state in the 

Union. Pennsylvania Whigs demanded a public discussion on funding common schools 

because education dealt with “questions of moral and social responsibility, of infinite 

moment to us and our posterity.” Whigs believed that schools won the future. And 

funding common schools was “of vast interest as connected with the moral and 

intellectual training of the children of the land – those who, when this generation of men 

shall have passed away, will succeed to public and social duties.”147 Tennessee Whigs 

agreed with their Pittsburgh brethren, arguing access to education “should be the 

common privilege of human nature.”148 Moreover, the American Whig Review described 
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Whigs’ faith in common schooling, arguing “one of the most glorious results of a free 

Government is the kindly influence it exerts in the development of Intellect. Under its 

institutions want of rank, fortune, or early scholastic training, opposes no insurmountable 

obstacles to advancement.”149 Schools made the bourgeois hope to rise possible.  

Thus, Whigs promised education held out hope for individuals’ rising to material 

affluence and social or political prominence, no matter how lowly or humble their 

origins. Few examples of these possibilities shone brighter than Benjamin Franklin. “If 

our object is improvement,” insisted the Literary Messenger, “Franklin is one whose 

greatness should command our strictest scrutiny. Born in humble circumstances, without 

friends – without education – he raised himself to some of the highest station in the 

calendar of our youthful history; and is perpetuated as a patriot, philosopher, and 

statesman.”150 Whigs celebrated Franklin, because they saw in his rise bourgeois 

principles lived and applied, and hope to emulate him. Indeed, in 1841 Maine Whig 

mechanics toasted “Benjamin Franklin, the mechanic, and philosopher; may every 

member of this association imitate his goodness and greatness.”151 Education was a 

prudent investment in the future. Like Franklin, Whigs believed prosperous individuals 
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should “waste neither time nor money but make the best use of both.”152 Conversely, for 

Democrats Franklin represented an example of the rugged, isolated individualism they 

admired. But how representative was Franklin’s rise to wealth and fame, and how much 

does being representative matter? 

That growing scholarship suggests that those lucky few such as Benjamin 

Franklin, Mathew Carey, Abraham Lincoln, or Frederick Douglass were extraordinary 

exceptions, and the vast majority of Americans tended to live much as their parents had 

only drives home the lasting power of the bourgeois idea that pluck, grit, and industry 

could bring remarkable success.153 True or not, widely possible or not, Americans wanted 

to believe it. Indeed, the hope of rising was a commonplace assumption in a bitterly 

partisan era, though, of course, Whigs and Democrats disagreed on the best ways to 

achieve it. Whigs saw collaboration as crucial, while Democrats did not trust that such 

endeavors would ever yield benefits they enjoyed. 

And it was no myth that antebellum women used prevailing moral notions of 

domesticity, along with arguments for progress, to carve out a distinctive public niche in 

schools and other social organizations that was otherwise unavailable to them. As a 

number of scholars have stressed, white middle-class women performed crucial roles that 
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allowed society to maintain order. As mothers, women protected children and began 

instilling the virtue and self-restraint needed to succeed in a world of strangers. As wives, 

they were expected to create a domestic refuge from the frenetic, impersonal world of 

business, commerce, and exchange. And as homemakers, they managed household 

resources, modeling all the while Protestant optimism that eventually honest striving led 

to honest thriving. But women were not passive help-meets, stoically accepting their 

roles, and subsuming their ideas and imaginations to those of the men in their lives. Both 

as students and teachers, schools offered women the chance help win the future and 

many, especially those of a Whiggish bent took advantage of the opportunity.154 

Whig men, serving as preachers, politicians, and editors often took notice, lauding 

women’s work in bold, often nationalistic language. "Professing to love our country, and 

to take an interest in the cause of human improvement,” Boston’s American Magazine 

warmly reminded readers in 1836 at the opening of a new Female Academy.  We rejoice 

to hear of, and to notice any new associations for promoting knowledge among the youth 
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or our country."155 Although Whiggish women certainly did not need male approval to 

embrace what many viewed as a near-holy calling, that so many did approve speaks to 

the importance of the school in Whig social thought.   

All of these ideas and others besides are evident in Winslow Homer’s 1871 

painting The Country School (below). Though created after the Civil War, Homer’s work 

was in many ways representative of how Whigs conceived the antebellum school. 

Homer’s teacher is a white woman, dressed plainly but well, and seems warm and 

encouraging. The schoolhouse is clean, quiet, and simple, and the students represent a 

fairly diverse lot. Boys and girls, some with shoes and nicer clothes, others barefoot and a 

touch threadbare, they are united by their diligence in their lessons. The implication was 

clear. Schools offered a rough equality that privileged effort, merit, and achievement. 

Their rewards were open to all who mastered the core values of self-control, self-

sacrifice, and industry.  
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156 

Yet Whigs were not content to simply argue broadly for the social utility of 

common schools. Instead, they pushed for a national focus on education, even as they 

tried to accommodate local concerns. The best schools “have aimed at a combination of 

local and general authority,” the American Annals of Education and Instruction argued in 

1834. “To place the schools exclusively under the local authorities, in their view, gives 

rise to ' a train of petty chicaneries' in regard to the management of the school, the choice 

of a teacher, and the influence exerted over him.”157 And Whigs saw the same corrosive 

tendencies in the vast web of state, county, and town interests across the antebellum 
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United States. While they accepted that local interests were important, they also worked 

to refashion this localism, and bend it to national purposes. 

It is not surprising, then, that textbooks often mined national themes, and held up 

for emulation heroes who could inspire children living in Maine as well as Mississippi. 

First, schoolbooks and primers that Whigs lauded often emphasized the consolidating 

power, at least ideologically and socially, of the United States Constitution. “That great 

instrument, which now governs more than twenty millions of people,” hailed one 

American history primer, “and links in one common destiny thirty states, demands our 

purest affections, and our first and highest duty.”158 Primers and school texts like often 

used phrases such as “common purpose,” “national destiny,” and “shared glory” sowing 

seeds of nationalism in the minds and hearts of readers. Democrats might embrace these 

ideas as well, but they differed with Whigs on what each meant and implied. 

For example, William Grimshaw’s popular American history textbook explained 

the glory of the 1787 Federal Convention with glittering, nationalistic language.  People 

of the United States enjoyed, “A constitution framed by their wisest and most virtuous 

men, and approved by themselves; embracing all that was valuable, and excluding 

everything that was found injurious.” What made such greatness possible? Beyond the 

American people’s shared constitutional heritage, itself a priceless patrimony, the 

founders were wise enough, at least from Whigs’ perspective, to balance liberty with 
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order. Most agreed that “the propitious smiles of Heaven could never be expected on a 

nation who disregarded the eternal rules of order and right, which Heaven itself had 

ordained.”159 Discernment, conciliation, and self-mastery were hallmarks of a proper 

education, Whigs believed, and vital in the hard work of creating citizens.  Like 

Tocqueville, many believed “the time is fast approaching when freedom, public peace, 

and social order itself will not be able to exist without education.”160 

 

 

Voluntary Associations  

 

  Voluntary associations offered the best example of Whiggish attempts to apply 

those moral and social lessons in the shaping of a middle-class society. Whigs supported 

voluntary associations because they brought disconnected Americans together to achieve 

common goals. As Alexis de Tocqueville observed in 1831, the great mass of people 

“cannot belong to these associations for any length of time without finding out how order 

is maintained among a large number of men and by what contrivance they are made to 
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advance, harmoniously and methodically, to the same object.”161 Such groups often 

reflected Whig confidence in the strength of individuals united. Lyceums, Bible and tract 

societies, and temperance reformers were all built upon the middle-class premise that 

individuals were made stronger by association and collaboration. And Whigs believed 

cooperation would turn individualism toward the improvement of American society. 

Many Whigs believed the eyes of heaven were upon them. Scripture promised that 

before carrying the faithful to paradise, Jesus Christ would return for a thousand-year 

reign marked by widespread peace and joy.  Yet that millennium would only occur if the 

world was perfected enough to entice his return. Thus, Whigs wove various religious and 

reform societies across the antebellum United States into an interconnected moral 

community. In this view, lyceums and public discussions gave antebellum adults, often 

with sparse formal schooling and limited education, an opportunity to develop minds and 

manners, and more critically, to do so by association and collaboration. Likewise, Bible 

and tract societies made religious literature broadly available, while also funding 

seminaries to educate young men called to God’s service. And temperance reformers 

worked to free drunkards from the deadly grip of alcohol, offering refuge and 

rehabilitation for those individuals whose sense of self-mastery had broken down 

entirely. 

All these efforts were meant to work together to both mitigate the social 

ambiguities of the modern world, and enable individuals to navigate the world of 

strangers, markets, and machines. “When they are allowed to meet freely for all 
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purposes,” Whigs would echo Tocqueville, “they ultimately look upon public association 

as the universal, or in a manner the sole, means that men can employ to accomplish the 

different purposes they may have in view.”162 This is precisely the social and cultural 

conclusion Whigs were counting on. The habit of association is already formed,” William 

Henry Seward explained, “as the interests of mutual intercourse are being formed.”163 

Indeed, they preached what they practiced and spent their time and money on social 

causes they believed would secure the best kind of future. 

Lyceums formed a social bridge from school to community and offered a platform 

for public discussion of diverse subjects. “We live in an age distinguished for great 

benevolent exertion,” Daniel Webster rejoiced in an 1840 speech before a group of 

Baltimore women, “in which the affluent are consecrating the means they possess by 

endowing colleges and academies, by uniting to build churches and support the cause of 

religion, and by establishing athenaeums, lyceums, and all other modes of popular 

instruction.”164 And lyceums remained widely popular throughout the era. Yet 

associational and communitarian organizing, which undergirded the lyceums, were 
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cultural tenets of a decidedly middle-class Whiggish political economy. 165 Indeed, in 

1838 Connecticut Whigs urged their neighbors to take part in lyceums. “No one who has 

not tried it, can for any just estimate of the interest which can [Whigs believed], be 

produced in young minds.”166 In addition to cultivating a spirit of inquiry and 

improvement in youth, many Whigs simply enjoyed the social aspects of lyceums more 

generally. “It has for a time been a standing question for debate in country Lyceums,” 

Ohio Whigs conceded, “whether there is more pleasure in the anticipation than there this 

in the enjoyment of any given subject.”167 Many Whigs simply relished getting out of 

their daily routine and discussing broad topics of varying degrees of importance 

Thus the Whiggish everyman, if he was sufficiently introspective, might shake his 

head in wry bemusement over the content of some discussions, but would also applaud 

the forum itself. Indeed, by 1850, approximately 400,000 Americans heard someone 

lecture at a lyceum every week.168 And middle-class Whigs enjoyed the opportunity to 

congregate and hash out the great issues of their day. At a New York lyceum series in 

1840, for instance, local Whigs lined up a slate of intellectual heavyweights. Theodore 

Frelinghuysen  on “The Study of the Constitution of the United States in Connection with 

Early History, as well as Daniel Barnard on “The Spirit of American History,” and the 
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whole series would be introduced by the former Secretary of State, President, and current 

congressman from Massachusetts, John Quincy Adams.169 Philadelphia Whigs celebrated 

a discount in an Astrology textbook, moreover, because it “is designed to introduce this 

sublime study into the Domestic Circle, the Lyceums, and Common Schools of the 

country. Lyceums were part of a national conversation centered on improvement, and 

“especially adapted to private learners.”170 And Massachusetts’ Whigs noted that lyceums 

encourage “general cooperation among state, county, and town.”171 

Thus it was not simply a case of high-placed political and social thinkers talking 

to, for, and about one another in distant places. Instead, lyceums took place all across the 

antebellum United States on courthouse lawns, in churches, and in school- and meeting-

houses, in villages, towns, and cities nationwide. “Such associations, it is well known,” 

Pittsburgh’s Literary Messenger reminded readers in 1841, “are established throughout 

Maine, New York, and Ohio, [as well as North Carolina, Tennessee, Alabama, Kentucky, 

and Virginia] with the most cheering influence.”172 Even nasty weather could not dampen 
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Whig enthusiasm for lyceums. “On Wednesday evening, notwithstanding the inclemency 

of the weather,” the New-Yorker celebrated in 1840, “the spacious Broadway Tabernacle 

was filled to overflowing with citizens of all ages and conditions, listening with eager 

attention to the words of wisdom and power as they fell from the hips of the most 

wonderful of American Statesmen, the venerable JOHN QUINCY ADAMS (sic).”173 

Similarly, Maine Whigs fought a bitter December snow storm to debate “Ought Capital 

Punishment to be abolished.”174 Participation in lyceums brought American adults into a 

more national public dialogue, and raised the prospects, or so Whigs hoped, of a more 

civil political culture. Given the acrid nature of the era’s politics, this seems naïve, even 

foolish, yet it also speaks to Whigs’ faith in association and collaboration. Association 

broke down isolation and strengthened communities. Where Democrats would look to 

lyceums as a pragmatic may to strengthen individuals, Whig stressed their potential for 

cooperative uplift. 

But how might Whigs promote broader opportunities for improvement for those 

unable or unwilling to attend a lyceum? One answer was the wide dissemination of the 

King James Bible. Placing a Protestant Bible in the hands of every man, woman, and 

child across the growing United States, and indeed across the wider world was a dream of 

many evangelical reformers. Throughout the antebellum era, moreover, there were few 

benevolent societies that enjoyed the widespread popularity and success of the American 

Bible Society. For example, in 1830 some 238,000 Bibles were distributed across the 
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United States. By 1850, the Society had increased those efforts by nearly thirty percent 

and had broadened its evangelism to include translations in Ojibwa, Choctaw, Mohawk, 

and Delaware, as well as Chinese, Arabic, Syriac, Gaelic, and even West African Grebo. 

John Jay, DeWitt Clinton, John Quincy Adams, and James Fennimore Cooper all played 

prominent roles in the early leadership and promotion of the Society, and the American 

Whig Review and United States Magazine and Democratic Review both lauded its efforts. 

Yet the aims Whigs and Democrats sought with the distribution of scripture often 

differed considerably.175 

For their part, Democrats saw the broad dissemination of God’s Word as another 

bulwark meant to protect isolated individuals from the cruel, impersonal world. It is not 

surprising that Whigs saw it differently. In their view, the spreading the word of God 

across the county flowed from their middle-class desire to cultivate individual virtue and 

social cohesion. And given their reading of America’s national mission, the process was 

part of the purpose because distributing Bibles encouraged education, morality, and 

restraint. Although public education often remained spotty and limited, Whigs saw 

Biblical study as an effective counter to popular newspapers, pamphlets, and broadsides 
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meant to trivialize the important and sensationalize the inane. “The reading of the age is 

fragmentary,” groaned the New York Evangelist. “What is read, must be short – short 

articles, brief items – something of which the eye can take in the beginning and the end at 

the same glance; something which can be caught up in an odd moment, and be dispatched 

in a brief space.”176 It is perhaps ironic that Whiggish conceptions of the self-made man 

privileged a sense of industry and work that often came at the expense of deliberative 

leisure. 

  Yet spreading God’s Word encouraged a hope that regular Bible study would 

encourage deeper thinking and moral cultivation. “As of individuals, so perhaps it may be 

said of a people,” the American Whig Review noted in 1849, “they come to the 

appreciation of a good by slow degrees.”177 Studying Scriptures refined American 

coarseness, and helped them appreciate the lovely, good, and true. And deliberation 

clarified thinking, improving society one introspective person at a time. “There is no luck 

in it,” Emerson described many Whigs’ aspirations for clarity. “It proceeds by Fate. 

Every scripture is given by the inspiration of God. Every composition proceeds out of a 

greater or less depth of thought, and this is the measure of its effect.”178 Whiggery 

privileged the pursuit of excellence, both individual and social. “Good and true books are 
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but as the rarer shells,” Philadelphia Whigs reminded readers in 1851, “and voyages and 

travels having passed on beyond the interest of mere discovery, are to be estimated by 

those deeper qualities which make civilized nations truly acquainted with each other.”179 

And what book better represented the very best of western civilization, and thus the 

United States, Whigs demanded, than God’s Holy Bible? 

More than the social utility of reading the Bible, the process for spreading the 

Word, at least for Whigs, was a monument to effective national organization, grassroots 

execution, and an iron-willed commitment to a bourgeois future. Indeed, one Whiggish 

Tennessean sent half his monthly profits from a successful race track to the American 

Bible Society’s local chapter. “And believing as I do that nothing tends more to the 

improvement of the moral condition of man than the general and universal dissemination 

of the word of God,” he wrote the local chapter of the American Bible Society, “I cannot 

but wish success to your efforts.”180 In this vein, the American Bible Society’s tactics 

offered a telling example of the Whiggish approach to creating a more perfect society. 

First, the Society’s managers early on eschewed the largely voluntary network of county 

and town auxiliaries, each with a wide degree of local autonomy, in favor of a more 

centralized system of traveling agents and factors.181 That may seem like an obvious 

development to modern readers but it represented a startling innovation for antebellum 

Americans, whose daily lives tended to be dominated by the local. 
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To be sure, local Bible societies remained a vibrant part of antebellum evangelical 

culture, and nationally-mind reformers were clever enough to encourage their efforts. But 

far more than their Jacksonian neighbors, Whigs tended to favor a more regular, 

centralized approach. In 1851, New York managers were able to plan for a “missionary to 

Santa Fe, in regard to the moral condition of New Mexico,” as well as celebrate “that the 

preparation of the Old Testament in the Chinese language is progressing 

satisfactorily.”182 And Cincinnati Whigs reminded one another in 1844 that they raised 

almost twenty-four thousand dollars to spread the gospel. “Of this amount,” these Queen 

City reformers chided their neighbors across the Ohio River, “between seventeen and 

eighteen thousand was collected in the free states.”183  

Thus, Whigs’ embrace of a more nationally minded outlook led to a mixed 

strategy that left most big decisions in Boston, New York, Philadelphia, or Cincinnati, 

while tapping local enthusiasm, markets, and manpower. On this point, as with schools, 

Whiggish women loomed large. In 1835, New Haven’s Religious Intelligencer published 

a lengthy update on a missionary’s efforts spreading God’s word in Texas at the request 

of several Whig women, “especially those who furnished him with Bibles and other 

religious books for distribution, and those benevolent ladies who contributed to supply 

this mission.”184 Indeed, it was often women like these who performed the exhausting 
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work of knocking on doors in urban slums with Bibles and tracts in hand, visiting cabins 

and homesteads in the mountain South and Middle West to urge occupants to attend 

church and send their children to school, or lending the grace, and elegance of their 

presence to social gatherings, and often their money as well.  

For many antebellum Americans, temperance reform became nearly as popular as 

Bible societies, though Whiggish and Jacksonian Americans often differed on their 

proper scope and purpose. All seemingly agreed that Americans drank too much and they 

were probably right. Indeed, by 1830, American men, women, and even some children 

polished off an average of five gallons of rum, gin, brandy, or whiskey every year, not to 

mention the additional drams of beer, wine, and various hard ciders.185 For Jacksonians, 

temperance was a cause that fired the hearts of some, while leaving other cold and 

disinterested. Excessive drinking could become a problem, most conceded, but so too 

could state-sponsored efforts to control it. One Democratic Temperance reformer 

reminded his more zealous Whig counterparts that “a majority of the people are not ready 

to sanction a law prohibiting the sale of intoxicating drinks.”186 Persuade, cajole, or 

wheedle, Jacksonians allowed, but they remained deeply suspicious of arguments for 

social control from distant legislatures. 
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Whigs believed that such arguments underestimated the deeper social danger of 

alcoholism and drunkenness. In 1842, Hartford Whigs steeled their resolve for “the 

unwearied labors in the cause of Temperance.”187 Beyond the moral concerns excessive 

drinking raised, Whigs pointed to pragmatic worries as well. From their point of view, 

Temperance Societies were crucial for helping individuals enslaved to drink develop self-

mastery and a needed work ethic. “The alarming prevalence of intemperance,” New York 

Whigs agreed, “and the consequent increase of crime, pauperism and taxation, call upon 

all virtuous citizens to combine their counsels, to arrest the dreadful burning tide.”188 Men 

who stayed habitually drunk were not likely to keep steady hours at any sort of job or 

vocation, and when they did, the quality of their work must logically suffer. Cincinnati 

Whigs argued in 1837, perhaps tongue-in-cheek, that reliance on alcohol was part of the 

reason the Van Buren Administration governed so poorly. “Some of the higher executive 

office at Washington, are and have been notorious drunkards – habitually effected by 

ardent spirits and drunk at least once a week.”189 Worse, alcohol stirred the savage 

tendencies lurking inside everyone and fueled all manner of crime including assault, 

robbery, rape, and murder. A nation of drunkards could not be trusted to build a future 

worth having. 
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Whiggish women agreed because they shared the same perspective privileging 

work, striving, and achievement. Consequently, these women often took pride in their 

social outreach. For example, “while others groan because they have to work hard for 

their bread," the Ladies Repository reminded readers, “we say that work is full of 

pleasure, of profit, and of materials for self-improvement.”190 Whig women were often 

bold and outspoken in the way they supported and carried forward these ideas. “We must 

not look idly on, but plead,” Ohio women urged one another, “plead even as the woman 

of the unjust judge, and we may succeed where men have failed.” These women believed 

they might be more successful than men in these efforts because of their natural virtue. In 

moral causes, women were thus better equipped to win the day. And the stakes were high. 

“The homes of loved ones are spoiled; the lowly, the great, and the gifted are slain, and 

their living curses warn us that the same destroyer is among us, beside our pleasant 

homes, along the pathway of our youth, beside our mills, our streams, and desolates many 

others as well.”191 Despite their diligence and sincerity, Whig men often failed to halt the 

rising tide of drunkenness threatening to drown America’s middle-class future. And it 

often fell to Whiggish women, then, to step into the breach. 

Temperance and Bible Societies, along with lyceums, schools, and churches were 

all part of larger social effort to perfect society along middle-class lines. Support for these 
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groups grew from Whig confidence in the strength of individuals united. A world of 

strangers required these social institutions to help isolated individuals find happiness, 

contentment, and success. “The doctrine of self-interest properly understood possibly 

prevents some from rising much above the ordinary level of humanity,” Whigs would 

concede along with Tocqueville. “The doctrine might debase a few individuals but it does 

raise the race as a whole.”192  

 Whigs sought to break down, or at least mitigate the more degenerative 

tendencies of localism and replace them with new nationally-minded loyalties and 

perspectives. Theirs was a gospel not only of self-restraint and improvement, but also of 

collaboration. “Release man from the contexts of community and you get not freedom 

and rights,” Whigs would echo one modern scholar, “but intolerable aloneness and 

subjection to demoniac fears and passions.”193 In a similar manner, Whigs’ ideas for the 

proper size, scope, and purpose of the state were geared towards individual and social 

progress and an eye on the future. If society’s greatest purpose was to answer individuals’ 

weakness through associated effort, then the American Whig Review argued “the 

principle use of government, is to direct that united strength in the most effectual 

manner.”194 Whiggery embraced a spacious reading of state action to win the future.  
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Chapter Three – The State 

“The State is our neighbors; our neighbors are the State.” 

Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 

The Whig Promise held an expansive view of state power. Whigs’ desire to 

strengthen social bonds and encourage widespread prosperity led them to support a 

broader reading of constitutional authority than their Jacksonian neighbors.  “The 

legitimate object of government,” Abraham Lincoln famously pointed out in 1854, “is to 

do for a community of people, whatever they need to have done, but can not do, at all, or 

can not, so well do, for themselves---in their separate, and individual capacities.” But 

Whigs were not statists in the modern sense. Indeed, in the same speech Lincoln further 

argued, “In all that the people can individually do as well for themselves, government 

ought not to interfere.”195 Thus, Whig support for public works was qualified by their 

insistence on individual virtue and self-control. 

Whigs’ understanding of political power began with the people, broadly 

considered, and was infused with their skepticism towards the executive. Executive 

power attracted men of “irregular ambition,” Daniel Webster warned in 1840, “destitute 

of all true patriotism, and a love of power, reckless of the means of its gratification.”196 

Whigs trusted legislatures more than executives because they trusted their aggregate 
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commitment to republican rule more, and believed only the wisest should fill its councils. 

Executive office stank of arbitrary power, which Whigs deeply feared, but legislatures 

offered better opportunities for collaborative progress. Americans “look upon all who are 

in office as limited agents,” Webster struck a rare bipartisan chord, “and will not repose 

too much trust in any.”197 Because Whigs believed that the best men ought to fill these 

offices, they trusted them to promote the common good.  

Whigs also argued that their political program was better suited to the new world 

of commerce, credit, and industry than the minimalist ideas cherished by Democrats. 

Most Whigs agreed with John Quincy Adams’ observation that “the great object of civil 

government is the improvement of the condition of those who are parties to the social 

compact.”198 Whig theories of political power bent towards the future, not the past. And 

they looked to government to promote development through corporations, banks, tariffs, 

and internal improvements. According to Calvin Colton government was “an enterprise 

in humanity and benevolence.”199 Whigs embraced a diverse and varied conservativism, 

but it was more than the sum of its fears. Whig anxiety flowed from a partisan shudder at 

an unwanted future, yet it was not merely worry that defined them. Whig aspirations also 

informed their understanding of political power, the rule of law, and the proper scope of 

state or public action. 
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 Power  

 

Like virtually all Americans, middle-class Whigs believed that political power 

ultimately rested with the people. In the broadest sense everyone agreed with George 

Washington’s argument from his first inaugural address that “The preservation of the 

sacred fire of liberty, and the destiny of the republican model of government, are justly 

considered as deeply, perhaps as finally staked, on the experiment entrusted to the hands 

of the American people.”200 This principle dominated American political thought during 

the antebellum era and it was well understood that public officials held their posts at the 

people’s pleasure. Yet Whigs also argued that the people’s pleasure must be tempered 

with order.  

In fact, most Whigs sought to strengthen the ties between the American people and 

their government. In his famous 1830 speech “Second Reply to South Carolina Senator, 

Robert Hayne,” Daniel Webster argued that he “would lay the foundation of this 

Government in the affections of the People, would teach them to cling to it by dispensing 

equal justice, and, above all, by securing the blessings of liberty to themselves and to 

their posterity.”201 Whigs across the country agreed. Abraham Lincoln hoped “reverence 

for the laws, [would] be breathed by every American mother, to the lisping babe, that 
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prattles on her lap.”202 And William Henry Seward believed “the agency of institutions of 

self-government is indispensable to the accomplishment of these sublime purposes. Such 

institutions can only be maintained by an educated and enlightened people.”203 

But who were “the People,” precisely? The idea was contested and evolving 

throughout the antebellum era. In the widest, most generous sense of the term, all 

American citizens together comprised “the people.” However, pure political power (i.e. 

ability to vote or hold office) in Jacksonian America was far more limited. Power in these 

terms privileged white, Protestant men. Even so the franchise was similarly restricted in 

most democratic countries, and for its white population at least, America remained one of 

the freest nations in the world. By the end of the 1830s, property qualifications for voting 

were abolished across most of the United States and Americans turned out in record 

numbers to vote in elections.204 No matter their partisan inclinations, then, most 

Americans believed that who won offices mattered because the State reflected the 

popular will in action. 

Legislation, jurisprudence, and executive power, in this view, were supposed to 

take into account the expressed wishes and best interests of the wider community. “It is 
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essential not only to the rightful action but to the stability of the government,” William 

Henry Seward noted in 1840, “that the will of the people, when clearly expressed, should 

be obeyed by their representatives.”205 Whigs built their view of statecraft on an 

expansive reading of America’s potential because the bourgeoisie sought success above 

all. “The elevation of the people, we repeat,” the American Whig Review stressed, “is the 

growing principle of the Whigs.”206 The will of the people gave legitimacy to their 

efforts. Yet disputes arose as to when and how the people expressed their will most 

clearly. What is more, Whigs and Jacksonians often disagreed on which was more 

important, the people’s expressed wishes or their best interests?  

The heart of the matter was trust. Most Jacksonian Democrats staunchly defended 

the right of constituents to instruct their elected officials how to vote in part   because 

they distrusted government. Indeed, life-long Democrat George Bancroft argued that 

“They who deny the right of instruction, deify the will of the representative, or temporary 

agent, and refusing to the people the right of paramount judgment, surrender the 

government to arbitrary caprice, the desperate ambition, the bigotry or selfishness of an 

individual.”207  
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The problem was the effects of power on human nature. Jacksonians found the 

argument that governments could safely expand their power to meet the needs of the 

people naive or misguided because of the way power corrupted the human soul. Power 

beguiled even the purest of hearts once safely ensconced in office. “He is all at once 

wiser in the affairs of his neighbors than they are themselves,” the New York Evening 

Post  acidly remarked in 1836, “he sees that they do not manage their own business 

properly; his fingers itch to arrange it for them, and his head teams with admirable and 

useful schemes of legislation for obliging them to attend to their own interests.”208 And 

Jacksonians were certain that such scheming would not end. Legislators in distant 

capitals would ceaselessly seek new ways to tell free-born Americans how best to live 

their own lives unless carefully watched by a diligent electorate. 

Not surprisingly, Whigs disagreed. Conceding Democrats’ point on the darker 

tendencies of human nature, Whigs was still far more inclined to trust state power and 

government action. First, they believed in restricting high offices to the best men, to the 

wisest and most knowledgeable of the community. By this they did not necessarily mean 

that the wealthiest ought to serve by default. Instead, Whigs urged those men with the 

widest sense of the community and deepest understanding of the proper uses of law to 

stand for office. The American Whig Review clarified this perspective in 1849. “A party 
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that means to endure, must ground itself upon the physical hopes and necessities of the 

middle classes of men, those whose property and whose affections are engaged in 

permanent industry.”209 If Whiggery was built on a broader sense of nationalism and a 

bigger conception of the community, then Whigs also believed that only America’s most 

broadly-minded men were worthy of guiding the ship of state.  

In this vein, the Whigs believed that voters’ right of instruction should be 

exercised in more general terms than Democrats. “The Whigs, with Republicans of all 

times,” declared Thurlow Weed’s Albany Evening Journal in 1840, “maintain the duty of 

every Representative to shape his official action in general conformity with the wishes of 

his constituents.”210 Indeed, Boston Whigs credited their triumph in the 1840 Presidential 

election to the people weighing and measuring the Democrats who were then found 

wanting. “They have looked upon the present administration, in its administrative 

character, as low-minded and corrupt, as deficient in both capacity and integrity, and 

therefore as unfit to be entrusted with the management of public affairs.”211 

                                                             
209 “Political Proscriptions,” American Whig Review (May 1849): 445. See also “States of the Union,” 
Niles’ National Register, September 5, 1840, pp. 2-6, “Domestic Intelligence,” Christian Observer, May 
26, 1843, p. 3, and “The English Middle Class,” Albion, October 7, 1854, p. 473 
210 “The Doctrine of Instruction,” Albany Evening Journal, January 22, 1840, p. 2. Deirdre N. McCloskey, 
Bourgeois Virtues: Why Economics Can’t Explain the Modern World (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2010), pp. 70-75; as well as Kohl, The Politics of Individualism (New York: 1989), pp. 130-31, and 
McCloskey, Bourgeois Dignity (Chicago: 2010), pp. 70-75. 
211 “The Policy to be Pursued,” Boston Quarterly Review (January 1841): 70. Whigs believed their broad-
mindedness was important. A few examples include “The Administration and the Country,” American 
Whig Review (March 1846): 227-235, “Political Education,” American Whig Review (April 1846): 354-63, 
“The Parties,” Cincinnati Weekly Herald, October 14, 1846, p. 1, and “New Tenure of Statesmanship,” 
Littell’s Living Age, September 11, 1847, pp. 524-25. See also McCloskey, Bourgeois Virtues (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2007), pp. 70-73; as well as Kohl, The Politics of Individualism (New York: 
1989), pp. 130-31, and McCloskey, Bourgeois Dignity (Chicago: 2010), pp. 70-72 



 

 104  
 

Whig self-confidence fostered their political optimism. Consequently, Whigs did 

not fear the state because they trusted their capacity to elect the best men to lead it. “It is 

in the character of the officers,” Daniel Webster declared in 1840, “and not in the 

strength of bars and vaults that we must look for the security of the public treasure.” The 

Whig reading of individualism highly valued self-control and the life-long cultivation of 

virtue in public and private life. Baltimore Whigs stressed these points in defending 

Theodore Frelinghuysen’s merits as a potential Vice-President in 1844. “He brings to the 

discharge of all his duties soundness of judgment, steadiness of purpose, and habits and 

principles of strictest integrity.” Frelinghuysen’s embrace of middle-class virtues meant 

he could be trusted.  “His views are liberal and enlightened,” and crucial to Whigs, “he is 

beyond the control of mere selfish or partisan influence.”212 

Whigs’ vision of the future was optimistic, but was also qualified by the need for 

virtue and self-control. Families, churches, and schools shaped and strengthened 

American character, forging a stable, connected society from a fidgety mass of isolated 

individuals. And from that society the state emerged. Thus, it is fair to suggest that Whig 

confidence carried a disclaimer. Americans could trust the state, if the people were wise 

enough to elect virtuous men to its counsels and offices. 

 Beyond issues of trust and merit, in Jacksonian America “the People” often also 

became coda for political orthodoxy. Party leaders supposedly spoke for the true interests 
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of the people, while their opponents were hacks or demagogues seeking personal gain at 

public expense. A group of Rhode Island Whigs in 1844 explained their party’s 

perspective on Jacksonians’ penchant for raucous, anti-establishment rabble-rousing in 

the stark terms of true patriotism. “The wild spirit of insubordination to established 

authority,” they argued, “of determined disobedience to public law is everywhere so 

manifest and alarming as to a awaken serious apprehensions in the minds of all 

considerate and patriotic men”213 (emphasis added). Theirs was not simply a partisan 

stance or one perspective among many, these Ocean State Whigs implied, but the correct 

way of seeing things. If others disagreed, then they must be inconsiderate and unpatriotic, 

apostates of the worst sort. “Let the dwellers in the whole country see and feel that, 

whatever may be their personal convictions,” New York Whigs agreed in 1841, “or 

whatever course of conduct their passions may prompt, the power of LAW is still above 

them, [and] is supreme in the land.”214 Ideological tribalism meshed well with party 

organization, and parties offered members the comfort and trust of the   clan. Understood 

in these terms, politics was not simply a game of horse race and electioneering for 

offices, where candidates held varying opinions while broadly agreeing on ultimate 

national goals. The stakes were high because it was a clash of opposing worldviews and 
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different moral outlooks.215 If the prize meant control of America’s future, then who held 

power and who should hold power became questions of crucial importance.  

 Although the franchise and access to state and federal offices was restricted to 

white men, Whig political culture was also built on a broader understanding of the 

people. Whig women not only attended political rallies, stump speeches, and barbecues, 

they also grew frustrated when their men proved reluctant to take them along. “Should a 

man be afraid of being seen with a woman who is not his wife, I should commend his 

modesty,” one woman wrote in to Godey’s Lady’s Book in 1831 after her husband failed 

to take her to a local rally supporting common schools. “But what impertinent whim can 

make him ashamed of his own wife?”216 Women were a vibrant, vital corps of moral and 

social activism within Whiggery and they took their duties seriously.  

 In the months leading up to the 1844 nominating convention, Whig women in 

Baltimore, New York, Trenton, and even Dover City, Delaware made banners, prepared 

food, browbeat wavering moderates, and above all celebrated Henry Clay. “The white 

                                                             
215 Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion (New 
York; Pantheon, 2012), pp. 354-333, and Joshua Greene, Moral Tribes: Emotion, Reason, and the Gap 
Between Us and Them (New York: Penguin, 2013), pp. 213-20. On the clash of worldviews pulsing 
though politics and political culture see also Meyers, The Jacksonian Persuasion (Stanford: 1957), pp. 
234-37; Kohl, The Politics of Individualism (New York: 1989), pp. 39-41; Robin Fox, The Tribal 
Imagination: Civilization and the Savage Mind (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011), p. 15, and 
Yuval Levin, The Great Divide: Edmund Burke, Thomas Paine, and the Birth of the Right and Left (New 
York: Basic Books, 2014), pp. 223-31. 
216 "The Gatherer," Godey’s Lady's Book (July 1831): 53. See also “The Whigs,” Huntress, February 6, 
1841, p. 2, and “Ladies’ Department,” Boston Cultivator, December 16, 1843, p.394. Elizabeth R. Varon’s 
We Mean to be Counted: White Women and Politics in Virginia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1998) is the best book on the topic, but other solid accounts include The Abolitionist Sisterhood: 
Women's Political Culture in Antebellum America, Ed. Jean F. Yellin and John C. Van Horne (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1994), Mary S. Zboray and Ronald J. Zbray, Voices Without Votes: Women and 
Politics in Antebellum New England (Lebanon, NH: University Press of New England, 2010), and Carol 
Lasser and Stacey Robertson, Antebellum Women: Private, Public, Partisan (New York: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2013). 



 

 107  
 

rose of Pennsylvania defends the fame of Henry Clay!” one defiant white satin banner 

read. And the women presenting it reminded their Whig delegation that “The fair reward 

the brave!”217 Whig women did not vote or hold office, it is true, yet their presence and 

their money mattered.  In 1840, at a gathering of Whig women in Richmond, Virginia, 

Daniel Webster joked that “if both the saint and sinner, and all the ladies, too, are against 

Mr. Van Buren, what prospect can he possibly have of success?”218 Causes such as 

universal education, hospital reform, and abolition gained traction, in no small part, 

because of the support they enjoyed from women. This sort of power was subtler than 

that exercised by men, perhaps, but it was still politically formidable.    

 Although Whiggery offered women a public political role, Whigs also carried a 

more conservative skepticism about certain groups’ fitness for electoral power. Initially 

their worries lingered on the virtue of working-class whites at the ballot-box, but as the 

era wore on Whig anxieties came to rest on the waves of   Roman Catholic Irish and 

German immigrants pouring into New York, Boston, and Baltimore year after year. One 

angry Whig polemicist from Boston argued that “The perverse and apparently innate 

lawlessness of the Irish made it a matter of enormous difficulty to govern them mildly 

and effectively.” But that was only the beginning of the problem. “Hundreds of thousands 

flock to America – disturbing their adopted country with their incorrigible turbulence, 
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inflaming it by their insane delusions, and spreading through the length and breadth of 

the land mental and moral poison of the most subtle and degrading kind.” For Whigs 

these were the wrong sort of people to trust with political power, and throughout the era 

they believed in their bones that Democrats manipulated Catholic immigrants to buttress 

their partisan prospects. Naturalization was too easily obtained, Whigs feared. And 

immigrants too soon became voters “and as such are sought for, flattered, and cajoled,” 

usually by Jacksonians, Whigs grumbled, where “their prejudices are humored or 

adopted.”219 Whigs worried that priest-ridden Catholic immigrants pouring into America 

during the antebellum years would fail to practice the needed self-control and would 

reinforce the worst tendencies of individualism. 

 Along with Whig worries about immigrants’ ability to embrace American values, 

many Whigs also dreaded the possibilities for corruption inherent in executive power. 

The name Whig was a historical nod towards this a deeply felt fear. Drawing on 

America’s recent Revolutionary experience and its longer heritage of country-party 

political culture, American Whigs first organized as a sprawling middle-class response to 

what they felt were the first drumbeats of monarchy that Andrew Jackson’s election to 

the presidency represented. Consequently, the term “Whig” was meant to echo 
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Revolutionary Whiggish thinkers on both sides of the Atlantic such as Edmund Burke 

and George Mason, and as well as those from the Glorious Revolution of 1688.220 In 

view of nascent Whigs, Jackson’s ascension hardly constituted proof of American 

democracy reaching full flower, at least as his supporters foolishly believed. Instead, they 

were dismayed to see the American people prove themselves so convincingly inept after 

being trusted with the broad use of power.  

 What had the old general done, Whigs wondered, to make anyone with sound 

judgment believe he was worthy of such high office? After Jackson’s reelection in 1832, 

Whig worry often gave way to angry consternation. “Except an enormous fabric of 

executive power for himself,” Henry Clay coldly argued from the Senate floor in 1834, 

“the president has built up nothing, constructed nothing, and will leave no enduring 

monument of his administration. He goes for destruction, universal destruction; and it 

seems to be his greatest ambition to efface and obliterate every trace of the wisdom of his 

predecessors.”221 Jackson represented liberty pushed too far, democracy run amok. 

Worse, “King Andrew” and a cabal of intriguers around him used his fame to stoke the 
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people against their own best interests. Failing that, Whigs argued that Democrats also 

used violence and intimidation to sway elections. “We cannot sufficiently express our 

abhorrence to the system of lawless violence and outrage,” Philadelphia Whigs seethed in 

1834, “adopted by the friends of Gen. Jackson, to deter the aged, infirm and timid from 

going to the polls, and to wreak their vengeance upon those who did not vote according 

to their wishes.”222 Whig accused Jacksonians of avoiding vigorous debates that 

challenged their partisan and ill-conceived dogma. 

 For Whigs this this all represented democratic power used against the very people 

it was meant to serve, perverting and twisting notions of liberty to enthrone the few at the 

expense of the many. American Whigs sought wisdom in the counsel of the Whigs of old 

and most admired Edmund Burke. “While the Reformer is certain to be applauded if 

successful, because his object is definite and clear to everyone,” the American Whig 

Review reminded readers in 1852, “the Conservative, whose influence is felt rather than 

seen, must content himself with but a small measure of that public approbation which he 

feels to be his due.” Whigs felt kinship with Burke because “he was ever the advocate of 

prudence,” and like them “was never understood.” And on all the issues that mattered, 

Whigs argued, Burke had been right. From urging reconciliation with the American 

colonies during the 1770s, to standing up to British oppression and corruption in India in 

the 1780s, to protecting England from bloody Jacobin revolutions in the 1790s, again and 
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again history vindicated the volatile statesman from Dublin. “Yet all the services of 

Burke to his country never won him its entire regard.”223 Whigs felt a similar lack of 

appreciation in the antebellum United States.  They too endured “disappointed 

aspirations, broken hopes, long years of altercation and unavailing struggle.”224  

 Time and again they echoed Burke's stubborn argument to the Mons. Dupont that 

“the Liberty I mean is social freedom. It is that state in which Liberty is secured by 

equality of Restraint.” Jackson’s politics were built on mob rule, and mobocracy was the 

very opposite of self-restraint. And would the mob ultimately share in the spoils their 

rage helped secure, Whigs scoffed? Not likely. “[Liberty] is not solitary, unconnected, 

individual, selfish Liberty. As if Man was to regulate the whole of his Conduct by his 

own will.”225 Whiggery itself was based on connecting individuals and weaving them 

into a strong, national fabric that would beat back localism and tamp down political 

selfishness.  

 Whigs viewed self-restraint as the foundation for the proper use of political power. 

“Modern Locofocoism (a Whig pejorative for Democrats meaning incendiary or radical) 

is a creature of adventure,” warned the American Whig Review, “and like a soldier of 
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fortune, prospers best in confusion. It follows no uniform path, for it has no settled 

aim”226 Over and over, Whig candidates for executive offices   assured voters of their 

willingness to be restrained by legislatures and courts once in office. William Henry 

Harrison spent nearly half of his 8,445 word inaugural address promising fealty to the 

principle that Congress should enact laws and Presidents should content themselves with 

seeing them carried them out.227  

 In this, Whigs’ middle-class institutional conservatism became apparent because 

they believed that innovation and change should be slow and deliberate. “The Whig party 

is the really conservative party of the country,” New York Whigs agreed. “It intelligently 

prefers the tried to the untried, the certain to the uncertain, the safe to the hazardous.” 

And few things were as slow, deliberative, or predictable as antebellum legislative 

debate. “The immediate welfare of the people and their permanent prosperity will be 

better promoted by a steady adherence to the settled policy of the state,” Seward 

explained in 1840, “with economy and retrenchment in its prosecution, and by the 

preservation of institutions intimately connected with the policy and with the various 

individual interests of our fellow citizens.”228 Whig argued that the vigilant maintenance 

                                                             
226 “The Administration: The Party,” American Whig Review (April 1852): 295.  
227 Harrison’s 1841 inaugural address was the longest in American history. A copy of the text is available 
at “Address by William H. Harrison, 1841,” Joint Congressional Committee on Inaugural Ceremonies 
(http://www.inaugural.senate.gov/swearing-in/address/address-by-william-h-harrison-1841, Accessed 
November 15, 2013).   
228 William Henry Seward, “Message of the Governor of New York (1840)” Niles’ National Register, 
January 18, 1840, p. 331. See also “Balance of Party Power,” Niles’ National Register, February 20, 1841, 
p. 391, “Conservative Policy,” Albion, September 11, 1841, p. 324, and “Legislative Wisdom,” 
Philanthropist, February 16, 1842, p. 2. 
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of legislative power was crucial in protecting America’s republican experiment from 

executive despotism.  

 For Whigs, then, decrying “King Andrew I” was not simply electioneering clap-

trap, or a clever ploy to score cheap points at the polls. Instead, such a powerful symbol 

opened a telling window into the often overwhelming anxiety many Whigs felt   at the 

prospect of Jackson’s creeping tyranny. It did not matter that this foreboding was rooted 

more in imagined slights, than actual abuses of power. Indeed, in many ways that made it 

worse. The political imagination seemed almost boundless in terms of both aspiration and 

anxiety. So it was for Whigs with Andrew Jackson.  
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229 

As the illustration demonstrates, Whigs indeed objected to the actual policies and ideas of 

Jackson and his supporters as well. From his spoils system rewarding cronies with 

political offices, to his quixotic war on the Second Bank of the United States, Whigs 

could rattle off several reasons why he was unfit for the station he held. But their worries 

                                                             
229 King Andrew the First, Born to Command, Broadside (New York: 1833, Lithograph, 31.7 x 21.4 cm), 
Library of Congress: Prints & Photographs Online Catalog  
(http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/cph.3a05351/, Accessed January 21, 2014). 
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cut deeper still. In 1839, in a speech before the Virginia state party convention, Benjamin 

Watkins Leigh, a Whig from Richmond, described his party’s central fear of unchecked 

executive power and its consequences for the future. Presidents Jackson and Van Buren 

“have wrought a practical change in the political institutions of the country most 

pernicious in itself,” Leigh reminded them, “and fraught, unless it be timely counteracted, 

with the utmost danger to the very being of republican government.”230  Jackson preened 

and strutted his hour across the national stage and would be heard no more, but Whigs 

worried that the political heresies he represented could poison American republicanism 

forever. “The clouds of public misfortune thicken to a tempest,” John Quincy Adams 

warned a group of young Whigs in Boston in 1845. “Your trial is approaching. The spirit 

of freedom and the spirit of slavery are drawing together for the deadly conflict of 

arms.”231 And Whigs believed that Andrew Jackson was responsible. The cult of 

personality that had elected him, the distracted, reckless use of power to punish enemies 

and reward friends, the intolerable arrogance of a demagogue secure in his position 

because he had hoodwinked too many voters kindled a frustration among Whigs that 

teetered towards ossified hate. This was the new language of American politics and it was 

rather ironic that Andrew Jackson first endured its broadsides, for few Americans 

understood hate so well as Jackson himself. 

                                                             
230 “Virginia Whig State Convention,” Niles' National Register, October 19, 1839, p. 126. 
231 John Quincy Adams, “Mr. Adams' Address,” Niles' National Register, October 17, 1844, p. 112. See 
also “Architects of Ruin,” Albany Evening Journal, June 25, 1838, p. 3; as well as Kohl, The Politics of 
Individualism (New York: 1989), pp. 93-95, and McCloskey, Bourgeois Virtues (Chicago: 2010), pp. 40-45; 
as well as Haidt, The Righteous Mind (New York: 2012), pp. 279-84. 
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In this vein, Whigs blasted Andrew Jackson’s use of the presidential veto as the 

imposition of one man’s will over that of the people. The American Whig Review vented 

this frustration, arguing that “the veto power was anti-republican, exceedingly liable to be 

abused, and in its abuse throwing such undue influence into the hands of the Executive as 

to endanger our free institutions.”232 Though constitutional, vetoes had been rare in 

previous administrations. Indeed, Old Hickory issued more vetoes than any President 

from George Washington to Andrew Johnson, and more than his six predecessors 

combined. Moreover, of the thirty-three vetoes issued from Jackson to Lincoln, all of 

them came from the desk of Democratic presidents. Even if the Jacksonian apostate, John 

Tyler, and his ten vetoes are unjustly applied to the Whig ledger, Democrats still 

dominated with twenty-three.233  

 To Whigs this offered clear proof of a radical departure from settled precedent and 

represented a dangerous rejection of the broader community’s wisdom. Perhaps the most 

famous instance of this dispute occurred in May of 1830 when Jackson vetoed federal 

funding for the Maysville Road in Kentucky, a proposed turnpike from Lexington to 

Maysville designed to link up with the larger national system of transportation and 

communication. Since this road was going to be a part of the larger national road, Whigs 

                                                             
232 “Presidential Veto,” American Whig Review (August 1849): 112. Whigs across the country shared this 
fear. For example see, “The Veto,” New Yorker, August 28, 1841, p. 377, “The Veto Message,” Boston 
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judged it an innocuous and beneficial use of federal money. Shocking no one, Andrew 

Jackson disagreed.  

 No doubt relishing the opportunity to inconvenience and embarrass Henry Clay, 

Jackson nonetheless staked his objections to the Maysville Road on higher ideological 

ground. The road was unconstitutional, Jackson explained, because its entire length, and 

thus its benefits, ran only in Kentucky. As he and his supporters saw things, funding the 

road was a risky federal intrusion into local affairs. If Kentuckians wanted a turnpike, by 

all means let them pay for it. 

 Whigs were unmoved by Jackson’s logic. Nicholas D. Coleman, a Congressman 

from Kentucky, made their case. “But gentleman say, every inch of the Maysville Road,” 

he grudgingly acknowledged the President’s argument. “How can it be national? I 

answer, every inch of the Delaware Canal, sixteen miles in length, is in the State of New 

Jersey; and every inch of the Louisville Canal is in one county; nay, I believe in one city. 

How can they be national? Yet, Congress have subscribed for stock in both of them.” The 

argument that the road was purely local was specious at best. And Kentucky’s Whigs 

charged Democrats with duplicity and petty cronyism. “Jackson men are not to be 

trusted,” the Louisville Journal coldly argued just before Christmas in 1830. “Their 

devotion to a superannuated old man has swallowed their up all their feelings, powers, 

and faculties, and in him they have live, move, and have their being.”234 Whigs grew 

                                                             
234 “Lexington and Maysville Road,” Louisville Daily Journal, December 22, 1830, p. 2. See also “Speech of 
Henry Clay, Delivered at the Mechanics’ Collation [Cincinnati, August 3, 1830],” Niles Weekly Register, 
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disgusted with Democrats because they seemed to put their faith in the judgment of one 

man, and substituted loyalty to his cause for justice to the will and welfare of the 

community. This blind, parochial loyalty frustrated Whigs because to their eyes it 

represented creeping monarchy and was anathema to American republicanism.235 

 For his part, Henry Clay saw the Maysville Road Veto as a false, over-reaching 

application of political power born of one man’s smoldering hatreds and his party’s 

sycophantic, cowardly fear of the future. “My enemies flatter themselves that those 

systems (i.e. roads, turnpikes, canals, banks, and credit) may be overthrown by my 

destruction,” Clay coldly derided his Democratic detractors in an 1830 speech given 

before mechanics and artisans in Cincinnati. “Vain and impotent hope! Long, long after I 

am gone, whilst the lofty hills encompass this fair city, those systems will invigorate the 

industry and animate the hopes of the farmer, the mechanic, the manufacturer and all 

other classes of our country-men.”236 In a moment of striking clairvoyance, Henry Clay 

understood that Whiggery’s most enduring legacies probably would not come at the 

ballot-box. Instead, they would be etched in the marrow and sinew of American society 

as it progressed into the future.  

                                                             
235 The most best accounts of what the Maysville Road Veto symbolized for Jackson and his supporters 
include, Glyndon G. Van Deusen, The Jacksonian Era: 1828-1848 (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1959), 
Michael Holt, The Rise and Fall of the American Whig Party (New York: Oxford University Press,1999), 
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Appalachian West (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2005), and Howe, What Hath God Wrought  
(New York: 2007). 
236 Henry Clay, “Speech of Henry Clay, Delivered at the Mechanics’ Collation” [Cincinnati, August 3, 
1830],” Niles Weekly Register, September 4, 1830, p. 33. For similar Whig sentiment on the subject see 
“Pennsylvania and Internal Improvements,” Banner of the Constitution, May 4, 1831, p. 178, and 
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 In stark contrast to their distrust of executive power, Whigs placed great faith in 

state and national legislatures. For Whigs, this flowed from their belief that legislatures 

most closely mirrored the broad will of the people, their members drawn from small, 

local districts and thus reflected the diversity of thought of the American polity. As the 

American Whig Review noted in 1845, Whigs believed that placing their trust in 

legislatures was “none other than a Moral Power.”237 Legislatures were forced by their 

make-up to discuss, deliberate, and compromise. Further, it was virtually impossible for 

them to impose controversial policies by fiat because of the presence of opposition.  

Conversely, unilateral executive action seemed to Whig eyes “utterly destructive of that 

nationality which belongs to, and forms the greatest strength of the Whig party.”238  

 Whigs’ self-assurance made them more willing to trust candidates once in office, 

so long as they followed a Whiggish reading of the proper uses of power. If Americans 

had virtue enough to install the wisest men in high office, then the people had little to fear 

from corruption, incompetence, or despotism.239  Whigs believed they lost only when 

Americans were seduced by demagogues or gave in to worries about their neighbors, 

about the economy, or about the future. Of course, Democrats boasted a steady record of 

electoral success throughout the age of Jackson, but those victories did not lead Whigs to 

distrust government, per se, but instead question the virtue of the people electing them. In 

Whig eyes, Jacksonians had no positive policy to recommend but instead tapped into 

                                                             
237 “The Whig Party, Its Positions, and Duties,” American Whig Review (December 1845): 547. See also 
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powerful anxieties about the modern world and translated that fear into ballot-box 

success. Jacksonians seemed to countenance no higher purpose for government than 

maintaining the common defense and preventing unknown future calamities. Democrats 

championed a politics of fear. Whigs held out great hope for the possibilities of public 

action and championed a much broader reading of the true purpose of state power. 

 

 

Purpose 

 

 During the age of Jackson, few questions generated so much debate and 

disagreement between Whigs and Democrats as the proper scope of government.  Many 

of their disagreements flowed from different understandings of American nationalism and 

public obligations. As Whigs understood things, uniting the distant parts of the country 

into one community was the ultimate aim of good government. “We do not impose 

geographical limits to our patriotic feeling or regard,” Daniel Webster observed, “we do 

not follow rivers and mountains and lines of latitude to find boundaries beyond which 

public improvements do not benefit us.” Webster spoke for most Whigs who often sought 

to turn the question from one of could to one of should. “I have never seen any more 

difficulty in erecting lighthouses on the lakes than on the ocean,” he continued, “in 

improving the harbors of inland seas, than if they were within the ebb and flow of the 
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tide; or in removing obstructions in the vast streams of the West, more than in any work 

to facilitate commerce on the Atlantic coast.”240 For Whigs, the most fundamental 

purpose of the federal constitution and the government it created was to make one people 

out of the many social and material interests dividing antebellum America.  

 Thus, Whigs tended to see state action in far more flexible terms than did 

Democrats. Whiggery oriented their politics toward the future. Whigs believed that their 

politics was designed to reform the present in ways that were faithful to the past, so that 

all Americans might enjoy a prosperous future. As William Henry Seward explained in 

1839, the American System and the larger Whig program were the best ways to achieve 

these goals because they would secure “the continual advance by millions in the value of 

real estate, the increase in quantity and value of agricultural productions and 

manufactured fabrics, the establishment and enlargement of inland commerce, and of 

foreign trade, economy in the expense, saving of time, and increase in amount of travel, 

augmentation of population, unbounded prosperity and increase of rising villages, cities, 

and towns, and all the consequent advantages to morality, piety, and knowledge.”241  

                                                             
240 Daniel Webster, “Reply to Hayne; A Speech in the United States Senate, January 26th 1830” in Pulpit 
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Press, 2001), p. 53, Edward Everett, “Accumulation,” The New Yorker, February 2, 1839, p. 312, and “The 
Position of Parties,” America Whig Review (January 1845): 20. 
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 Whigs viewed increasing individuals’ opportunities to secure material affluence 

with near political reverence. By self-control individuals might govern their passions, and 

by religious instruction and broader education they might deepen their virtue and widen 

their knowledge. “A people thus enriched will not abandon the system to which they owe 

their wealth,” Seward argued, “because the agents by whom it has been conducted may 

have erred, or may even have been unfaithful; nor will they be stopped in their career by 

obstacles which time must diminish and enterprise will overcome.”242 The virtuous, 

educated citizen would enjoy the just fruits of prosperity and, Whigs believed, would 

support public programs to help his fellow men achieve the same. “The elevation of the 

people,” the American Whig Review stressed, “is the growing principle of the Whigs.”243 

For all the interest in congressional debates, moreover, America’s federal government 

remained small throughout the antebellum era. It was state governments and local 

municipalities that pushed the American System forward.244  

 Whigs hoped to tie the country together through improved infrastructure. And they 

grew tired of Democratic cries for elbow room and respite from progress. “Our Country 

is a country of busy men,” Baltimore Whig John P. Kennedy reminded a packed hall in 

New York in 1833. “Everywhere the incessant murmur and gush of business tells of a 
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generation intent upon aggrandizing a vast and scattered empire.”245  Winning a thriving 

future required cooperation and shared sacrifice on a vast scale. But Whigs urged their 

fellow Americans to look at what had already been achieved. “Look at our institutions,” 

Tennessee Whigs agreed, “our agricultural and commercial interests, our increased 

manufacturing facilities – Proud, happy, Americans!”246 For his part, Kennedy predicted 

that if Americans in 1823 had traveled abroad for ten years they would be astonished 

upon their return at the prosperity generated by the modest investment in canals and 

roads. “You will find huts grown into comfortable houses, hamlets into villages, villages 

into cities, and cities into great and gorgeous marts.”247 For Whigs like Kennedy 

improvement was the point. "No man in America is contented to be poor,” the American 

Whig Review pointed out, “or expects to continue so."248 

 The term “internal improvements” carries an unfortunate parliamentary coldness 

that minimizes its antebellum importance. Lost in bureaucratic translation, is the sheer 

excitement of new possibilities, the astonishing sense of change each project represented 

for those involved. One Whiggish New England pamphleteer captured this sentiment well 

reflecting on railroads in 1851. “The brevity of human life is forcibly illustrated in the 

rapidity with which man becomes accustomed to every great revolution, either in civil 

order, in commerce, or in the economy of the household.” For Whigs like him the 
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October 17, 1833,” Mechanics’ Magazine (October 1833): 230, 238.   
246 “Progress of the Country,” Tennessee Whig, May 16, 1839, p. 2. 
247 John P. Kennedy, “An Address Delivered before the American Institute, in the city of New-York, 
October 17, 1833,” Mechanics’ Magazine (New York: October 1833), p. 239.  
248 “Influence of the Trading Spirit upon the Social and Moral Life of America," American Whig Review 
(New York: January 1845): 95. See also Howe, What Hath God Wrought (New York: 2007), pp. 243-50, 
and McCloskey, Bourgeois Virtues (Chicago: 2010), p. 271-73. 



 

 124  
 

commercial changes of the antebellum years were matched only by the ready 

accommodation most of his neighbors seemed to have for them. “This is exemplified by 

the recent application of steam to locomotion. We are in the transition period, when 

traveling thirty miles in an hour is ceasing to excite surprise,” he ruefully shook his head, 

“[and] the children of the present day will never appreciate the improvement.” 249 

Whiggery not only embraced these developments, Whigs worked to speed them up. In 

1847, the Ohio State Journal urged Whigs to always remember that they belonged to 

“that great national party in which are centered all our hopes for the peace, prosperity and 

deliverance of the nation.”250 At the same time, Whigs often lamented the tendency of 

subsequent generations to forget toil required to secure their affluence. The Whig 

Promise tended to take the long view of progress but Whigs called for continuing 

character reform because they worried comfort brought complacency, which in turn 

eroded habits of self-control and industry. 

 Despite such worries, Whigs such as John Pendleton Kennedy firmly believed that 

theirs was a glorious future and had little patience for those who disagreed. “It is 

unmeaning cant – nay worse – it is pernicious heresy,” he thundered in 1833, “to defend 

what is called the ‘let-us-alone’ policy in the affairs of nations. Individual astuteness may 
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be a safe guide in individual concerns; but it will never [or should never] shape or control 

the circumstances of the state.”251 According to Edward Everett, Whigs objected to the 

idea “that it involves the narrow view which is becoming too fashionable of the objects of 

Governments, as if it had no higher or further purpose than the mere restraining of one 

man from committing violence on another.”252 Indeed for many Whigs, far more was 

possible.  

 The state did not exist simply to protect property and administer justice, but rather 

public power ought to promote the public good. “We believe that Education, Morality,” 

New York Whigs stressed in 1838, “and the securing of any good which may be more 

feasibly attained through the action of the community than of the individuals, are within 

the proper sphere of its operations and exertions.”253 And as Whigs understood their 

world, a close observation of public improvements tracked the development of societies 

from barbarism to civility. “The barbarian, for instance, is simply content with the foot-

path,” New Orleans Whigs argued in 1848, “in the next degree of humanity we find the 

high road; next, come the turnpike and canal; and then, within the area of civilization and 

intellectual life, are the locomotive, propelled onward by the perfection of science, and 

the magnetic telegraph, robbing the lightning of its swiftness, and rendering its touch 

powerful to enlighten and not to destroy.254 And Whigs imagined a future full of 

astonishing achievements. “We must not forget that the railroad is but one step in the 
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254 “The History and Economy of Railroads,” Southern Quarterly Review (April 1848): 373. 



 

 126  
 

ascending staircase,” Connecticut Whigs stressed, “on which the race is mounting, 

guiding and cheered by heavenly voices. We only mark the beginning of wonders which 

shall cooperate with the divine purpose in the redemption of man, and the restoration of a 

ruined world.”255 

 An example of this perspective in action was the national push for canals. While 

the famous Erie Canal looms large in scholarship on antebellum era internal 

improvements, other canal efforts also shed light on the Whigs’ view of state power, 

rightly applied. The Louisville and Portland Canal just south of Louisville, Kentucky, is 

one such example. As a Boston travel pamphlet explained, “Louisville stands high among 

our western cities for culture and refinement, [and] is extensively resorted to by 

merchants from the river towns above and below, and from the interior of the adjacent 

States, as an eligible wholesale market for dry goods and groceries.” (Pictured below.) 
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256 

Yet for all its business and sophistication, the so-called Gateway to the South had a 

geography problem. “The greatest falls in the Ohio River are just below this city; which 

are caused by a bed of limestone extending across the river, over which the waters pour 

with a broken and irregular current, for a distance of two miles, making a descent of 22 

feet, and, excepting one or two months during the periods of highest flood, entirely 

intercepting the passage of loaded boats up and down the river.”257 Problems of landscape 

made the falls impassable for a solid portion of each year, limiting commerce and 

transportation.   
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 For those embracing the Whig promise of improvement and progress, the answer 

was a canal. At a cost of $ 1 million, local businessmen along with a little help from the 

federal government built a canal that was “between two and three miles, 50 feet wide at 

the surface, and overcoming 22 ½ feet of fall by four locks, sufficiently capacious to 

admit steamboats of the largest size.”258 And it was a success, paying for itself in the first 

decade of operation and Whigs trumpeting its success. “The country will be benefitted by 

this freedom to our commerce,”259 the Niles National Register promised in 1835. Beyond 

Louisville, Whigs celebrated other successful canal projects such as the Illinois and 

Michigan, connecting the Great Lakes with the Mississippi River, as well as the 

Chesapeake and Ohio, which linked Pittsburgh and the Appalachian Mountains with to 

mid-Atlantic commercial centers.260  

 As Whigs saw things, therefore, internal improvements like canals, and indeed 

railroads and turnpikes, were not simply sound uses of public money, but necessities for 

winning the right kind of future. Whigs believed that this was bigger than electoral wins 

and losses. In 1848 the American Whigs Review urged Whigs running for office at every 

level of government across the country to hold fast to their ideals, especially government 
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promotion of internal improvements. “The trial of men’s virtue never comes but when 

they are called on to maintain their principles at some sacrifice.”261 Public works were 

expensive, and not all of them proved profitable. “Yet there have doubtless been many 

gross errors committed in the devising and constructing of work of Internal 

Improvement,” the New Yorker conceded in 1840. But even mistakes and malfeasance 

such as railroads running over budgets, or financiers absconding with revenue before 

significant work was completed, were useful if lessons were learned. “These errors will 

serve as beacons against similar mistakes in the future.”262 Thus, gritty persistence was 

necessary because Whigs often endured vicious broadsides from Democrats who were 

convinced that public improvements were little more than speculative efforts to bribe the 

people with their own money.  

 Indeed, Democrats dismissed the Whig program as the calculated sophistry of the 

wealthy, the languid few seeking to rob the toil-weary many. “The property of the 

American farmer has not been acquired by the dark maneuvers of financiering,” the 

United States Magazine and Democratic Review reminded Jacksonian readers in 1840, “it 

has been wrought from the soil by hard labor in the face of the day.”263 In Democratic 

eyes, Whiggery was the political creed of the lazy schemer, who looked to governments 

to provide him what he refused to earn with own honest labor.  
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 Whigs grew frustrated with this sort of thinking because they found it narrow and 

inane. Modernity was upon America, no matter if many Americans welcomed it or not. It 

was pointless, Whigs argued, even dangerous to resist the rising tide of the modern 

world. Far better to ensure that American society could not merely endure, but prosper. 

“The destiny of these principles has not yet been completed,” stressed the American Whig 

Review, defending Whiggish ideas of a more active government, “and to sacrifice any 

one of them at the present time, on any pretext, is willful and suicidal madness.”264 Whigs 

argued that it was little more than vain hope that America would or could continue as a 

primarily agrarian nation. Industry was her future and public improvements were the best 

means to secure it.   

 By the same token, Whigs rejected the notion that industry and agriculture were 

somehow at odds. In their view, these pursuits worked together. Massachusetts Whigs 

reminded voters that they “regard the great interests of agriculture, commerce, and 

manufactures as so inseparably connected that national measures injurious to either are 

injurious to all.”265 Whigs favored internal improvements because they wanted to 

strengthen the bonds of community. William Henry Seward spoke for many Whigs when 

he explained, “Internal improvement regards the highest possible cultivation of every part 

of the state, and the perfect development of its resources; the widest possible extension of 
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the territory which can be made tributary to its markets, and the greatest possible 

diminution of the cost of transportation of persons and property.” It was not a matter of 

securing the prosperity of some at the expense of others. The Whig Promise imagined an 

America where virtuous and hard-working men and women might rise to affluence. 

Consequently, Whigs aggressively pushed for state action to help overcome the limits of 

geography. “All such improvements,” Seward further argued, “rightfully engage the 

public attention, and will doubtless receive from the legislature the discriminating favor 

due to their respective merits.”266 

 Whig support for corporations well demonstrates this sort of thinking. They 

dismissed the prevailing view among most Democrats that corporations merely funneled 

the wealth of the country into the hands of a few speculators and capitalists. Instead, 

Whigs saw public sanction for business as vital in encouraging the wealthy to take risks 

and make investments that often benefited a wide swath of people. As Boston Whigs in 

1836 saw it, corporations gave common men of modest means the opportunity “originate 

and carry on undertakings which, without the power, credit and faculties derived from 

such acts (i.e. states granting corporate charters), would either not be undertaken at all, or 

only by individuals of great wealth for their sole benefit.”267 Far from enthroning 

aristocracy, then, Daniel Webster asserted in 1844, corporations “rather exhibit a 
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convenient and in every respect, desirable mode of investment for all who have, or by the 

labor can acquire, anything to invest!”268 To illustrate the democratic character of 

corporations he pointed to the Merrimac Mills in Lowell, Massachusetts. Out of 390 

proprietors, there were forty-six merchants, sixty-eight women, fifty-two retirees, eighty 

administrators, twenty-three lawyers, eighteen physicians, three literary institutions, 

fifteen farmers, forty secretaries, clerks, and students, and forty-five mechanics and 

machinists. Further, the forty-five mechanics alone owned $60,000.00 in stock. To Whig 

eyes this impressive figure confirmed the wisdom of legislatures granting corporate 

charters.  

 Whig support for banks and banking drew on their understanding about the proper 

development of American society. Jacksonians Democrats, however, viewed banks and 

the credit system that was their lifeblood with distrust and contempt. Few issues 

illustrated the moral and ideological gap between Whigs and Democrats regarding the 

purpose of state power more starkly than their wars over banking. Perhaps no such row 

was more famous or consequential than Andrew Jackson’s famous War on the Second 

Bank of the United States. Indeed, the national bank’s destruction led to the formation of 

the Whig party itself. 

 From the outset, Whiggish Americans seemed destined to despise Andrew Jackson 

and the values that he seemed to represent.  Carried into power in 1828 on a wave of 
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support from new men in new states in the West and the South, Jackson did not so much 

advocate one set of policies over another as he championed a new political style, a crass 

appeal to passion and anxiety. That Jackson’s first inauguration devolved into a drunken 

party of well-wishers trashing the White House did little to ease Whig suspicions. As 

Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story pointed out, speaking for many, “The reign of King 

Mob seemed triumphant.”269  

 

270 
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 Jacksons first term saw its share of rollicking controversies such as the forced 

removal of Native Americans from Georgia, despite a contrary ruling by John Marshall’s 

Supreme Court, the implementation of the spoils system to reward supporters with public 

posts while punishing enemies, and the call to end to the Electoral College in favoring of 

direct Presidential elections by the people. Yet for all heated rhetoric, these dust-ups 

paled when compared to the vitriol and acrimony generated by Jackson’s war on the 

national bank.  

 Like the millions who saw him as their champion, Old Hickory kept track of past 

slights and saw the world as a vast struggle between the privileged few and the exploited 

many. And few institutions in antebellum American institutions stank of privilege to 

Jacksonian Democrats like the Second Bank of the United States. Thus, in 1829 when 

Jackson pointed out “the charter of the Bank of the United States expires in 1836, and its 

stock holders will most probably apply for a renewal of their privileges,” these bland 

words were misleading because Jackson was hardly seeking a compromise but instead 

intended to lay out a case for the Bank’s destruction. “Both the constitutionality and the 

expediency of the law creating this bank are well questioned by a large portion of our 

fellow citizens,” he coldly informed the gathered members, “and it must be admitted by 

all that it has failed.”271 Jackson and those who shared his perspective distrusted the 

national bank because it seemed to embody all the worst aspects of power.  It exercised 

distant, complex, and immense power. “Its operations are so extended and so much 
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detailed,” Democratic Virginians growled, “that the eyes of Argus could not reach 

them.”272  To Jacksonian eyes, the national bank was the ultimate monument to 

entrenched privilege. 

 It is matter of deep historical irony that a figure like Andrew Jackson could ever 

feel like an outsider. A former general, conqueror of Alabama’s Creeks, conqueror of the 

proud Seminoles, Yankee conquistador of Spanish Florida, United States congressman, 

United States senator, and an enormously wealthy planter from Tennessee, Jackson never 

quite felt like he had arrived. What more he could have done after winning the White 

House twice no one could say, but Jackson clung tight to grudges and practiced politics 

like he practiced war. All of it was about destruction, his or his enemies. 

 In 1829 the Second Bank of the United States was a powerful commercial 

institution, with national reach through its regulatory power and political support. Most 

Democrats revered Jackson precisely because he “renounced the support of the Bank of 

the United States, the grand reservoir of the monied influence in America, and with it the 

whole mercenary system.”273 To be fair, the grand reservoir was deep. Chartered in 1816 

for a twenty-year term, the national bank boasted a capital limit of $35 million, 20% or 

$7.5 million of which belonged to the federal government. Jacksonians viewed its size, 

wealth, and power with a deep suspicion. One Democrat toasted the Bank of the United 

States, warning “It divides itself like a Polypus, and at each division a monster is created, 
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which, like a Vampyre (sic), preys on the vitals of the Republic.”274 As sole fiscal agent 

of the United States of America, the Bank held and transferred all U.S. deposits, handled 

all payments and receipts for all government contracts and transactions, as well as 

processing all tax payments. The National Bank was also required to pay the government 

$1.5 million each year as a bonus for using public funds, interest free in its various 

private ventures.275 

 The Bank’s fall is a story quickly told. Andrew Jackson took a hard stance after 

1829, refusing to compromise on recharter despite repeated attempts by Nicholas Biddle, 

the Bank’s president, to broker one. Henry Clay urged Biddle to submit the recharter 

request to Congress in 1832 (an election year), calculating the Jacksonians would blink. 

Biddle was up for a fight. “This worthy President thinks that because he has scalped 

Indians and imprisoned Judges, he is to have his way with the Bank,” he later described 

his resolve, “he is mistaken.” 276 Given the national bank’s popularity, the valuable 

services it provided, and the seeming imprudence of risking controversy during an 

election year, this seemed like sound strategy. 

 Unfortunately for Biddle and his Bank, Henry Clay was wrong. Though the 

Congress rechartered the Bank of the United States in 1832, Andrew Jackson vetoed the 
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bill. “It is to be regretted that the rich and powerful too often bend the acts of government 

to their selfish purposes,” he maintained. “There are no necessary evils in government. Its 

evils exist only in its abuses. If it would confine itself to equal protection, and, as Heaven 

does its rains, shower its favors alike on the high and the low, the rich and the poor, it 

would be an unqualified blessing. In the act before me there seems to be a wide and 

unnecessary departure from these just principles.”277 Whigs tried to make the 1832 

Presidential Election a referendum on the Bank but lost badly. Worse, in a fit of pique, 

Biddle brought on a financial crisis by calling in the Bank’s loans, ironically “proving” 

Jackson’s claim that the Bank held too much power. “The Bank, Mr. Van Buren, is trying 

to kill me,” he told his wily Secretary of State in 1832 but I shall kill it. 278 And kill it he 

did. By October1833 Jackson had removed the federal government’s deposits, and the 

bank was liquidated. As with most things in his public life, Andrew Jackson had won.  

 Yet the consequences of the bank’s destruction lingered. Whigs did not believe in 

the earnestness of Democrats’ attack on the Bank. Whigs did not see principles in action, 

but power misused. Daniel Webster spoke for many others when he reminded the Senate, 

“Sir, no President and no public man ever before advanced such doctrines in the face of 

the nation.”279 Democrats had struck at a vital American institution, and in killing the 
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bank they also wounded public trust. And perhaps antebellum America’s great foreign 

observer, Alexis de Tocqueville, agreed. “But it must not be imagined that the people had 

formed a rational opinion,” he described Jackson’s victory. “By no means.” Instead, “The 

bank is a great establishment, which has an independent existence; and the people, 

accustomed to make and unmake whatsoever they please, is startled to meet with this 

obstacle to their authority. In the midst of the perpetual fluctuation of society, the 

community is irritated by so permanent an institution and is led to attack it, in order to see 

whether it can be shaken, like everything else.”280 For their part, Whigs wondered what 

limits existed? Jacksonians wrong-headed conceptions of the purpose and scope of state 

power might lead them to strike the sun if it insulted them. Far from demonizing wealth 

or those who pursued it, then, Whigs believed that government’s purpose was to protect 

property, punish criminals, and unleash the risk-taking, innovative energy of the broad 

mass of people so that they might rise too. 

 For Whigs, then, Jacksonians’ war on the national bank was disastrous because it 

stirred one class of American society against another for political gain. Daniel Webster 

defended banking as a public good, in this vein, arguing that “Banks, everywhere, and 

especially with us, are made for the borrowers. They are made for the good of the many, 

and not for the good of the few.”281 Casting bankers, merchants, and other businessmen 

as vultures or parasites reaping huge profits at the supposed expense of common 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
United States,” New Yorker, April 10, 1841, p. 60, “United States Bank,” Ohio State Journal, May 12, 
1841, p. 1, “Whig Candidates for the Assembly,” New York Herald, October 26, 1841, p. 2. 
280 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (New York: Penguin Books, 2001), p. 207. 
281 Daniel Webster, “The Continuance of the Bank Charter (March 18, 1834),” The Works of Daniel 
Webster, Vol. IV (Boston: Little & Brown, 1851), p. 94.  



 

 139  
 

Americans was corrosive to the bonds of social capital needed to win the future.  “It is the 

poor man who is benefited in the highest degree by the credit system,” the Albany 

Evening Journal argued in 1840, “because it is the poor who need credit (sic).”282 Thus 

setting one class against was wrong on the merits, and bad for widespread development. 

Yes, some wealthy men prospered through banking, speculation, and credit, irrespective 

of their duplicity, malfeasance, or stupidity. And yes many men of modest means were 

ruined by fickle changes in distant markets that often had little to do with their own 

individual virtue or industry.  

 Whigs argued that neither outcome, nor the myriad other financial possibilities 

playing out across antebellum America, occurred in a vacuum. Banking and finance were 

linked to labor and agriculture. John Pendleton Kennedy argued that Whig policies most 

benefited the common man by “identifying him with the prosperity and happiness of the 

nation, by causing him to feel that in promoting that prosperity he promotes his own.”283 

Society was no machine of interchangeable parts that governments could grease, repair, 

or remove without consequences, and the institutions Jacksonians attacked promoted 

prosperity. “Sustain the position of American capital and labor,” Calvin Colton urged, 

“that every man may be secure of the fair reward of his exertions, however humble his 

birth and calling.”284 Whigs further argued that taken in the aggregate, far more 

Americans enjoyed rising incomes and higher standards of living thanks to the 
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opportunities provided by “Monster” Banks and their allies in business and capital 

investment than without them. On this point, Whigs’ views of the proper application of 

state power came back to a bourgeois understanding of promoting and preserving 

community. 

 At bottom, the Whig Promise was built on social institutions such as churches, 

schools, and voluntary associations, yet Whigs looked to the State to help American 

individuals prosper and thrive. They sought to break down, or at least mitigate the more 

degenerative tendencies of localism and replace them with new nationally-minded 

loyalties and perspectives. Whigs embraced a political gospel of self-restraint, 

improvement, and collaboration.  

 In Whigs’ view, then, the State was built on this view of society, itself dependent 

on virtuous middle-class families. “The family, religious association, and local 

community,” Whigs might echo one modern scholar, “are essentially prior to the 

individual and are the indispensable supports of belief and conduct.”285  Thus, even when 

sharp disagreements arose, Whigs argued, public deliberation and discussion remained 

socially useful because it drew disconnected individuals together in a community of the 

mind. Whigs’ understanding of the proper size, scope, and purpose of the State was 

meant to foster individual and social progress and an eye on the future. Though they 

admired America’s founding generation, by and large, Whigs wanted to leave the past 

behind. 
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Chapter Four – The Past 

“The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present.”  

Abraham Lincoln 

 

 American Whigs were forward-looking, valuing progress over nostalgia. But 

Whiggery represented America’s first middle-class political culture, and their shared 

need for prudence meant the Past still mattered. Thus, when Whigs considered the deep 

past, they typically did not ponder America’s colonial experience. Instead, they looked 

back to the Middle-Ages and saw a barbaric world. For Whigs the past’s barbarism meant 

a lack of self-control, prudence, and restraint. If Whigs often longed for community in an 

age of individualism, they were not nostalgic for thatch-hutted villages, privileged 

aristocrats, dissolute clergy, or lordly kings. 

 Whigs did not share Democrats’ dreams of a simpler time because their attitudes 

towards the past saw a world that was everything they did not want to be. Consequently, 

Whigs believed contemporary life in antebellum America was better on almost every line 

of comparison. Whigs saw history as a progressive story of improvement in the human 

condition. Yet if Whigs were not nostalgic, they were often sentimental and their 

sentimentality was most poignant concerning America’s underlying purpose and 

meaning. In the United States, Whigs argued, individualism came of age, and Americans’ 

grand experiment in self-government offered the world something new, something 

important, and most vital of all, something good. The past was, therefore, best understood 

as the slow, steady building of a bourgeois society based on legitimate authority. In the 
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founding of the United States, Whigs saw the defeat of barbarism, the firm establishment 

of the rule of law, and the triumph of self-determinism. 

 

Barbarism 

 

 When Whigs pondered the deep past, they often looked to the Middle Ages.286  

The further back their minds wandered the more barbarous a world they saw. But what 

does it mean to say something is barbaric or barbarous? At its most essential, the charge 

of barbarism indicted past peoples both in terms of taste and behavior.287 While the past 

certainly boasted men and women committed to faith, hope, love, courage, and justice, 

middle-class Whigs believed most also lacked temperance and prudence, which they 

argued made the other virtues work.288 Further, Whig political culture was built upon a 
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bourgeois or middle-class worldview. Thus, in outlook, temperament, and manners Whig 

attitudes towards the past confirmed their belief that the slow, steady movement of people 

in Western civilizations (especially in Great Britain and the independent United States) 

from the countryside to the town was a good thing, so long as those shifts were 

accompanied by the cultivation of appropriate virtues. Indeed, as Whigs saw it the piling 

of people into cities might only exacerbates problems of disorder. Consequently, Whigs 

valued the development of a middle-class mindset above all. And because the past was 

neither prudent, nor temperate, it was barbarous.  

 Antebellum America was not neatly divided into city Whigs and country 

Democrats, at least not the way some scholars suggest. Indeed, the United States 

remained an overwhelmingly rural place until after the Civil War, and no party could be 

competitive based solely in towns or cities. Thus, it was their worldviews or shared 

outlooks that mattered most.289 No matter where they lived, therefore, many Whigs 

sought to link their interests through associations and institutions, and work together to 

develop their villages into towns, and their towns into cities. Conversely, many 
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Jacksonian Democrats longed for the freedom they associated with individual farms and 

country estates. Whigs believed Jacksonian nostalgia was pointless. Plain middle-class 

prudence told them it was better to build for the future, than pine for the past. 

 But what was prudence?  To Whigs, prudence meant practical wisdom and good 

judgment. In the deepest sense middle-class prudence was built on the ancient Greek 

notion of phronesis, or φρόνησις, which meant wisdom, sensibility, discretion, and 

pragmatism.290 But “prudence” was a virtue in the old, rich sense of the world, and 

carried a value beyond mere common-sense practicality. “Prudence is the virtue of the 

senses,” Emerson reminded readers in 1841, “it is the science of appearances.”291 Thus, 

the vast majority of antebellum Whigs, most of whom had no knowledge of Greek ethical 

philosophy, or any inclination to learn, still admired prudence. Democratic intransigence 

“sinned so enormously against prudence,” Horace Greeley argued in 1840, “and indeed 

against all sanity of mind.”292 Indeed, Whigs believed that foresight, caution, planning, 

and a practical understanding of what was possible, especially in politics and society, 

were all part of a proper middle-class mindset. “How grateful is the task of watching and 

noting the evidences of returning prosperity,” Baltimore Whigs interpreted Martin Van 

Buren’s defeat with this understanding in mind, “after so many years of painful duty in 

recording the losses, disasters, and causes for gloom which an imprudent course had 
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1899, rpt., 1999), p. 872. 
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subjected us to.”293 Prudent people strove for self-improvement through study, reflection, 

and restraint.294 To Whig eyes Jacksonians were mired in the worst aspects of the past 

because they seemed to flout all of these principles with abandon. Whigs believed that 

the development of societies where free individuals exercised self-control and practiced 

prudence was vital to a proper understanding of history. 

 Whigs held that the past was barbaric because people living during the Middle 

Ages were not prudent. Civil life in these dead centuries was marred by “dark passion 

and debasing crimes,” Sarah Josepha Hale argued in 1840, and a lack of restraint that 

“destroy the fine edge of the soul, and eat it, like a corroding cancer.”295 Such people bore 

the “mark of rudeness and incivilization (sic),” nodded another Whig polemicist. “A 

purely savage people live only in the present moment. The satisfactions of immediate 

wants, [and] the enjoyment of the passing hour, make up the sum total of their 

existence.”296 As Whigs viewed the situation, in the centuries after Rome crumbled,   men 

and women yielded to the basest instincts of human nature, with nothing but a licentious 

clergy and libertine aristocracy to curb their excesses with fear of Hell or the lash. 
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Shuffling along from field to parish and back again, Europeans during   those dark 

centuries were ignorant and ignominious. In this sense barbarism meant existing outside 

time. Barbarous people lived only in the present. And Whigs believed “they have no 

monuments, and they leave none. To them, the deeds of forefathers, the exploits of other 

times, the good or the evil that marked an earlier day, afford no examples and impart no 

instruction.”297 Theirs was a world of immediacy, based on violence, war, stupidity, sloth, 

pleasure, and poverty. “Amid these scenes of horror,” a Whig editor in New York 

informed readers, “intemperance, dissipation, and profligacy were carried to the highest 

pitch. Forests sprung up and covered entire districts; and wolves, and other beasts of prey 

took possession of the deserted haunts of men.”298 For Whigs the deep past became a 

barbaric wilderness, where the great mass of men obeyed only of the carnal laws of lust 

and power.  

 As Whigs understood things, beating back barbarism was about steady 

development along broad lines of morality and intellect, not simply raising living 

standards or securing technological and industrial advances. “How many youthful 

minds,” Henry Clay pointing to advances in education, “have been rescued from 

ignorance, vice, and ruin?”299 It was about the way people saw their world. American 
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Whigs certainly believed that everyday life was improving, especially when compared 

with the past. To disagree on this point, Whigs such as Calvin Colton believed, “is to 

oppose the march of the civilization.”300 Paradoxically, they also believed that the very 

individualism that was breaking down the past’s parochial narrowness was also eroding 

the bonds of community that held societies together. Whig sentimentalism mirrored 

Jacksonian nostalgia in their shared longing for community. The crucial difference was 

that Jacksonians pined for a lost world that would not return, while Whigs yearned for a 

future yet to occur.301 

 Whigs’ reading of history depended on their belief that white, middle-class 

America marked the culmination of the centuries-long rise of the individualistic 

bourgeoisie. American prosperity represented “true greatness,” Horace Greeley explained 

in 1840, and was the world’s “beau ideal, the height of sublimity, the union of grandeur 

and repose.”302 Thus, when looking to the past Whigs rarely viewed those years before 

the English break with Rome favorably. “Rude, rustic, and misshapen,” claimed the 

Whiggish National Magazine in 1839, “the middle ages have little to boast of.” And 
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when Whigs wrote, talked, or thought about this era they often did so in terms of 

darkness and light. Catholic priest craft and popular superstition--often interchangeable in 

Whig thinking about the past--conspired to hold the world in darkness.  

 Whigs believed that the Protestant Reformation represented a positive break with 

barbarism. If not for Luther’s principled dissent and the rise of reformed Christianity, the 

American Whig Review explained, “the world would not yet have witnessed the lapse of 

the dark ages.” Whigs dismissed the Catholic hierarchy, both clergy and the nobility, as 

indifferent to profligacy and hedonism because these made people easier to control. 

Again and again, Whigs described pre-Reformation age as one of darkness, savagery, and 

night. But for the dawn of Protestant Christianity and the English settlement of the New 

World, Whigs believed “The somber shadows would still have rested over mankind and 

the lore of early ages been unrescued from the womb of the past.”303 And in Whigs’ view 

this stunting of human potential was among the past’s most grievous sins.    

 Whigs tied the emergence of values such as restraint, discretion, and discipline to 

the rise of Protestantism. They valued progress and but worried about dangers ahead. 

“The battle for the souls of the world,” New York Whigs claimed, “lies between the 

Roman Catholic and the Protestant.”304 Along with the varieties of European 
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Enlightenment, the Protestant dissent had unleashed individualism on the world. For 

Whigs this was an admirable achievement. Where in the world, many asked, were people 

prospering and Protestants or protestant values not ascendant? “The Czar is fully 

occupied in keeping the barbarous nations beneath him still barbarized,” one Boston 

Whig editor noted, “the oriental empire is already gone to its grave, and a few hundred 

British troops master the Pacha of Egypt. Brahminist, Buddhist, and Mahometan alike 

bend before the Saxon Protestant.” Whigs gloried in these achievements and saw in them 

evidence that Americans shared in the promise of history’s ever onward and upward 

trajectory. “And do we hear mean talk of the revival of Popery,” Whigs scoffed? 

Catholics remained trapped in the clutches of a dark medieval past, and the Church of 

Rome offered the world little beyond a return to barbarism. Before Americans would 

kneel before barbarous priests, “THOR may as soon try to revive.”305 

 Whigs believed that the absence of prudence so evident in the medieval past was 

also demonstrated by people’s failure to cultivate manners and propriety. Calvin Colton 

spoke for most Whigs, arguing that violence and “war was the trade of barbarians.”306 

Aggression was the central trait of savages. “The brutes that lack discourse of reason are 

without them,” the American Whig Review agreed in 1848,” and only seek to interact 
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“through the various blind instinct with which they are endowed.”307 I Individuals who 

would not or could not react to their world with anything save brute aggression belonged 

in the past. “They have no presiding consciousness, no sense of position, no respect for 

character, no ideas of propriety, grace, or beauty.”308 All of these ills stemmed first from 

a lack of self-control. As Whigs understood it, this was the world of middle ages, and 

Americans must not regress. In this sense, at least, Whigs sought freedom from the past. 

 Whigs did not merely want to escape the past. Instead, Whiggery promised to 

conquer it as well. The dread of barbarism was a crucial part of Whiggish Americans’ 

understanding of themselves. To be bourgeois meant, by definition, not to be savage. It 

meant that a man or woman wanted to be and was prudent, temperate, and self-

controlled.309 Whiggery became the political creed of Americans who embraced 

modernity’s possibilities, and rejected the romantic pastoralism of their Democratic 

neighbors. Whigs believed that Democrats failed to grasp the United States’ true 

meaning: a land where order tempered liberty and material and moral development fell 

within the reach of all who were willing to work for them. 
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 For their part, Democrats viewed the past much more favorably than Whigs 

because they did not worry so much about medieval barbarism. Like Whigs, they 

believed that from the outset America “was destined to become the birthplace of a new 

society, constructed in a new spirit and on a new plan.”310 Yet most Jacksonians also 

thought that American greatness had been largely secured by the founding generation. 

Their task was to maintain that yeoman order and carry its benefits to the lands beyond 

America’s current borders. This was part of the reason Democrats favored territorial 

expansion. John L. O’Sullivan famously warned the world in 1845 that Americans 

enjoyed a “manifest destiny to overspread the continent, allotted by Providence for the 

development of our yearly multiplying millions.”311 Thus, Democrats were not as 

troubled by a future slide back to barbarism as they were with getting hemmed in and 

controlled by urban industrial and commercial interests.  

 Whigs disagreed and their thinking about the past was marked by a stark fear of 

barbarism that was evident in the art they enjoyed. Like speeches and sermons, art often 

tells us as much about the audience as it does about the artist. Thomas Cole’s series of 

paintings the Course of Empire (1833-36) offers a poignant window into a cyclical 

understanding of history that appealed to many antebellum Americans. As Cole himself 

explained “the philosophy of my subject is drawn from the history of the past, wherein 

we see how nations have risen from the savage state to that of power and glory, and then 
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fallen, and become extinct.” Like many of his countrymen, Cole linked the fate of nations 

to the character of their people, and believed his Course of Empire was ultimately about 

human nature. The paintings “illustrate the history of a natural scene, as well as be an 

epitome of Man,—showing the natural changes of landscape, and those effected by man 

in his progress from barbarism to civilization—to luxury—to the vicious state, or state of 

destruction—and to the state of ruin and desolation.”312 Cole intended his audience to 

view the paintings as one piece that would look something like the following diagram. 

Each number, added by the author for clarity, corresponds to a specific painting. Thus, 1. 

The Savage State, 2. The Arcadian or Pastoral State, 3. The Consummation of Empire, 4. 

Destruction, and 5. Desolation.   
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313 

To give readers a better since of Cole’s vision, the author created the following color 

diagram from public sources. 
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the numbers to the image to aid reader’ understanding. 
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314 

More than Whigs, Democrats tended to share Cole’s cyclical understanding of the past. 

As they saw it rapid commercial development only hastened the destruction of The 

Savage State and Desolation. Consequently, Jacksonian Democrats fought to maintain 

Thomas Jefferson’s vision of an agrarian yeoman American Republic, represented by 

Cole in The Arcadian or Pastoral State (2) against modernity’s rising tide (see below). 

Like their ideological heirs the Democrats, moreover, Jeffersonians had very skeptical 

about the future.315 
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316 

Whigs countered that freezing development in some idyllic, agrarian utopia was 

impossible. The modern world was not simply a development that could be endured or 

ignored, it was an ongoing social, political, cultural, economic, and moral transformation 

of the way people thought, acted, and related to each other. Americans were not simply 

part of modernity; they had helped to bring it about.  Whigs looked to build, maintain, 

and improve America as illustrated  in The Consummation of Empire (see below).  
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317 

Whigs would agree with Cole himself, who explained the third painting’s purpose noting, 

“the third must be a noonday,—a great city girding the bay, gorgeous piles of 

architecture, bridges, aqueducts, temples—the port crowded with vessels—splendid 

processions, &c.—all that can be combined to show the fullness of prosperity.”318 In 

summoning visions of ancient Rome, Whigs were embracing a partisan vision of 

American destiny where “all that can be combined to show the fullness of prosperity” 

existed in ordered harmony. The stakes were high. “If we fail,” stressed Calvin Colton, 
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“freedom will be lost for another cycle of ages.”319 Whigs argued history did not 

necessarily have to be cyclical if Americans committed themselves to bourgeois 

principles of prudence and self-control. Cooperation could beat back barbarism and 

secure a happy future. “The prosperity of all,” Henry Clay reminded Cincinnatians in 

1830, was connected “to the prosperity of each.”320 To Whig eyes, history demonstrated 

the positive power of self-controlled people uniting for the common good. The human 

journey from dark barbarism to civilization’s light was a progressive story that 

culminated, Whigs believed, with the founding of the United States. 

 America existed to conquer the worst of the past. It is difficult to overstate the 

optimism Whigs felt in this regard. Their desire for self-mastery was important because it 

offered a clear break from the past’s barbaric disorder. Indeed, Whigs saw a direct link 

between the historical prevalence of monarchy and the social instability of past peoples. 

It was the King’s laws, courts, and soldiers that maintained social order, prevented 

widespread violence, and protected property because a barbarous people could not be 

trusted to control their appetites or master their vices. Crucial to Whigs’ view of history, 

then, was their fear of monarchy and Catholic priestcraft, and their almost sacred 

understanding of the American nation. 
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Authority 

 

 A deep distrust of executive power formed the heart of Whig political culture. This 

suspicion grew out of Whigs’ attitudes towards the past and their disdain for what they 

saw as illegitimate authority. In general, authority was trustworthy in antebellum 

America precisely because unlike in the past it rested on republican principles. 

Consequently, Whigs derided unearned privileges such as those enjoyed by hereditary 

aristocracy or corrupt clerics because   power, prestige, and wealth ought to reflect merit. 

In the broad sense, Democrats might have agreed, but they feared these tendencies were 

more likely to rise out of corrupt moneyed interests than a few priests or a vigorous 

presidency.  Conversely, the name “Whig” itself was a deliberate effort to clothe 

Whiggish partisanship in the country-party rhetoric of the American Revolution. For 

Whigs, the past proved that the potential for political abuse rose in direct proportion to 

the amount of power conferred, and Whigs believed those tendencies were best checked 

by cooperation and vigilance. 321   

  Whigs therefore did not trust any one individual to safely wield broad power. 

Instead, they stressed the importance of legislatures as the true guardians of American 

republicanism. As Whigs saw things, the past offered numerous examples of the latent 
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tyranny endemic with undeserved privilege. Aristocracy and priest craft were the most 

obvious examples. Both were objectionable because they controlled people’s lives in 

ways Whigs believed were antiquated, and neither belonged in a modernizing America 

moving toward a bright future. 

 Whig scorn for monarchy was an overwhelming part of their initial opposition to 

Andrew Jackson, and his successor Martin Van Buren. Whigs usually grounded their 

dissent in a partisan reading of the past. “Republics do not degenerate into Aristocracies,” 

the Ohio State Journal pointed out in 1842, “but into Monarchies. Aristocracy comes 

afterwards, as a necessary appendage.” History’s cycle might be broken in America, but 

only if the cycles were properly recognized. Thus, it was importance for antebellum, 

Americans to remember that “Jackson and Van Buren were the first who undertook to 

form the will of the people, and control their representatives.”322 But Whigs were certain 

they would not be the last. Consequently, Henry Clay and most notable Whigs of the era 

often reminded voters of how history pointed to the dangers of illegitimate executive 

power. At a dinner party in his hometown of Lexington, Kentucky, Clay hit this theme 

early and often. “The chief magistrate (i.e. Jackson),” he argued, “is in fact, if not in 

form, a monarch. [And] In a monarchy, all power and authority, all offices and honors, 

proceed from the monarch. His interests, his caprices and his passions, influence and 

control the destinies of the kingdom.”323 Clay believed that America’s glory was in 
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throwing off just this sort of yoke, and his view was typical of the era’s most important 

Whig statesmen. Indeed, Daniel Webster echoed the Great Compromiser when he 

explained in 1847 that monarchists were always “those who hold that violence is 

strength.”324 In contrast to republics, then, monarchies did not rely on the consent of the 

governed. Instead, Whigs believed that history demonstrated Kings’ use of swift, 

arbitrary violence to keep the masses in line. Most troubling for Whigs, therefore, was 

Andrew Jackson’s bloody personal history and comfort with arbitrary power, which 

seemed to echo the very worst of the past.     

 But these views were not limited to prominent Whig politicians. Indeed, Whigs’ 

historical fear of illegitimate authority echoed from state and local newspapers, as well as 

in national magazines and periodicals. “It cannot but be clear to every observing man,” 

Ohio Whigs explained in 1838, “that the main point of difference between the 

Administration and the Opposition is on the subject of Executive power.”325 These hardy 

Buckeyes worried about the precedents established by Andrew Jackson and his chosen 
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successor, Martin Van Buren, were following the disturbing trend of historical despotism. 

“Taking advantage of public distress,” Columbus Whigs agreed with their brethren in 

Troy, “he forced them to submit to his will in one thing, and thereby purchased the power 

of dictating another.”326 From rewarding lackeys and punishing foes, to using power for 

power’s sake, as Whigs saw matters Jackson was guilty of all the worst offenses of kings. 

Whigs believed the past spoke out against him. “It is the old strife in short,” the Ohio 

Investigator and Expositor explained, “Whig and Tory, the People vs. the Monarch, -- the 

People holding on, the Monarch taking hold.”327 And these Ohioans were not alone. 

 Across the country many Whigs of the 1830s looked to the past and wondered if 

they were worthy of their namesakes?   Horace Greeley’s New Yorker argued that bold 

talk ought to inform bold action, asking “Who would dare to leap on the moss-grown and 

frowning ramparts of Monarchy, and pluck down its blood-red flag?”328 And the 

American Monthly Magazine also gave thanks to God while predicting the fall of the 

“Jackson Dynasty”   because, “though hours of gloom may intervene, the dawn of our 
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political regeneration is at hand.”329 This rhetoric carried the tone and tenor of religious 

deliverance, as Whigs across the country anticipated the symbolic toppling of Jacksonian 

“monarchs.” The American Whig Review was similarly rhapsodic after Zachary Taylor 

won the White House in 1848, rejoicing, “the spirit of monarchy has been exorcised from 

the body politic, and the Republic has been made whole.”330 In habits, outlook, and 

imagination, Whigs shared a historical opposition to executive encroachment. But what 

was it about monarchy that specifically drew Whigs ire? 

 In the broadest sense, Whigs objected to the arbitrariness of monarchy. “The 

whigs of 1840 stand where the republicans of 1798 stood,” Henry Clay explained, in 

midst of the 1840 presidential campaign, “battling for liberty, for the people, for free 

institutions, against power, against executive encroachments, against monarchy.”331 

Power in these terms was the antithesis of everything Whigs believed the founding 

generation had fought and sacrificed to build. “We are republicans,” a New York Whig 

editor agreed. “We do not want a monarchy disguised under republican forms.”  Instead 
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the American people should enjoy a government “free from arbitrary interposition and 

the corrupt blandishments of the Executive.”332  

 In the Whig, kings and other would-be rulers vaguely pointed to heaven’s sanction 

to justify their power. “Time was when the divine right of kings was the fundamental 

axiom in the political creed,” the American Quarterly Review reminded readers, “‘I am 

the state,’ was then the self-consequent boast of the monarch.” Whigs balked at this idea 

because human nature was so flawed. Once secure on his throne, to whom would such a 

ruler answer? “Holding his authority, not at the will of the people, nor for them on the 

grounds of expediency, but by the ordinance of God, in and for his own person, [the 

King] looked upon himself as the source and final cause of all his maxims or policy and 

measures of government.”333 And to Whig eyes that was too much power with which to 

trust any one man. In a republic, moreover, the people were everything. In a monarchy, 

the monarch was everything. 

 To Whig way of thinking, many people in the past had had no history apart from 

their king. In a deeper sense, many wondered who had a past in that world. “Where 

monarchy is absolute, public measures centre in the prince, and his biography becomes, 
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in the main, his nation's history,” one Whig editor explained. “The people obey and 

become the executors of his designs, or resist and become the object of his arms. In either 

case, the path of narrative is well defined, and admits of little dispute.”334 The common 

people had no history of their own, Whigs believed, beyond providing the backdrop for 

dynastic disputes and court drama, or cannon fodder in petty wars over territory and 

resources. Like most courtier factions, Jacksonians--their Whiggish opponents charged-- 

resorted to demagogic artifice and material corruption to secure power. The Whigs of old 

were “steady, firm, and uncompromising,” their New York heirs claimed, “[especially] 

when they imagined that the safety of the State was endangered by the rapid strides of 

innovation, which a party eager for popularity resorted to in a last.”335 Given all this, 

what sort of heroes could liberty-loving Americans look to for guidance in the sordid 

histories of European kings and monarchies? 

 As far as most thoughtful Whigs could tell, the great religious reformer Martin 

Luther was one of the few voices from the past striking out against illegitimate authority 

before the American Revolution. Roman Catholic popery combined the worst abuses of 

monarchy with false religion. For instance, in 1841 Horace Greeley’s New Yorker 

admired Luther’s passion for breaking Rome’s grip on the popular mind. Greeley 

reminded readers that Luther was “ardent and sincere in his scheme for the Reformation, 
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[and] he would keep no terms with those who would not go the whole length of his zeal.” 

Whigs such as Greeley held that only advances in education had made Luther’s 

challenges possible, marking the era as one when “learning was emerging out of 

barbarism.”336 S.W. Benedict’s Independent [Whig] was blunter. “BUT during the three 

last centuries to stunt the growth of the human mind has been the chief object of 

Romanism.” And many Whigs agreed. “The loveliest and most fertile provinces of 

Europe have, under her rule, been sunk in poverty, in political servitude, and intellectual 

torpor, whilst Protestant countries once proverbial for sterility and barbarism, have been 

turned by skill and industry into gardens, and can boast of a long list of heroes and 

statesmen, philosophers and poets.”337 The Roman Pontiff relied on superstition, 

stupidity, and state-sanctioned violence, not scripture, for his authority, and to the Whig 

way of thinking, this made his claims to power or truth a gross historical fraud. 

 For their part, Democrats did not support monarchies or popes, or argue for the 

establishment of some new form of arbitrary authority in America either. In fact, 

Democrats chafed under most sorts of power, legitimate or otherwise. Jacksonians 

usually rejected Whig thinking on where new monarchical or aristocratic tendencies lay, 

narrowing their gaze on corporations, banks, and the inequalities both seemed to 

                                                             
336 “Erasmus and Luther,” New Yorker, February 20, 1841, p. 359. 
337 “Macaulay on Romanism,” The Independent, July 22, 1858, p. 6. This view was shared throughout the 
era by Whigs across the country. A few examples include “What is to be done?” Albion, November 19, 
1836, pp. 374-75, “Political Regeneration,” American Monthly Magazine  (April 1838): 297-309, “Martin 
Luther,” New Yorker (New York: March 9, 1839), p. 388, “Irishmen in America,” New Mirror, March 27, 
1843, pp. 116-20, “From the Pittsburgh Catholic,” Catholic Telegraph, April 28, 1844, p. 267, “Unity of 
Liberty Men,” Cincinnati Herald, November 13, 1844, “Gleams of Rationality,” Mechanics’ Advocate, 
June 10, 1847, p. 221, “The Moral and Artistic,” American Whig Review (August 1851): 105-13, “Santa-
Rosa,” American Whig Review (November 1851): 367-71, “Rewarded According to their Works, National 
Era, June 30, 1853, p. 102, and “General Intelligence,” New York Evangelist, June 8, 1854, p. 91. 



 

 166  
 

promote. For Democrats, then, the great question was not one of encroaching presidents 

or creeping priest craft, but instead “shall labor receive its just reward?”338 Whig worries 

about the past struck them as missing the point. “Whoever will but open his eyes,” John 

Pickering urged in his book The Working Man’s Political Economy, “and take an 

unprejudiced view of society as it is now organized, cannot fail to observe that men do no 

accumulate property in proportion to their industry; but the reverse is the fact.”339 That 

Whigs did not share their concerns struck most Democrats as proof of their culpability in 

the corrupting American society in a way that mocked the independent heritage they 

believed was most admirable from the past. 

 Whigs disagreed. Jacksonian fixation on economic inequality appeared aimed at 

simply tearing down the wealthy, instead of building up the worthy. For Whigs then, it 

was Americans’ calling to save a bourgeois future from the worst of the popish past. And 

many found evidence for this sense of mission in their reading of colonial history. As 

early as 1630, for example, John Winthrop explained his sect’s errand into the 

wilderness, “for we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all 

people are upon us. So that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have 

undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His present help from us, we shall be made a 

story and a by-word through the world.”340 Winthrop’s Puritans were not merely pilgrims 

seeking asylum in a strange, new world, but the advance guard for the ongoing war for 
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western Christendom’s soul. Indeed, the intellectual and sectarian embers of the 

Protestant Reformation and Catholic Counter-Reformation still smoldered in Charles I’s 

England, and thus in his colonies forming on the other side of the Atlantic.341 At stake 

was western civilization’s future.  

 In ways the Reformers probably never imagined or desired, the social, cultural, 

and religious unity and coherence provided by the Roman Catholic Church was shattered 

across Europe when Martin Luther nailed his ninety-five theses to the door of Castle 

Church of Wittenberg, on October 31, 1517. Consequently, British colonists carving out 

new lives in the New World, and their republican grandchildren who became Americans, 

heard the echoes of those hammer strokes over the next three centuries.  Spurred by a 

reformist zeal, then, many colonists brought with them a “pure” vision of life as it ought 

to be and that ardor, along with the unifying threat of native tribes and their French allies, 

helped bind villages, towns, and communities together.  

 Before 1800, moreover, heaven hung lower, and the world was one of magic and 

wonders. Many American colonists unfortunately clung to village mysticism, one Whig 

review of a history of the early colonies conceded, “with a superstition worthy at once of 
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a fanatical devotee and antiquarian pedant.”342 Yes, theirs was a place where women 

accused of witchcraft were hanged and Indians were sometimes slaughtered 

indiscriminately. But even in brutal excess, New Englanders’ faith-driven   unity of 

purpose and place wove together a tightly-knit society that gave individuals a more 

defined, and indeed often rigid, sense of meaning and belonging. Looking back on that 

world, Whigs argued America’s upward progress was directly linked to her flight from 

Rome. “Throughout Christendom, whatever advance has been made in knowledge, in 

freedom, to wealth, and in the arts of life,” the Whiggish Independent argued in 1858, 

‘has been in inverse proportion to her (i.e. the Catholic Church’s) power.” Of course, 

America’s crisis of faith with the British Empire, subsequent war for Independence, and 

the onrush of Enlightenment skepticism and doubt shook this unity to its foundations. 343 

But the distrust of Catholics and Catholicism endured.  

 Whigs saw in lingering monarchy and Roman Catholic priest craft, much that was 

wrong with the past. A biting 1855 editorial from Louisville’s Whig Daily Journal 

illustrates these points well. Replying to criticism from a concerned Kentucky Catholic, 

George Prentice, the journal’s volatile, nativist editor pulled no punches. “We have not 

pretended to discuss all the absurd tenets and practices of your monstrous superstition,” 

Prentice reminded his irritated reader. “But we have contended that the primacy and 

supremacy of a foreign potentate – holding the only keys that will unlock the gates of 
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heaven – that these and other lofty assumptions necessarily involved, to the extent they 

should be believed, all the evils of a relentless conspiracy against the knowledge, the 

virtue, and the liberties of mankind.” Although many Whigs would likely balk at 

Prentice’s style, his substance spoke to unease within Whiggery concerning Catholic 

immigrants’ ability and willingness to accept self-control. False authority stunted 

individual potential, limiting knowledge, virtue, and liberty, which angered Whigs 

because they believed a proper understanding of each, was a necessary component of 

individualism. Thus, Whigs tolerated Prentice’s seething denunciations of Catholicism 

because most agreed he well described the world they wanted to leave behind. Thus, it 

was not just the Roman Church that was the “Anti-Christ – the Man of Sin – the Son of 

Perdition – the Great Apostasy – the Whore of Babylon – the Mystery of Iniquity – the 

Mother of Harlots,”344 but most of the barbarous, monarchical past too.   

 For the Whig Promise, Catholics’ traditional reliance on Popes and Councils 

undermined their credibility as free-thinking individuals. In this sense, Catholicism 

encouraged lingering barbarity because it controlled parishioners’ lives in ways some 

Whigs believed were antiquated or anachronistic. And false authority was not limited to 

priests and popes. For Whigs, aristocracy’s claim to hereditary privileges was a sham. 

Whigs bristled over illegitimate privileges, because they believed that power, prestige, 

and wealth legitimately varied by merit and work-ethic in antebellum America. Lingering 
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reliance on false authority was also troubling for Whigs because they believed it also 

encouraged sloth and the lack of personal development. Kings and Popes belonged in the 

past. As Whigs understood things, the establishment of the United States heralded the 

coming rule of the bourgeoisie. 

 

Nation 

  

 Though often miscast as hidebound reactionaries clinging to outdated social 

controls and hierarchies, American Whigs tended to see the past through skeptical 

eyes.345 Far from looking backward with longing eyes, Whigs celebrated American 

independence from the British crown and saw in the founding generation all the strength 

of character and community they longed for in themselves and their children. “We are not 

of that class of persons who believe that our age is inferior to any or all that have 

preceded it,” Ohio Whigs gloried in 1846. “Nor have we any of that special reverence for  

the past, which leads so many worthy people to look backward rather than forward, 

loathing the present, hopeless of the future, and seeking for perfection, or something 

approaching to it, in what are called ‘the good old times!’”346 It was a middle-class future 

that mattered. And Whigs believed the American Revolution made it so.  
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 Like most antebellum Americans, Whigs drank deeply from the fount of American 

nationalism. Alexis de Tocqueville observed as much while visiting the United States in 

1831-32. “In their relations with foreigners,” Tocqueville noted of youthful American 

bombast and national pride, “Americans seem irritated by the slightest criticism and 

appear greedy for praise. The flimsiest compliment pleases them and the most fulsome 

rarely manages to satisfy them; they plague you constantly to make you praise them and, 

if you show yourself reluctant, they praise themselves.”347 Though the perceptive 

Frenchman did not observe Whigs per se on his journey through America, his 

assessments described many Whiggish people quite well.  

 Throughout the antebellum era most Americans offered virtually unstinted praise 

for their young republic. A deep-seated pride in the revolutionary generation’s triumphant 

break with Great Britain and a firm belief in the exceptional, some argued “divine,” 

nature of American republicanism created a brash love of country that permeated 

American culture. America, most Whigs and Jacksonians agreed, differed from any 

country the world had ever known. Across the young republic, from the hustling streets 

of Philadelphia and New York to the bustling Cheapside hemp and slave markets in 

Lexington, to the crowded streets of Indianapolis and Nashville, nationalism became 

more and more strident. Though they shared a passionate love of country, Whigs and 

Democrats differed on America’s underlying meaning even as both used potent symbolic 
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occasions such as the Fourth of July and George Washington’s birthday to articulate their 

point of view.348 

 For their part, Whigs often used Independence Day to celebrate the principle of 

cooperation.  Whigs in Kentucky loved to display their patriotism through elaborate, 

often partisan, Independence Day celebrations, many of which offer an instructive 

window into broader middle-class nationalism. Party members gathered together on town 

squares, open fields, and in churches and schoolhouses to celebrate American 

Independence and offer their interpretations of orthodox patriotism. In 1844, Lexington, 

Kentucky’s Whigs urged their fellow citizens to honor the day by attending public 

meetings and hearing patriotic speeches. “Samuel R. Bullock, Esq. will read the 

Declaration of Independence,” their broadside informed the public, “and Addresses will 

be delivered. The Ladies and the Clergy are respectfully invited to attend.”349  The point 
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was to bring people together to stress their common history and urge them to pursue a 

common, Whiggish cause. 

 These patriotic revelries continued and intensified as Americans debated banks, 

internal improvements, annexation, and war with Mexico. “The celebration on the Fourth 

was attended with more interest than we have witnessed for several years past,” the Whig 

Western Citizen, reported in 1845, “a large and imposing procession, consisting of young 

ladies bearing banners venerating the States of the Union, the names of our various 

schools, and the names of town and county, was formed on the public square and 

marched to the Methodist Church, which was soon filled to seating [capacity].”350  The 

prominent role of both women and the church in commemorating American 

independence suggests nationalism’s deep social and cultural resonance. Yet Whig 

nationalism was built on collaboration and unity. The past demonstrated a steady arch 

upward, and if that tendency was to continue Whigs believed that cooperation crucial. 

“The highest civilization,” noted North Carolina Whig Henry C. Carey, “is marked by the 

most perfect individuality and the greatest tendency to union.”351 

 Whigs participated in varous patriotic displays across the country. In Bangor, 

Maine, “under the low glow of fireworks Lady Litchfield beat the Drew Horse and Gray 

Stranger in a horserace that “was very evenly contested.”352 In 1852, a Whig miner in 
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California remembered enjoying patriotic speeches, as well improvements in scenery. 

“About half an hour after the close of the Oration, the ladies from the hill arrived. They 

made a pretty picture descending the steep, the one with her wealth of floating curls 

turbaned in a snowy nubie, and her white dress set off by a crimson scarf.”?353  In 

Bangor, San Francisco, and Lexington, local newspapers reported with partisan pride that 

Whig ministers, local scholars, politicians, and laymen held forth on social, cultural, and 

political questions ranging from Texas annexation, to basic anatomy, benevolent reform, 

and the “godly” character of American liberty. Daniel Webster spoke for most Whigs 

when he argued that an essential theme of Whiggery was to make Americans “one 

people, one in interest, one in character, and one in political feeling.”354 

 In this way, Independence Day offered Whigs the chance to celebrate the idea of 

America, as they imagined it, and to share their hopes and anxieties with each other. 

“This is a goodly custom of our city,” the Covington, Kentucky’s Licking Valley Register 

solemnly intoned, “thus to commemorate our National birth-day, and we hope it will ever 

be so observed.”355 More broadly, American nationalism provided a lens through which 

Whigs interpreted political and social events. Ultimately, however, the point was not that 
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antebellum Whigs were nationalistic; though certainly they were. The point was that 

Whigs’ nationalism was informed by their middle-class understanding of American’s 

Revolutionary legacy. Whigs believed that inheritance was tied to a collaborative 

future.356  

 Although Democrats shared Whigs’ love of country and their penchant for using 

the Fourth of July for political ends, most rejected the Whig understanding of what 

America truly meant. Jacksonian nationalism privileged elbow room. American 

institutions existed to make certain that every individual remain “free to pursue happiness 

in his own way.”357 The past demonstrated to Democratic satisfaction that governments 

were needed to maintain order and prevent individuals, corporate interests, or corrupt 

state entities from interfering in private affairs, or from securing new lands to enjoy their 

reading of liberty. “No nation is, or ever was,” the Democratic Review reminded like-

minded readers as they enjoyed Independence Day in 1840, “situated as regards its public 

domain, as the United States have been, and now are.”358 Those lands and the individual   

freedom they offered must remain open to all. Democrats believed that “personal 

separation and independence were the beginning, as they will be the end, of the great 
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progressive movement.”359  The development of autonomous individualism became the 

story of American history. 

 Whigs disagreed because they argued that America’s greatness was dependent 

upon cooperative achievement. “We Americans are the peculiar, chosen people – the 

Israel of our time,” Herman Melville observed, his sentiment summarizing Whig views. 

“We bear the ark of the Liberties of the world. Seventy years ago, we escaped from 

thrall.” The Whig Promise pointed the way to tomorrow. “God has predestined, mankind 

expects, great things from our race; and great things we feel in our souls.”360 For Whigs, 

then, America was about process over destination. Calvin Colton understood this well, 

noting in 1848 that “the destiny of American freedom is not yet achieved.” The founding 

of the United States and the preservation of American republicanism secured vital 

opportunities for common men. In this view, Whigs believed their cooperative vision of 

American nationalism “enables him (i.e. the American individual) to live more to his 

satisfaction, than he could otherwise do; as it gives him a house and home, food and 

raiment, education for himself and children, comfort, happiness — all without fear of 

deprivation.”361 
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Chapter Five – The Future 

“For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to 

harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” 

Jeremiah 29:11 

 

 Whig attitudes towards the future were reflected a deep optimism. Most agreed 

with Calvin Colton that America represented "the very greatest hope that the world has 

for future progress." Consequently, all aspects of Whig political culture culminated in an 

outlook that was forward-looking and self-assured. Skeptical of the past’s barbarism and 

false authority, Whig confidence in the future was almost boundless. New York Whigs, 

for instance, believed that America offered a "broad and unobstructed path to prosperity 

and honor,” while their Virginia brethren celebrated “the nation at large was in 

possession of such immense wealth,” and “we at this moment stand fair and equal with 

all nations, and have nothing to oppress of even annoy us from abroad.”362 Indeed, it is 

difficult to overstate Whiggish faith in America’s prospects. 

  If self-interest was enlightened, and individuals nurtured trust and practiced 

cooperation, then Whigs believed America’s possibilities were limitless.  Whigs’ own 

political program would make a prosperous future possible. "The unquestionable 

operation of all these things has been not only to increase property," Daniel Webster 

stressed, "but to equalize it, to diffuse, to scatter its advantages among the many, and to 

give content, cheerfulness, and animation to all classes of the social system." Whigs 
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believed their ideas opened opportunities to attain knowledge, develop virtue, and amass 

wealth for all who would work for them. Thus, William Henry Seward spoke for many 

when he argued that Whiggery was ultimately about the “augmentation of population, 

unbounded prosperity and increase of rising villages, cities, and towns, and all the 

consequent advantages to morality, piety, and knowledge.”363 

 Yet Whigs understood a thriving future was not guaranteed. The basic problems of 

individualism remained. For example, self-interest shriveled to selfishness absent virtue, 

and developing trust so that isolated individuals might work together for the common 

good was difficult. Therefore, if the past’s greatest challenge was lingering barbarism, 

then Whigs believed the future was most threatened by a narrow understanding of 

individualism. Egotism, in this view, “has a heart of stone incased in iron,” Whig women 

in Cincinnati noted in 1848. “It robs its own grave, sells its own bones to the doctors, and 

its soul to the devil.”364 America’s future was bright, but fragile. Consequently, Whigs 

stressed cooperation built on trust to mitigate individuals’ selfish tendencies.  
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Enlightened Self-Interest 

 

 Individualism’s challenge to the communitarian past was broad, deep, and 

decisive. Thus, Whig attitudes about the future were concerned with bending the 

consequences of such striking changes to the greater social good, and Whig political 

culture was built for this purpose above all. Most believed self-interest was not 

necessarily bad if it was enlightened and refined by Whiggish moral habits such as self-

control, thrift, and industry. Further, Whigs celebrated success, while rejecting 

Democrats’ reading of self-interest as too narrow. In this way, the general Whig 

perspective was to view the sacrifices of the moment in their larger context in which the 

individual and society would ultimately benefit. And in this way, modern American 

society would eventually become the envy of the world. 

 Self-interest was not inherently evil so long as it was properly understood. For 

Whigs, then, enlightened self-interest was not selfishness. “Selfishness is a passionate 

love of self,” Tocqueville explained, “which leads a man to connect everything with 

himself and to prefer himself to everything in the world.”365 Mistaking self-interest for 

selfishness was individualism’s greatest danger because it destroyed public virtue one 

man at a time. “But all the world knows that this is ill nature,” Calvin Colton spoke for 

most Whigs in 1833.366 Whigs like Colton believed that failing to understand the 

communal duties required by enlightened self-interest was disturbing because to prosper 
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American society must produce individuals who would not drown in egotism. “With the 

selfish man, the great regard to measures is, ‘How will they affect me?,” Boston Whigs 

pointed out, “‘How will they bear upon my reputation, my interest, my family, my 

prospects and happiness?’”367 Philadelphia Whigs agreed, lamenting that “it is strange, 

and as pitiful as strange, that human selfishness can so harden the heart.”368 In the future, 

Whigs argued only an enlightened understanding of self-interest would mitigate 

profligate tendencies. 

 In contrast to selfishness, then, enlightened self-interest drew individuals back into 

society through the pull of steady habits. Thus, “the principle of self-interest rightly 

understood (i.e. enlightened self-interest) produces no great acts of self-sacrifice,” 

Tocqueville stressed, “but it suggests daily small acts of self-denial. By itself it cannot 

suffice to make a man virtuous; but it disciplines a number of persons in habits of 

regularity, temperance, moderation, foresight, self-command. ”369 It was these habits that 

Whigs sought to develop in individual Americans, and through them, American society. 

“By its admirable conformity to human weaknesses,” then, enlightened self-interest 

“easily obtains great dominion; nor is that dominion precarious, since the principle 
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checks one personal interest by another, and uses, to direct the passions, the very same 

instrument that excites them.”370 

 An important reason Whigs championed public institutions such as churches, 

charities, and lyceums was their ability to reform and enlighten self-interest.  The future 

required both a broader understanding of self-interest, true, yet daily sacrifices need not 

preclude daily contentment. “We have frequently taken occasion to contend,” Utica, New 

York Whigs reminded their neighbors in 1840, “that virtue produces present happiness, 

and vice present misery.”371 The virtuous habits strengthened in churches made day to 

day life better because those that practiced them avoided the pitfalls of drunkenness, 

violence, and insolvency. Boston Whigs lamented that religious people too often 

described virtue as a benefit unfortunately most enjoyed after death, and “they make it 

appear as if, in this world, it was a deformity rather than a loveliness; an injury rather 

than a benefit.”372 Practicing virtue now made life better now. 

 In this vein, Whigs championed temperance reform to benefit both individual 

antebellum Americans, and also future society. Intemperance was bad for individuals, 

Whig believed, because it “intercepts the light of the sun of righteousness, and brutifies 

the soul, and denies the God that is above.”373 Drunkards could not exercise enlightened 

self-interest because their bondage to alcohol blinded them to all other concerns. Horace 

Greeley pointed out that drunkenness made a man “a boisterous demon, a terror to his 
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family, and nuisance and burden to society.” A future full of drunks was not an attractive 

prospect. Thus, temperance helped save individuals from their own worst tendencies, 

while making the future better. “Who can doubt that citizens growing up under such 

regulations,” Greeley pointed out, “would be more industrious, intelligent, enterprising, 

and patriotic.”374 In the Whig view, then, temperance required sacrifices of the moment 

for long-term benefit for all. “Every man, therefore,” New York Whigs stressed in 1837, 

“every community, [and] every nation, that will adopt this principle, will be defended 

from all dangers of drunkenness and attendant evils.”375 

 These efforts were not about bourgeoisie condescension or material guilt. Instead, 

individual Whig participation in benevolent societies broadened their perspectives. “It is 

the entire abandonment of selfish considerations for the sake of others' good,” explained 

Boston Whig reformers in 1841.376  Democrats often supported these efforts too, but their 

support reflected their own understanding of self-interest, which privileged autonomy and 

self-determinism over collaboration. Democrats also worried that broad temperance 

efforts too often brow-beat the reluctant   with haughtiness and derision. “They are the 

noisy, reckless, bullying minority,” the Democratic Review angrily noted, “who 

constantly attempt to ever-crow peaceable men, and force silence through fear of 
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unpopularity.”377 In this view, reformers often masked social control with the admirable 

pursuit of reform. Whigs disagreed because they saw reform efforts in broader terms.  

 Consequently, Whigs argued if Americans practiced enlightened self-interest they 

would enjoy a bright future. In this vein, Sergeant Prentiss spoke for many Whigs when 

he boldly declared “American industry and enterprise have subdued the wilderness and 

caused it to rejoice and blossom as the rose.”378 Indeed, Whigs took it as an article of 

faith that their policies encouraged prosperity for all hard-working Americans. Moreover, 

the American Whig Review argued that Whig policies arose “out of Enlightened and 

Liberal Democracy,” and from them “come Enterprise and Bold Nationality.” Industry 

and national fidelity were important because they nurtured “a country loved & labor 

honored,” which led to “National glory – National achievement in every art, Union and 

internal peace, [the] distribution of wealth, -- universal employment.”379 At bottom, then, 

Whig attitudes towards the future championed striving, success, and achievement.   

 Along with this view, Whigs believed enlightened self-interest spurned mere 

selfishness but embraced success without apology. For instance, “In Kentucky,” Henry 

Clay argued from the floor of the Senate in 1832, “almost every manufactory known to 

me is in the hands of enterprising and self-made men, who have acquired whatever 
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wealth they possess by patient and diligent labor.”380 The insistence on personal effort 

and individual industry were durable pillars of Whig philosophy. In 1847  New York 

Whigs lauded “the man who by the force of early habit 'learns to labor and to wait; who 

lives from day to day by the exercise, in his sphere, of his hands or head, and seeks to 

improve himself” was not selfish, but virtuous.381  Petersburg, VA Whigs pointed out 

successful men were typically of “plain, unassuming, straight-forward character.”382  

 Democrats were not so optimistic. In their view, Whigs gamed the system to cheat 

the common man out of his just portion. According to staunch Kentucky Democrat Amos 

Kendall, Whigs wanted to “convert our government into a heartless aristocracy, in which 

the people are to be transferred, cheated, taxed, and oppressed, that a few may revel on 

the spoils of the many.”383 Moreover, Whig democratic pretensions were mere subterfuge 

crafted to secure electoral success and nothing more. “It suits the designs of the Federal 

Whigs, on the near approach of an election, to affect wonderful tenderness for the rights 

and well-being of the PEOPLE,” Virginia Democrats charged. “The People, whom all the 

political tenets and practices of that party have a tendency to degrade, and whom, 
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whenever in the possession of power, the same party has never failed to abuse and 

oppress.”384 Democrats believed Whig talk of enlightened self-interest was little more 

than hogwash. 

 But a proper understanding of individualism asked a great deal of people, and 

many broke down under the strain. Whigs’ advocacy for those physically disabled or 

mentally ill grew from their concern with modernity’s collateral damage. These efforts 

spoke to both their faith in broader self-interest and their belief that none should be left 

behind. It is not surprising that Whigs carried their frenetic sense of work to their 

charitable efforts and political pursuits, but it is striking how often they worried about the 

psychological consequences for those who failed to practice self-mastery.   

 At the heights of progressive achievement, moreover, individuals’ psychological 

footing often became the least certain. “The triumphs of mind seem best calculated to 

elicit our admiration of others, or the increased reverence of ourselves,” Sarah Hale 

warned in 1833. “Little do we reflect that the time may come when this intelligence may 

fail us, or that, striving after things beyond its reach and comprehension, it may burst the 

confines of reason and launch us on the shoreless ocean of insanity?”385 Democratic 

polemicists largely agreed, noting in 1855, “The highest genius seems most nearly to 

border on madness.”386 As Whigs understood things, however, insanity, at least the sort 

that developed over time, was preventable. 
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 For the future Whigs favored active, regular work was the first step toward 

preventing the mind from succumbing to strain and anxiety. For Whigs, too much leisure 

was not only materially damaging but also psychologically dangerous. A strong middle-

class Protestant work ethic, therefore, prepared individuals to weather the storms of 

uncertain times. The American Journal of Insanity argued in 1844 that “There will be 

good hope that if disappointments and misfortunes come they will not crush the spirit, but 

on the contrary purify and strengthen it.”387   

 Whigs and Jacksonians agreed on the general make-up of the mind and the broad 

understanding of madness as an illness but differed in both causes and treatment. 

Asylums represented the Whig effort to use of public power to correct private ills, and 

bring damaged individuals back into collaborative society. For Democrats unbounded 

ambitions and material striving were also evidence of emerging psychosis, while Whigs 

often cited the predominance of an ungovernable, solitary will. The American Whig 

Review pointed to unseemly solitude and passions run wild in a poem aptly titled 

“Madness.”  

Deserted, naked, and forever void; 

 While in the charnel chambers of my soul 
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Distorted fantasies, like dungeon rats, 

Grew bold in solitude, and peeping out, 

Thrilled every nerve with loathsome rioting. 

 Thought, healthy Thought, had fled away, and I 

Was face to face to with Madness!388 

No individual could “thrill every nerve,” in idle reverie, Whigs argued, and not expect to 

pay a psychological cost. Idleness was not simply bad in a vague, abstract way because 

ingrained habits of sloth threatened individual sanity. America’s future would be bad if 

too many people filled their time with pointless indolence. Illinois Whig Abraham 

Lincoln also indulged the poet’s license from time to time, often working through his 

own struggles with melancholy and depression in poignant verse. Indeed, after visiting 

his childhood home and encountering again a young man trapped in the throes of 

madness, Lincoln wrote: “A[nd] here's an object more of dread / Than ought the grave 

contains-- / A human form with reason fled, / While wretched life remains.”389 Abraham 

Lincoln and the broader middle-class Whiggish worldview he represented viewed 
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insanity with a cold shudder because they placed such a high social premium on self-

control and self-mastery.  

 For their part, Jacksonians argued that beyond grief or melancholy, the anxiety 

generated by Whigs’ ceaseless striving more than excessive idleness drove many 

Americans to the brink of madness. Insanity and mental instability in the antebellum 

United States had much to do with “the varied and creasing temptations to embark in the 

wildest schemes of speculation, the sudden accumulation and loss of fortune,” wrote one 

Democratic physician in 1840, “[and] the fierce strifes (sic) of the predominative 

passions of ambition and avarice.”390 In a future where prosperity seemed within the 

reach of all who would work hard enough to seize it, failure was a bitter blow to self-

esteem and social reputation. Democrats believed that Whigs’ push for a working, 

striving, achieving populace also contributed to rising instances of melancholy, 

depression, insanity, and suicide. And Democrats rejected the notion that individuals’ 

mental instability was anything more than an unfortunate private matter. 

 Ultimately, Whigs winced when Jacksonians implied that when they stared down 

the face of madness they saw the self-made man unmade by society. Whigs put their faith 

in social institutions such as churches, schools, and voluntary associations, but Whigs 

also worked through asylums and hospitals to help American individuals prosper and 

                                                             
390 “Insanity in the United States,” New York Evangelist (New York: Nathaniel E. Johnson, May 30, 
1840), p. 88. See also “Starving Mad,” Spirit of the Times (New York: March 8, 1845), p. 10, “Progress of 
Home Medical Literature,” Boston Medical and Surgical Journal (Boston: April 12, 1848), pp. 224-25, and 
“Insanity Increasing in our Country,” Zion’s Herald (Boston: A. Stevens, July 17, 1850), p. 116. See also 
Howe, The Political Culture of the American Whigs (New York: 1979), pp. 282-83. Kohl, The Politics of 
Individualism (New York: 1989), pp. 77-78, Delbanco, The Real American Dream: A Meditation on Hope 
(Cambridge: 1999), pp. 81-90. McCloskey, The Bourgeois Virtues (Chicago: 2006), pp. 8-12, and Howe, 
What Hath God Wrought (New York: 2007), pp. 195-96.  



 

 189  
 

thrive. They sought to break down, or at least mitigate the more desperate tendencies of 

individualism and replace them with new broader perspectives.  

 Whigs and Democrats understood self-interest differently because their 

understanding of individualism differed. Democrats stressed individuals over associations 

because they feared collaborative efforts to control them. Thus, if each individual 

prospered according to his pluck, grit, and perseverance, then he failed along precisely 

the same lines. “You ask me what I think of "hard times"?” Massachusetts Jacksonians 

fumed in 1843, “Think--why I think that as a nation we are in the same predicament as 

the frog in the fable, who tried to swell to the size of the ox, and finally, without attaining 

its object, ‘bursted (sic).’”391 As Democrats’ saw it, moreover, many people failed 

because they foolishly followed Whig ideas of credit and speculation. “The immorality of 

the acts (i.e. Whigs’ American System),” stressed the Democratic Review in November 

of the same year, “has been fully proved by the ruin of the old Credit System.”392 In this 

view, neither society nor the state bore any legitimate responsibility to relieve self-made 

ruin. Democrats’ reading of self-interest was constricted, holding that men supposedly 

rose or fell on the strengths of their merits alone. Ultimately, they relied on no one to 

succeed, and could not legitimately impose on others to mitigate their failure.  

 Whigs disagreed because in their view this narrow reading of individualism was 

the future’s central danger. If most Whigs believed success was a just reward for virtuous 

                                                             
391 “A Letter About Hard Times,” Lowell Offering, June 1843, p. 203. See also Kohl, The Politics of 
Individualism (New York: 1989), p. 225. 
392 “The Issue at Stake,” United States Magazine and Democratic Review (November 1843): 545. See also 
“Greenville,” Western Monthly Magazine (June 1837): 293-99, “Items of News,” The Crisis, June 6, 1840, 
p. 112, and “State Credit,” United States Magazine and Democratic Review (January 1842): 3-8. See also  



 

 190  
 

effort, then most also rejected castigating failure, supporting instead a wide array of 

public and private relief efforts.393 “To give relief,” William Henry Seward argued in 

1834, “will revive languishing commerce, agriculture, and manufactures,” as well as 

“recall confidence and prosperity everywhere throughout this land.”394 For Whigs it was a 

problem of circumscribed possibility. Without public relief the impetus to work for 

improvement was gone. “They can have not inducement to strive or toil,” New York 

Whigs noted in 1840, “because they cannot hope to enjoy the fruits of their labor; while 

the wasteful process of snatching it from them inopportunely and converting it to the use 

of others forbids all hope that it will ever satisfy their indebtedness or sensibly benefit 

their creditors.”395 Yet Whigs rejected the notion their support of these measures was 

about subsidizing bad behavior. Instead, they argued that they were extending needed 

relief from the effects of foolish Democratic policies that they believed had caused the 

Panic of 1837.  

 In the Whig view, moreover, a prosperous future was contingent upon cultivating 

virtues such as prudence, temperance, and industry. Henry Clay argued that America’s 

future depended upon developing “the greatest public virtue.”396 For Whigs like Clay, 

therefore, the future was not simply about the remorseless pursuit of wealth. “To a certain 
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extent, it is of course the duty of every man to acquire property,” confirmed a Boston 

Whig, “but not for the sake of property itself, nor for the love of gain. When carried to 

this extent, the pursuit of wealth becomes a disease.”397 The love of gain for its own sake 

threatened the values Whigs believed necessary to achieve success. “Many of the 

difficulties in life which men have to struggle with arise from their sumptuous modes 

of living,” Philadelphia Whigs agreed in 1848, “and the excessive trading of a part of the 

community to make themselves suddenly rich.”398 This ultimately came down to the 

crucial moral difference between doing good and doing well.  

 Whigs needed to believe their material pursuits were about more than comfort and 

security because the line between wealth and worth was not always clear. “Virtue, 

honesty, happiness, all these, and whatever else that is pure and lovely,” Whig Women in 

Massachusetts warned in 1844, “must be sacrificed at the shrine of Mammon.”399 Whigs 

worried because much of their political perspective turned on the supposed benefits of 

widespread affluence. Rightly understood, Whigs hoped, future prosperity was about 

more than wealth, and a good man was more his financial balance sheet. In the end, “That 

true passion for money, the mere desire to accumulate,” the American Monthly Magazine 
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stressed in 1834, is “demoralizing and debasing in itself.”400 But Whigs argued their 

efforts should offer wider benefits for more people. In contrast to the narrow and greedy 

pursuit of gain, therefore, “the search after competence is unquestionably one of the best 

springs of action in community, at least it is one whose good effects is [sic] apparent in 

the industry, the employment, and consequently the morals and happiness, of the great 

proportion of society.”401 

  Momentary individual sacrifices were justified because ultimately society as a 

whole would benefit. “The prudent, penniless beginner in the world, labors for wages 

awhile, saves a surplus with which to buy tools or land, for himself,” Abraham Lincoln 

still championed this perspective near the close of the antebellum years, “then labors on 

his own account another while, and at length hires another new beginner to help him. 

This, say its advocates, is free labor -- the just and generous, and prosperous system, 

which opens the way for all -- gives hope to all, and energy, and progress, and 

improvement of condition to all.”402 Whig attitudes towards the future embraced this 

understanding of enlightened self-interest as near political gospel. Whigs needed to 

believe that the sturdy comforts of middle-class living were worth the cost required to 

secure them. But only if uplift was tempered by virtue. Americans often give “too 
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exclusive devotion,” the American Whig Review worried in 1851, “to the narrow circle of 

our own operations.”403 Individualism, autonomy, liberty – these were all enviable 

achievements. But unchecked selfishness carried social costs that would only increase 

over time. 

 Beyond an obsession with narrow reading of self-interest, Whigs worried the 

future faced a challenge of trust. If distrust became too widespread, the costs were both 

far-reaching and harmful. “It is not only confidence in this or that man which is 

destroyed,” Tocqueville explained Whiggish doubt, in this regard, “but the disposition to 

trust the authority of any man whatsoever. Everyone shuts himself up tightly within 

himself and insists upon judging the world from there.”404 For their part, Democrats 

worried that the more broadly they trusted, the more vulnerable they became. In contrast, 

Whigs argued social trust was crucial to building a prosperous future. It was “not the 

cause of any one state,” Baltimore’s Niles’ National Register pointed out 1844, “but the 

cause of our common liberty, of our common country, of good government.”405 The 

Whig Promise was built on a faith that America offered the world a better tomorrow, so 
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long as succeeding generations practiced enlightened self-interest and other daily virtues 

to make it so.  

 

 

Trust 

 

 Along with an enlightened understanding of self-interest, Whig attitudes towards 

the future sought to generate widespread trust. Trust was important because without it 

Americans would never work together. Widespread distrust would prove disastrous 

because Whigs thought mutual cooperation was the surest means of reconnecting isolated 

individuals to pursue the common good. In this vein, Whigs argued Americans must not 

allow their natural inclinations to doubt and worry about an increasingly self-interested at 

times selfish society to undermine their necessary trust in men and institutions. For their 

part, Jacksonians did not trust elites, politicians, or associations because they were never 

convinced that their interests would be served. To Democratic ears, moreover, Whig 

rhetoric about “the common good” masked efforts by the powerful to rob and exploit 

them. Whigs disagreed. They wanted individual Americans to work together, and   

facilitate such efforts, Whigs worked to induce trust. 
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 Trust means the “firm belief in the reliability, truth, ability, or strength of someone 

or something.”406 Consequently, trust involves both logic and emotion. Logically, trust 

requires individuals to discern the dependability of others to do the things they say they 

will and mean the things they say they mean. Here the past was prologue, offering clues 

through previous dealings, truthfulness, and the fulfillment of obligations. Yet in a world 

of strangers that sort of knowledge was often unavailable.  That is why trust is also an 

emotional exercise, leaving the trusting open to possible exploitation and deceit. Whigs 

believed these risks only increased as society grew more impersonal. Tocqueville 

observed that it was these tendencies “which disposes each member of the community to 

sever himself from the mass of his fellows and draw apart with his family and his 

friends.”407 Without shared social trust, therefore, individual Americans would only 

associate with an ever-shrinking circle of like-minded confidants because they would 

doubt both the motives and integrity of those with whom they disagreed or seemingly 

shared few common interests.  

 Yet trust required faith, and faith of any sort was chancy. If trust was mislaid, then 

the trusting hazarded fraud, deceit, and disappointment. Further, there is a blindness 

about trust that is unsettling. Indeed, the King James Bible most antebellum Americans 

read confirmed this discomfort, celebrating it as right religion. “Now faith is the 

substance of things hoped for,” the Letter to the Hebrews explained, “the evidence of 
                                                             
406 “Trust,” Oxford Pocket Dictionary of Current English (Oxford Dictionaries: 
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/trust, Accessed November 11, 
2014).  
407 Tocqueville, Democracy in America, Vol. II (New York: 1945), p. 98. See also Howe, The Political 
Culture of the American Whigs (New York: 1979), pp. 278-79. McCloskey, The Bourgeois Virtues 
(Chicago: 2006), pp. 275-81, and Howe, What Hath God Wrought (New York: 2007), pp. 199-200. 

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/trust


 

 196  
 

things not seen.”408 Unsettling or not, Whigs believed trust was vital because without it, 

society would not be social. One Brooklyn Whig minister argued that trust was “the proof 

of faith. It implies not merely the belief of a thing, but the risking of something on that 

belief – a venture that will be wholly lost, if our confidence is misplaced.”409 Broken 

trust, therefore, was poisonous to social comity because it left feelings of gullibility and 

foolishness. And there was the rub. Antebellum America was becoming a world of 

strangers, rapid movement, and cultural change. In the face of such deeply felt upheaval, 

suspicion seemed shrewd counsel. 

 Thus, to wary Democrats, Whig arguments for the extension of trust seemed either 

naive or sinister. They worried that the more broadly they trusted, the more vulnerable 

they became. In 1840, Virginia Democrats saw a world full of “suppleness, crooked 

insincerity and revolting insensibility to shame.”410 These inclinations seemed most 

pronounced among Whigs. Jacksonians in Michigan worried the Whigs' ultimate goal 

was “to force us into submission and make us wear the yoke of political bondage.”411 

Democrats asked Whigs to leave them alone, and put their faith in the past above all. 

“Men satisfied with their own condition,” John L. O’Sullivan’s Democratic Review 

explained this perspective, “dreading the risk and hazards of an uncertain future, cleave 

strongly and tenaciously to the examples and precepts of the last, as affording the only 
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safe guides and true rules for the conduct and action and their people or government.”412 

Whigs urged people to trust men they did not know, and often did not respect, to lead the 

country to a future that seemed ephemeral.  

 Accordingly, Democrats often railed against corporations and banks because they 

did not trust them. “In our country,” the Democratic Review nervously pointed out, 

“wealth has more power than in any other.”413 Corporations and banks wielded dangerous 

plutocratic privileges that unchecked would worsen with time. In addition, the wealthy 

enjoyed deliberative benefits that strengthened their position at the expense of everyone 

else. “They have time to work head-work and lay deep plans,” dismayed Ohio Democrats 

argued in 1840, “while the poorer class are obliged to be at their daily labor.”414 Where 

Whigs might see the opportunity for collaborative development, in this instance public 

education, Jacksonians saw only chances for further coercion and control. What benefit 

could they enjoy from such efforts if their poverty precluded them from taking part? Far 

better, most felt, to resist Whig siren songs and let each be responsible for his lot alone. 

 Whigs responded that if distrust became the rule, the consequences were both far-

reaching and disastrous. Distrust, in this view, destroyed social harmony. Democrats 

themselves admitted as much, though they believed the disruption justified. “When 
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endeavoring to nullify and to remove customs, sanctioned by the authority of hereditary 

power, or to abolish long existing institutions,” the United States Review conceded, 

“humane efforts are frequently retarded from the distrust in those systems which it is 

promoted to substitute.”415 Democrats and Whigs agreed that the challenge was so 

important because the stakes were so high.  

 Whigs were unimpressed with Democratic warnings because they found them 

narrow, and argued that this sort of suspicion flowed from inherent weakness not 

strength. “Any attempt to divide the people into classes, distinguished by birth, by wealth 

or poverty, or by profession, or occupation,” Alabama Whigs declared in 1840, “is 

subversive of the true principles of our political institutions; and it ought to be 

discountenanced.”416 Jacksonian scorched-earth rhetoric made compromise difficult, 

Boston Whigs argued in 1837, creating “a spirit of incurable distrust; they will be looked 

upon as men and communities whom no promises can bind.”417 To dismayed Whig eyes, 

then, Democrats practiced myopic brand of politics that substituted shrill rhetoric for 

thoughtful deliberation. “The locofoco pot of discord is seething,” Nashville Whigs noted 

in 1843. “It’s salpicon of adverse principles is falling to pieces, and its leaders live 
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together in sleepless distrust.”418 Whigs believed the hodgepodge practice of always 

insisting the sky was falling was tiresome and wrong because it undermined social trust.   

 Consequently, the public institutions that Jacksonians viewed as corrupt and 

exploitative, Whigs appreciated because they thought each induced trust. For instance, in 

the Whig view corporations were vehicles of broad public good, not state-sponsored 

efforts by the few to rob the many. Daniel Webster spoke for most Whigs when he 

argued that acts of incorporation “are calculated to promote the happiness and prosperity 

of all classes of the people.”419 Far from being oppressed, they promoted collaboration for 

mutual gain. Boston Whigs agreed, noting that corporations allow “men of the smallest 

means to originate and carry on undertakings which, without the power, credit and 

facilities derived from such acts [of incorporation], would either not be undertaken at all, 

or only by individuals or great wealth and for their sole benefit.”420 Whig attitudes 

towards the future privileged collaboration, and most believed corporations were an 

efficient way to overcome individual weakness and achieve success. 

 For Whigs, banks were another public institution promoting trust. Rejecting 

Jacksonian suspicion, Whigs such as Webster offered a stout defense:  “Banks, 

everywhere, and especially with us, are made for the borrowers. They are made for the 
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good of the many, and not for the good of the few.”421 Like corporations, Whigs believed 

that banks promoted economic growth and prosperity through the efficient regulation of 

credit and paper money. Henry Clay agreed, stressing that banks were simply “organized 

agencies for the loan of money and the transaction of business.”422 Whigs clung to this 

principle even in the worst of times. In 1838, for example, during the nadir of the national 

economic depression that followed the 1837 Panic, Horace Greeley and others urged 

Americans to still put their trust, and their money, in banks. “Let no man, then, think to 

relieve himself from the common troubles by means detrimental to the welfare of his 

neighbors,” Greeley declared, “by encrusting himself in the armor of narrow selfishness.” 

In this view, trusting banks meant restoring confidence in the future. Pooling resources 

allowed ordinary Americans to ensure mutual benefit. The future promised dark moments 

along with the light. When difficulties came, Whigs wanted people to rely on one 

another. “Let him rather prosper by feeding rather than starving his neighbors.”423  

 Whigs carried their broader reading of trust up from interpersonal relationships, 

corporations, and banks, to government. Here their differences with Jacksonians were 

stark. Democrats fought to limit the size and scope of government because they distrusted 

concentrated power. The Democratic Review declared, “A strong and active democratic 

government, in the common sense of the term, is an evil, differing only in degree and 
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mode of operation, and not in nature, from a strong despotism.”424 Thus, Democrats often 

echoed Jefferson's adage, only wanting a government that “neither picks my pocket, nor 

breaks my leg.”425 Whigs found this perspective too narrow, believing instead in 

government's possibilities for building a prosperous future.  

 Accordingly, Whig attitudes towards the future held out a positive role for 

government. “It is the object of republican institutions to encourage and stimulate 

improvement of the physical condition of the country,” William Henry Seward explained, 

“and to promote the moral and intellectual advancement of its citizens.”426 Where 

Democrats wanted a minimalist government to enforce general order and leave them 

alone, Whigs wanted the state to actively promote the common good. Whigs tended to 

have a broad understanding of what this idea entailed According to the American Whig 

Review “That whatever is national in character, or is evidently conducive to the common 

good, should be done at the common expense by the federal government.”427 Whigs 

trusted government more readily because they were confident in their ability to select 

wise leaders. As ever, this point of view carried a catch. Republican governments were 

mirrors of men, and if the people were virtuous, sober, and prudent, so too would their 

elected officials. On the other hand, if voters chose men of ungovernable will, low 
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intellect, and narrow perspectives, then the government would become inept if not 

reckless corrupt.  

 Yet Whigs rejected cynicism, and their perspectives on the future identified vast 

opportunities for mutual benefit. In a larger sense, then, trust was important for the future 

because it represented a sacred charge.428 Most antebellum Americans agreed that 

preserving their nation was a generational responsibility, bequeathed by the founders with 

the expectation that it would be handed down again in turn. “Man, therefore, was not 

made for himself alone – No!” John Quincy Adams thundered. “He was made for his 

country by the obligations of the social compact, he was made for all ages past by the 

sentiment of reverence for his forefathers; and he was made for all future times by the 

impulse of affection for his progeny.”429  Where Democrats often stressed preserving the 

country in republican simplicity, Whigs like Adams saw their duty as continuing 

American development into the future. “No man in America is doomed by the necessity 

of his circumstances,” urged Calvin Colton in 1832, “to die in the same condition in 

which he was born.”430 If Whig ideas won the day, all that limited individual potential 

was each person's commitment to industry, prudence, and temperance. Whether 
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strengthening interpersonal relations or honoring generational obligations, Whig thinking   

relied on trust as a pillar for present and future prosperity. 

 As a result, Whigs considered trust a bedrock social principle that made 

collaborative effort possible. They argued that future progress required cooperation not 

confrontation. It was only by working together that American greatness might be 

achieved. Whigs were optimistic on this score, which was why they worked so hard to 

broaden individuals’ self-interest and encourage them to trust. In this way, collaboration 

held the key to future success so long as it was infused with bourgeois virtues.    

 

Cooperation 

 

Whig attitudes towards the future stressed cooperation as crucial to progress. To 

make this possible, Whigs urged individuals to construe their interests broadly and extend 

trust to others. Further, Whig faith in voluntary associations, corporations, and 

government would help people work together because cooperation helped individuals 

overcome isolation’s weakness. It was a question of power. Whigs believed that by 

working together Americans could be more creative, efficient, and effective than was 

possible working alone. In the broadest sense,   Whig policies asked people to cooperate 

across class, state, and regional lines; the culmination would be a powerful though benign 

nationalism. In this way, Whigs’ hoped an emphasis on compromise facilitated people 

working together for larger ends. If cooperation along these lines was the rule, future 
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widespread mutual benefit was assured. If these efforts failed, Whigs believe that 

Americans would likely slip back to barbarism. 

 Cooperation was crucial to Whiggery. Isolated people might enjoy more autonomy 

and self-determinism but they were also weak. “Among democratic nations,” Tocqueville 

explained, “all citizens are independent and feeble.” The old ties of kith, kin, and village 

were snapping under individualism’s advance, making collaboration necessary to achieve 

all but the most rudimentary aims. “They all, therefore, become powerless if they do not 

learn voluntarily to help one another.”431 Contrary to Democratic suspicions, Whigs did 

not ask Americans to discard the local and the familiar   but merely broaden their sense of 

who comprised their communities. “All the world admits that identity of local origin is a 

tie of connection and sympathy,” Daniel Webster agreed in 1849, “especially if it be 

strengthened by early association, by meeting with one another in the school-house, and 

in the society of early life.”432 Like Webster, most Whigs believed in the efficacy of local 

action more broadly supported by important social institutions. 

 Whig passion for public institutions flowed from their desire to encourage 

collaboration. In light of individualism’s inevitably corrosive tendencies   Whigs argued 

that education was vital because it strengthened individuals by encouraging them to work 

together. “The masses of the people must be taught to think for themselves before they 
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can help themselves,” the American Whig Review explained in 1851. Schools lifted 

individual Americans out of ignorance, while also broadening their understanding of the 

common good. Whiggery was about elevating all classes of American society, and Whigs 

were “zealous friends of popular education because they feel that enlightened people will, 

necessarily, elevate itself.”433 

 Beyond schools, Whigs supported banks and corporations because both harnessed 

collective public power for the common good. Banks were essential because they pooled 

capital to facilitate enterprise. “Such an institution acts beneficially,” Webster explained, 

“by creating a currency that is of general credit everywhere.”434 Whigs maintained that 

credit was simply the public extension of the social values they were working to build. 

“What is credit?” asked Ohio Whigs in 1842. “It is an honest promise based upon the 

ability to do. It is a bond of honor between honest parties.”435 In this way, support for 

banks illustrated Whig attitudes towards the future because such institutions encouraged 

collaboration by promoting trust, while facilitating enterprise. Henry Clay explained this 

position in 1837 while refuting Jacksonian anti-banking ideology. “In making war upon 

the banks, you wage war upon the people of the United States.” In the Whig view, the 

idea of diverse, inevitably clashing   interests was wrong-headed. “We are all – People – 

States – Union – Banks,” Clay stressed, “bound up and interwoven together, united in 

fortune and destiny.”436 This outlook was central to Whiggery.     
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 Consequently, Whigs advocated incorporation because they believed such acts 

strengthened American society by helping individuals work together. “They enable men,” 

William Henry Seward explained, “of the smallest means, by a concentration of their 

capital and the credit created by that operation, to originate and to carry on undertaking 

which, without the power, credit, and facilities derived from such acts, would either not 

be undertaken at all, or only by individuals of great wealth for their sole benefit.”437 

Corporations completed broad public improvement works that otherwise would have 

been untenable, while also offering access to opportunities for individual advancement. 

Without cooperation and support, individuals simply could not build canals, major roads, 

or railways. Such projects, New York Whigs maintained, were “of too vast moment and 

too universal an interest, to be left to the unaided efforts of individuals.”438 Thus, 

cooperation was both good for individuals and good for society.   

 Accordingly, infrastructure improvements were a dynamic if obvious example of 

the creative potential of collaborative effort. For example, canals united public and 

private interests in a cooperative effort to win the future. Whigs celebrated their 

construction because each canal demonstrated the fruits of cooperation, trust, and 

enlightened self-interest. The Erie Canal was the era’s most famous, and offered Whigs a 

tangible picture of the future they were trying to build. The uncertainty surrounding its 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
Robert Seager II (Lexington, KY: University of Kentucky Press, 1988). 
437 William Henry Seward, “Annual Message to the Legislature (Jan. 4, 1842),” p. 312. 
438 “Public Works,” Enquirer, November 16, 1839, p. 3. See also McCloskey, The Bourgeois Virtues 
(Chicago: 2006), pp. 344-49, Clark, A Farewell to Alms (Princeton: 2007), p. 157-61, Howe, What Hath 
God Wrought (New York: 2007), pp. 278-82, and McCloskey, Bourgeois Dignity (Chicago: 2010), p. 130-
32. 



 

 207  
 

construction, and the subsequent success it enjoyed seemed to Whig eyes portents of 

prosperity. 

 Thus, Whigs often lauded the Erie Canal to show the effectiveness of their ideas 

over time. “The present generation, enjoying as it does the daily benefits of the Erie 

Canal,” Samuel Ruggles reminded Whigs in 1849, “can hardly realize the difficulties 

which its projectors were obliged to encounter.” All those who supported the idea of a 

canal linking New York City to the Great Lakes were ridiculed, and “the idea was treated 

as purely chimerical.”439 And scoffers had reason to doubt. To complete the project, 

planners had to cross over 300 miles, go through limestone rock and mountains, combat 

malarial conditions that eventually killed over 1,000 workers, along with a staggering $7 

million price tag. Thus, the Erie Canal was a high-stakes wager on the best way to win to 

the future. 

 Few bets ever paid off so well. Finished in 1825, the canal retired its debts by 

1840, and by 1845 transported over a million tons of goods each year. Though its 

constructed predated Whiggery, Whigs lauded the Canal from the beginning of the era 

through the end as an example of their principles properly understood. The Western 

Record dismissed criticism of the canal in 1830, noting that while expenditures in 1829 

were nearly four-hundred dollars, receipts easily exceeded topped eight-hundred 

thousand, nearly doubling the investment.440 Whigs believed that over four-hundred 
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thousand dollars in profit was an effective way to silence naysayers, and those profits 

only increased over time. 

 Whigs across America looked to repeat the Erie Canal’s success, supporting canal 

projects throughout the antebellum era. In Virginia, the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal was 

a point of pride for most Whigs. “Our canals,” Richmond Whigs boasted in 1834, “have 

turned out very handsomely.”441 This was not idle bragging. Though the C&O Canal was 

never as lucrative an investment as its predecessor in Erie, it was nonetheless profitable 

long after the Civil War.442 Whigs were quick to defend their record such expenditures. 

“In the whole history of our Canals we find Whigs acting in concert,” the New York 

Daily Times stressed, “and uniformly in favor of extending the benefits of the system, as 

far as was practicable.”443 Conversely, Whigs harangued Democrats opposed such 

measures based on a blinkered opposition to cooperative enterprise. “The most useless 

and disagreeable men in the world are those who do the least and complain the most,” 

Albert Barnes explained in 1846. “The laziest are always the most captious on the 

enterprising, and they who are the least profit to the world themselves are sure to be most 

ambitious in deprecating the capacities they are too imbecile to emulate.”444 Yet beyond 
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their profitability, canals also represented promise personified. They offered tangible 

evidence for the power of cooperative effort. 

 Tariffs further embodied Whig ideas toward the relationship between government 

and cooperative enterprise. Government protection of American industry benefitted all 

because it strengthened social and commercial bonds and increased mutual reliance. “The 

question then,” Calvin Colton argued, “the great, practical question – is shall European 

capital and labor, be permitted to bring American capital and labor, that is, American 

society down?”445 Whigs such as Colton believed it was a mistake to see tariffs through 

narrow local eyes. “No part of this nation can prosper without a protective tariff,” he 

argued, “for the simple reason that the nation, as a whole cannot prosper without it.”446 

Narrow localistic and sectional thinking missed the larger benefits protection conferred. 

Tariffs wove disparate interests together, requiring trust, and broadening individual 

understandings of the common good. “What is this,” John Pendleton Kennedy wondered, 

“but an ingenious method of stretching the blanket of a political faith to cover many bed-

fellows?”447 Whigs argued that tariffs ultimately benefitted everyone by linking the 

country together and aiding general prosperity.  

 For their part, Democrats tended to view tariffs suspiciously because they saw in 

them undue favoritism of one section over another. Consequently, Jacksonians such as 

William Leggett maintained the tariff was in truth “a device to tax the many for the 
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benefit of the few.”448 Although the American economy as a whole enjoyed solid growth 

due to increased production by protected northern manufacturers, southerners’ anger 

simmered because they were forced to purchase finished products at higher prices, and 

sell their cotton domestically at lower rates than they could command overseas. And 

when Andrew Jackson did not move quickly enough to mollify their concerns, South 

Carolinians, under the intellectual and political leadership of John C. Calhoun, argued for 

each state’s right to nullify federal laws within its own borders. As many Whigs saw it, 

South Carolina recklessly transformed a debate over duties and imports into a 

conversation about federal power and the possibility of secession.449  

 But what does nullification have to do with cooperation? For many Whiggish 

Americans, the South Carolina’s legislature 1828 incendiary “Exposition and Protest,” 

written secretly by Calhoun himself, marked a moment where the scales began falling 

from their eyes. In their view, the document’s language raised the bar for exaggeration 

and distortion. “The history of all has been the same, injustice, violence and anarchy,” 

Calhoun tried to justify the constitutional gymnastics of interposition, “succeeded by the 

government of one, or a few, under which the people seek refuge, from the more 

oppressive despotism of the majority.”450 
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 The theory of state interposition clearly threatened national unity and disunion 

seemed a perilous absurdity. Indeed, Virginia critics dismissed secession outright arguing 

“that there is no middle ground between obedience and revolution – and that the doctrine 

of nullification is a dangerous political heresy.”451 The Whiggish Cincinnati 

Philanthropist, no fiery political broadsheet by any stretch, agreed, confirming a rock-

ribbed resolve to preserve the Union. “We firmly believe that the North would PUT 

DOWN THE FANATICS.”452 So far so good.  This all was a predictable conservative 

response to outrageous innovation, full of condemnation and resolve. Yet no 

“nullification fanatics” were put down in 1832, in South Carolina or elsewhere. The 

Union was not dissolved. And a more general belief in collaborative compromise helped 

explain why.   

 Certainly, Henry Clay, Daniel Webster, and many other Whigs worked with 

Calhoun, and a cadre of moderate Democrats to pass the Tariff of 1833, soothing South 

Carolina and avoiding civil war. Yet cooperation is built on hope, as well as enlightened 

self-interest and trust. Most Whigs, like most Americans in 1832, believed the Union was 

something good that ought to be preserved. They had hope for the future, and thus a 

reason to compromise, even if they believed the protective tariff sound policy for the 

whole country. “I agree with you, gentlemen,” Henry Clay noted in a public letter to 
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Virginia Whigs in 1834, “in regard to the present condition of our public affairs. In 

contemplating it there is much to depress.” Nullification, partisan acrimony, the 

reelection of Jackson followed by Van Buren, the Bank War, there was much about 

American public life that gave Whigs pause. “But sentiments of despair are never to be 

indulged as to the fortune or fate of the Republic.”453 Whigs were usually willing to 

compromise because they believed unity more important over the long term. Indeed, 

throughout the antebellum era secessionists often leveraged the Whig proclivity for 

conciliation into short-term political triumphs.  Such seemingly temporary setbacks 

seemed an acceptable price to ensure unity and a glorious future. 

 In a larger sense, Whigs’ emphasis on cooperation led to their particular brand of 

nationalism. Preserving the Union, Clay argued, was “the paramount desire which has 

influenced me throughout my whole public career.”454 Yet for most Whigs their devotion 

to unity ran deeper still. “The Union is not a temporary partnership of States,” Daniel 

Webster insisted. “It is the association of the people, under a constitution of Government, 

uniting their power, joining together their higher interest, cementing their present 

enjoyments, and blending, in one indivisible mass, all their hopes for the future.”455 Thus 

Whigs stressed compromise because they sought a future in which self-controlled people 
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worked together for larger ends. If Americans cultivated enlightened self-interest, 

extended trust, and practiced cooperation, Whigs believed that the future would be bright.  

 Whigs rejected the idea that their brand of nationalism meant that individuals or 

states must be someday subsumed into a faceless federal monolith. “The Union exists in 

absolute integrity,” William Henry Seward explained, “without [the states] having 

relinquished any part of their individuality.”456 This view of political unity flowed from 

their understanding of a tightly knit society where middle-class families were connected 

through churches and voluntary associations. The Union was “a family of states,” Calvin 

Colton maintained, “where the harmony of familial relations must reign.”457 Families 

members did not always agree, but they found room for compromise to pursue common 

goals. This was the ultimate aim of Whiggish cooperation, the promise they wanted 

fulfilled in America. 
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 In the end, the Whig Promise offered an optimistic reading of American potential. 

Whigs’ middle-class striving, their faith in self-control, and trust in collaborative effort 

were means to achieve a glorious future. G.G. Lange’s 1853 painting of Rochester, New 

York illustrated well the world they worked to build. 

 

458 

Whigs wanted America to become a bustling capitalist nation where manufacturing, 

trade, and agriculture fit neatly together for mutual benefit. Merchants, craftsmen, and 

farmers would all enjoy the fruits of progress, and all realize they shared a common 

interest. Whigs embraced modern transportation and communication advances because 

they believed each helped bind people together. Government power would be trustworthy 
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because it would be primarily extended by legislatures of the people’s representatives, 

and because virtuous, enlightened statesmen filled its ranks. In a Whig future, the United 

States would offer opportunities for all to rise according to their merit, and remain a place 

where the worthy acquired wealth, and the wealthy were worthy. America would be a 

vast country of many millions, all free, all united, and all committed to principles of 

temperance, prudence, and self-control. 

 Whigs imagined a country where moral reform would eventually become 

unnecessary. If all men and women controlled their baser instincts, and practiced ordered 

liberty then America would be a free country where law was almost but never quite 

superfluous. The United States the Whigs sought to build would boast a society of 

educated and self-controlled people, where principles of association and cooperation 

undergirded public life. Middle-class families would instill bourgeois virtues and 

participate in protestant church life, building a happy, moral country one person at a time. 

Human nature might never be perfect, but steady habits could improve it. Ultimately, the 

Whig Promise was an optimistic world view but also a conservative one that tempered 

hope with effort, and achievement with merit. To do well, finally, Americans must first 

do good. 
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