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The Triumph of White Men’s Democracy

· So many Americans were moving around in the 1820s-30s that many new industries came about.  Large hotels were erected, most notably New York’s Astor House.  
· These new hotels were considered to be very “public” and “democratic.”  In such a hotel, the clientele, comprised mostly of white males, ate at a table d’ hote, with anyone who was at the hotel.  All white males were admitted, as long as they could pay.
· Hotel life reflected the emergence of democratic politics.  In 1829, Andrew Jackson stayed at the National Hotel.  He saw the National as more than a gathering place, it was also a haven where the “movers and shakers” could find refuge.
Democracy in Theory and Practice

· The Founders described democracy as direct rule by the masses, a view rejected in favor of a well-balanced republic.  Champions of popular government in the Jacksonian period, however, felt that the “people” could do no wrong.  Some even went as far as to say “the voice of the people is the voice of God.”  Even conservatives began to acknowledge that public favor was important when making a decision.

· The new democracy also encouraged social leveling.  This leveling meant that self-made men could rise to positions of power, however during this time it seems as if the gap between the rich and poor was actually increasing.

The Democratic Ferment

· The supremacy of the new democracy became even more evident with the extension of suffrage by 1820 to all white males.  Additionally, public officials became increasingly elected, as opposed to appointed.

· A new political strategy became popular during this time.  Campaigning officials began to demonstrate that they could relate to the common person.

· Some politicians, most notably Martin Van Buren in New York, began to form stable state political organizations out of loosely organized factions.  Before the rise of effective national parties, politicians created true parties by appointing friends to government jobs.  Van Buren regarded a two-party system as essential to a democratic government due to the checks and balances they provided.

· Changes in the method of electing and nominating a president also encouraged the growth of a two-party system.  By 1828, electors were chosen by popular vote as opposed to state legislatures in all but two states.  This newfound need to mobilize all people needed a national organization, and this necessity was the reason for the great national parties of the Jacksonian era: The Democrats and The Whigs.

· These new political institutions and practices encouraged an upsurge in public interest regarding the presidential elections.  In 1840, a record 78% of white males voted.

· Economic questions dominated the political debates of the 1820s and 30s.  The panic and depression of 1819 caused tribulation because no one knew how to handle a market that worked on a boom-and-bust cycle.  Some small farmers favored a return to an “honest” economy without banks, paper money, and with easy credit.  Others, typically entrepreneurs, felt that government aid was the solution, and appealed to state governments, causing a growth of state-level political activity.

· “The notion that the American experiment was a fragile one, constantly threatened by power-hungry conspirators, eventually took two particular forms.  Jacksonians believed “the money power” endangered the survival of republicanism; their opponents feared that populists politicians,” like Jackson, would convince the electorate to ratify tyrannical actions contrary to the best interests of the nation.

· Another concern for both sides was the role of federal government.  Should it offer national economic aid, or should it attempt to destroy corporate monopoly?  Almost everyone favored equal opportunity, but there was a question of implementation.  Should the government meddle or not?

· One group of dissenters took a more radical approach.  Workingman’s parties and trade unions emerged in the east during the ‘20s and ‘30s, and they condemned the gap between the rich and the poor.  This gap, they felt, was due to industrialization and a market economy.  They felt that the growth of low-paying labor was putting people under the dominance of his or her employer and compromising their “equal rights.”  In their eyes, society was divided between “producers,” workers of any kind, and “parasites,” non-producing bankers and merchant capitalists.

· These radicals called for a number of reforms.  Thomas Skidmore, advocated the abolition of inheritance in favor of a distribution of property.  They also demanded education reforms, and called for a ten-hour workday.  Additional demands included  the abolition of imprisonment for debt, and a currency system based on hard money, as opposed to valueless bank notes.

· Philadelphia was an especially active center of labor politics and union activity.  In 1827, the local artisans formed the Mechanics Union of Trade Associations, the nation’s first metropolitan labor movement, and launched the Working Men’s party to compete in local elections.  In 1834, 50 craft associations became the General Trades’ Union of the City and County of Philadelphia, and soon launched the first general strike in American history.

· In the 1830s and 40s, several proponents of women’s rights made other efforts to extend the scope of democracy.  Radical abolitionists sought an end to southern slavery and sought to free blacks.  The women’s rights movement also developed, but Jacksonian America was too dominated by chauvinism and sexism to care.

Democracy and Society

· While the aforementioned inequalities became dominant during the age of democracy, they grew during a time when many thought that equality was the prime moving factor in American society.  In practice, this meant the abolishment of an aristocracy determined by family.  Europeans in America were offended by democratic attitudes.  

· With the exception of slaveowners, Americans could not rely on a certain class to serve them.  There was also a decline in the distinctive modes of dress of each class.  However, the difference in income between the upper and lower classes actually became more defined during Jackson’s era.  The age of industrialization was creating a new class of low-payed unskilled workers in urban areas, and in rural areas, there was a distinct division between the owners of large farms and small ones.  This fact was often overlooked however, in light of the other democratic reforms of the period.

· Traditional forms of privilege were also under attack.  Under pressure from Jackson, state legislatures abolished licensing procedure for doctors, causing unorthodox practices to be on the same level as accomplished medical practices.

· For the clergy “popular sovereignty,” meant that they were under control of the layman.  Ministers ceased to command respect.

Democratic Culture

· The democratic system also brought about new art and literature.  Some artists tried to defy the standards of high culture, while others attempted to show everyday life.

· The romantic movement in literature valued strong intuition over calm rationality.  Notable writers included George Lippard, Mrs. Southworth, and Augusta Jane Evans.  They wrote novels about “damsels in distress,” who were rescued by men.

· In the theatre, melodrama became popular.  Melodrama involved a “beleaguered heroine, mustachioed villain, and a hero who asserted himself in the nick of time.”  Patriotic comedies, also popular, invloved yankee dominance.

· Gothic architecture, also popular, showed the American link with the politics of Greece, as well as impressing people at a low cost.

· Sculpture was intended solely for public enjoyment.

