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ABSTRACT 

 

Joshua A. Lynn: Preserving the White Manôs Republic: 

The Democratic Party and the Transformation of American Conservatism, 1847-1860 

(Under the direction of Harry L. Watson) 

In the late 1840s and 1850s, the American Democratic party redefined itself as 

ñconservative.ò  Yet Democratsô preexisting dedication to majoritarian democracy, liberal 

individualism, and white supremacy had not changed.  Democrats believed that ñfanaticalò 

reformers, who opposed slavery and advanced the rights of African Americans and women, 

imperiled the white manôs republic they had crafted in the early 1800s.  There were no more 

abstract notions of freedom to boundlessly unfold; there was only the existing liberty of white 

men to conserve.  Democrats therefore recast democracy, previously a progressive means to 

expand rights, as a way for local majorities to police racial and gender boundaries.  In the 

process, they reinvigorated American conservatism by placing it on a foundation of majoritarian 

democracy. 

Empowering white men to democratically govern all other Americans, Democrats 

contended, would preserve their prerogatives.  With the policy of ñpopular sovereignty,ò for 

instance, Democrats left slaveryôs expansion to territorial settlersô democratic decision-making.  

Democrats also applied democracy and individualism to temperance, religious liberty, and 

nativism.  Democratic conservatism would protect white men against ñfanaticism,ò an ideology 

which countenanced governmental imposition of moral norms.  Democratic principles united 

white men from the Slave States and Free States, Catholics and Protestants, conservative former 

Whigs, and native and foreign-born Americans with the promise of moral autonomy on issues 
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like slavery.  In addition to political principles, Democrats also ascribed to shared cultural 

prescriptions regarding whiteness, manhood, and domesticity. 

As became clear by the late 1850s, however, majoritarian democracy could actually 

destabilize racial and gender boundaries.  Local democracy could undermine the white manôs 

republic, especially when marginalized Americans turned democracy to their own ends.  In 

basing a conservative political order on the instability of democracy, Democrats failed to 

bulwark white supremacy and slavery, but did place American conservatism on a new, populist 

trajectory.  The tenets of modern conservatism, culminating in the twentieth and twenty-first-

century New Right, coalesced during the 1850s debates over white supremacy and slavery.  

Historicizing the conjunction of conservative thought and democratic practice reveals the point at 

which majoritarian democracy and ñliberalò antistatism and individualism became the 

ñconservativeò means for upholding a specific racial and gendered order.  
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INTRODUCTION: CONSERVING THE HAPPY REPUBLIC 

 

To make us love our country, our country ought to be lovely. 

ðEdmund Burke, 1790
1
 

 

In April 1856 the steamer Arago deposited valuable cargo in New York Cityðthe next 

president of the republic.  A raucous homecoming greeted James Buchanan.  The sixty-five-year-

old Democrat had long been a fixture in national politics.  The ñOld Public Functionaryò 

commenced his career opposing the Madison administration.  Attuned to political shifts, he then 

abandoned his fatherôs stale Federalism and yoked himself to Andrew Jacksonôs populist 

coalition in the 1820s.  Now the sanctimonious old bachelor, perpetual office holder, and crafty 

partisan wire-puller stood poised to inherit Old Hickoryôs mantle.  Buchanan waded through 

buffeting crowds upon disembarking.  This fastidious republican declined a public dinner, a 

Democratic publication moralized, as he ñdid not wish any display or ostentationò and preferred 

ñto see his fellow-citizens in a familiar manner.ò  He did, nonetheless, receive ñthousandsò of 

well-wishers at City Hall and later appeared on the balcony of the Everett House, marinating in 

the adulation of ña large crowd of persons who had assembled to serenade him.ò   

Buchanan reflexively genuflected before the self-governing masses.  Just returned to the 

United States after a stint as minister to the Court of St Jamesôs, he replied to the cheering 

throng, ñI have been for years abroad in a foreign land, and I like the noise of the democracy!ò  

Buchanan stoked the patriotic ego of ñthe noble citizens of this favored country.ò  ñIf you could 

feel how despotism looks on; how jealous the despotic powers of the world are of our glorious 

                                                      
1
Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France, ed. J. G. A. Pocock (1790; repr., Indianapolis: Hackett 

Publishing Company, 1987), 68. 
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institutions,ò he purred, ñyou would cherish the Constitution and Union to your hearts.ò  

Buchananôs admiration for his fellow citizens and their political system doubled as admonition.  

Having ñwitnessed arbitrary powerò firsthand, Buchanan shared his partyôs concern over the 

dislocations in American politics occurring after he had departed for Great Britain in 1853.  

ñArbitrary powerò stalked not only Europe, and Americans ought not to be complacent about 

their exceptional republic.  In accepting the Democracyôs nomination for president two months 

after his reception in New York, Buchanan referenced the ñdark spirit of despotism and bigotryò 

rampant in the United Statesðan indigenous form of arbitrary power which signaled something 

awry in the republic.
2
 

 

The Happy Republic 

Americans in the mid-nineteenth century were proud of their progressive republic.  

Democrats congratulated themselves for Americaôs exceptionalism and delighted in contrasting 

their nationôs ñhappy millions enjoying the blessings of a free governmentò with the ñbloated and 

festering systems of the Old World.ò  ñOur country, fellow-citizens, under democratic rule, has 

prospered beyond all former example of human greatness,ò beamed a New Yorker, and ñour 

people are now, through the kind interposition of Divine Providence, every where prosperous 

and happy.ò  In 1854 Indianaôs Democratic governor praised ñour happy republicò and claimed 

that nowhere else could be found ña political confederation more free, and better adapted, in its 

practical operations, to raise the whole human family to the highest attainable condition of virtue, 

                                                      
2
Buchananôs reception is described and his remarks are quoted in R. G. Horton, The Life and Public Services of 

James Buchanan. Late Minister to England and Formerly Minister to Russia, Senator and Representative in 

Congress, and Secretary of State: Including the Most Important of His State Papers (New York: Derby and Jackson, 

1856), 399-401; Buchanan to John E. Ward et al., Committee, Wheatland (near Lancaster), June 16, 1856, in The 

Works of James Buchanan: Comprising His Speeches, State Papers, and Private Correspondence, ed. John Bassett 

Moore (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Company, 1908-11), 10:82; and Philip S. Klein, President James Buchanan: A 

Biography (1962; repr., Newton, CT: American Political Biography Press, 2006), 47-9, 53-6, 60-1, 252-3. 
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freedom, knowledge, political equality, prosperity and safety.ò  The American republic, with its 

ñhappy institutions,ò imparted to the world an example of ña people always in arms against the 

oppressors of mankind,ða people, bearing aloft the unsullied banner of Religious Liberty, 

Political Equality, and Human Capacity for Self-Government.ò
3
 

Progress, for Democrats, meant the expansion of egalitarian democracy and political 

rights, and they credited their party for the fact that, by the 1850s, the American state fostered 

political participation to an unprecedented degree.  What many historians rightly deem a sclerotic 

and exclusionary polity was still the most popular yet realized, one in which all white men were 

designated equally the nationôs political sovereigns.  In addition to mass democracy and 

republican egalitarianism, Democrats advocated what today would be considered a classically 

liberal credo regarding the uninfringeable rights of white male individuals and the negative 

beneficence of the limited state.  Taken together, majoritarian democracy, republican equality, 

and liberal antistatism elevated the individual by removing constraints on the free exercise of his 

power, which, Democrats maintained, fueled progress nationally and worldwide. 

Democrats had forged this revolutionary political order by enshrining the equal rights of 

white men as natural and inviolable.  To do so, they first had to help overturn older 

understandings of society, according to which oneôs rights and obligations were defined relative 

to others on a sliding scale of social hierarchy.  A gradation of rights existed in colonial and early 

republican America, by which various factors, including wealth and status within the household, 

determined oneôs social position and corresponding political rights.  The bonds of this deferential 

                                                      
3
The National and Jackson Democratic Association, The Democratic Policy and Its Fruits (n.p., [1848]), 7; Speech 

of General Aaron Ward, of Westchester County, New York, at a Democratic Meeting Held at New Rochelle, March 

27, 1858, at Which Richard Lathers, Esq., Presided (New York: J. W. Bell, Daily News Job Office, 1858), 4; 

ñGovernor [Joseph] Wrightôs Response,ò (Indianapolis) Indiana Daily State Sentinel, March 4, 1854; John W. 

Forney, Address on Religious Intolerance and Political Proscription, Delivered at Lancaster, PA., on the Evening of 

the 24
th
 of September (Washington, 1855), 20, 51. 
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and organic society began to loosen with the American Revolution, a process Democrats under 

Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson accelerated.  Democrats reversed the equation whereby 

social standing determined political power, by starting with the premise of equal political rights 

for all white men.  Social gradations were left in place for all other Americans, but a base level 

of political equality, from which more radical Democrats like the Loco-Focos spun out notions 

of social and economic equality, was firmly established for white men.  Thus did Democrats 

substitute equality and individual rights for an organic model of society that dated back to 

antiquity.
4
 

Although Democrats defined individual rights as ñnatural,ò their rights-bearing individual 

was not a benign abstraction.  He was, instead, narrowly defined as a white man, making 

Democratsô happy republic an emphatically white manôs republic.  Their exclusionary and 

historically-contingent conception of the individual also made the republic a fragile one.  If, as 

Democrats contended, individual rights derived from nature, their extension to others would 

upset the natural order and diminish those rights already belonging to white men.  In the late 

1840s and 1850s, so-called ñfanaticalò reformers, especially slaveryôs opponents, threatened to 

push progress too far by politically empowering marginalized Americans.  Buchananôs 1856 

campaign biography decreed that ñthe peace, prosperity, and safety of twenty millions of the 

happiest, freest, and most advanced white men, with their noble structure of republican 

government [é] should not be sacrificedðnay, not even jeopardized for the supposed interests 

of three millions of the African race.ò  Expanding rights would, Democrats worried, result in the 

                                                      
4
John Ashworth, ñAgrariansò and ñAristocratsò: Party Political Ideology in the United States, 1837-1846 (London: 

Royal Historical Society, 1983), 10-5, 21-34; Richard R. Beeman, ñDeference, Republicanism, and the Emergence 

of Popular Politics in Eighteenth-century America,ò The William and Mary Quarterly 49, no. 3 (July 1992): 401-30; 

David R. Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class, 1991, rev. ed. 

(London: Verso, 1999); Harry L. Watson, Liberty and Power: The Politics of Jacksonian America, 1990, rev. ed. 

(New York: Hill and Wang, 2006), 49-54; Gordon S. Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution (1991; 

repr., New York: Vintage Books, 1993).     
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recalibration of their own prerogatives, potentially even plunging white men back into a social 

order in which rights were relative.
5
   

Additional tinkering, Democrats cautioned, would only prove detrimental to Americaôs 

already exceptional republic.  Fanatics would degrade white men by trying to perfect the polity, 

especially through the reckless use of the state to achieve racial and gender equality.  ñThe 

democratic party has always watched and checked every political movement having the slightest 

tendency to disturb the constitutional relations of this beautiful but complex system of 

government,ò warned one Democrat convinced of consolidated powerôs blighting effects on his 

lovely country.  The party previously denounced for its radicalism and ñloco-focoismò thereby 

manifested a reflexive conservatism when a new generation of reformers threatened to expand 

the boundaries of the body politic.  By the 1850s, Democrats concluded, there were no more 

abstract notions of freedom to boundlessly unfold; there was only the existing liberty of white 

men to consolidate.
6
 

Democrats retrenched in the late 1840s and 1850s.  They vowed that their happy republic 

would not ñbe spoken of in future history as a lesson to teach the impracticability of republican 

freedom, as an illusion of impracticable enthusiasts that for a brief period made a successful 

experiment.ò  The party transitioned from a decades-long struggle to unfurl Jefferson and 

Jacksonôs happy republic to an ideological defense of it.  The 1850s Democracy, a party often 

maligned as hopelessly hidebound, as viscerally racist and sexist, and as a lackey of the Slave 

Power, was, notwithstanding, still composed of zealous democrats, even as they became just as 

                                                      
5
Horton, The Life and Public Services of James Buchanan, 427. 

6
1. Letter of Hon. James Shields. 2. An Article from the Boston Pilot, Exposing the Falsehoods of the Scott Whigs 

Respecting General Pierce. 3. Extracts from Speeches of General Franklin Pierce before the Constitutional 

Convention, and before the People, upon the Religious Test. 4. Voice of the Catholics of New Hampshire. 5. General 

Scottôs Letter to G. W. Reed and Others, of Philadelphia, in 1844 (n.p., [1852]), 2. 
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ardent about democracyôs conservation.  In their efforts to preserve their progressive and racially 

exclusive republic, Democrats turned democracy toward conservative ends and revealed that 

liberal individualism and majoritarian democracy can be just as much tools for perpetuating an 

exclusionary political order as they can be the means of advancement for the disempowered.
7
 

 

The Noise of the Democracy: Rhetoric, Ideology, and Culture 

After his sojourn among Europeôs tyrants, James Buchanan told the boisterous 

assemblage in New York that he relished the ñnoise of the democracy.ò  If, like Buchanan, we 

listen to Democrats and heed their clamor, we can recover their partisan ideology and discern the 

subtle change in emphasis which registered their conservative turn in the 1850s.  Antebellum 

Americans took political rhetoric seriously.  Bemoaning his partyôs defeat in Pennsylvaniaôs 

1847 state elections, a Whig told his Democratic (ñLocofocoò) friend that he would have run a 

stronger campaign by paying attention to what his opponents actually said:  

I should therefore have went in for fighting the battle on the stump. [é] I would have 

raked from the oblivion to which Locofocoism would now willingly consign them, every 

Locofoco speech, every Locofoco Banner, every Locofoco song, delivered, paraded, and 

sung through Penn
a
 in 1844, and have blazoned them to the eye & reiterated them in the 

ears of the honest rank & file until I have stamped upon the forehead of Locofocoism the 

deep and demining [sic] fraud in characters too indelible for even time to obliterate.   

 

I share the approach of raking, blazoning, and reiterating what Democrats said in order to 

understand how they thought, albeit without the goal of furthering Whiggeryôs cause.
8
   

The dissemination of political rhetoric through print engendered partisan identity and 

facilitated the flow of political knowledge.  Antebellum Americans craved documents and 

                                                      
7
An Appeal for the Union. By a Philadelphia Whig ([Philadelphia], [1856]), 11. 

8
Paul S. Preston to Jackson Woodward, Stockport, October 28, 1847, Preston-Woodward Correspondence, William 

L. Clements Library, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 
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pleaded with congressmen for franked government reports and congressional speeches.  

Democrats saddled with an unfriendly congressman could find themselves politically ignorant.  

A Pennsylvanian asked a cabinet member for publications, as ñwe, in this district, are laboring 

under the disadvantages of having a Black Republicanò representative, and, consequently, ñare 

not favored with any Documents.ò  When a politician distributed texts, he conferred political 

legitimacy upon fellow partisans.  As an Iowa Democrat told Senator Stephen A. Douglas, ñI 

trust that Gen. Cass and you will be so kind as to send the democracy of Iowa occasionally 

something to revive old feelings and keep us united in brotherly affection.ò  The circulation of 

partisan newspapers, speeches, cartoons, pamphlets, and songbooks, moreover, reinforced 

Jacksonian egalitarianism.  At a party dinner, the ñDemocratic pressò was toasted as ñthe 

medium through which correct principles are conveyed to the masses of this country.  The home 

of the poor and the parlor of the wealthy are alike indebted to this medium for the popular 

notions that excite and thrill the nation, and give tone and character to our popular institutions.ò
9
   

While historians have recently emphasized the conventions of print culture, along with 

cultural practices more generally, as unifying rituals for partisans, texts were secondary in 

importance to the principles they transmitted and the discourses they framed.
10

  Democrats were 

                                                      
9
D. H. Roush to Jeremiah Sullivan Black, New Berlin, PA, November 12, 1858, Jeremiah S. Black Papers 

(microfilm edition), Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D. C; A. Logan to Stephen A. Douglas, 

Mingo Lodge, near Davenport, IA, December 1, 1855, Stephen A. Douglas Papers, Special Collections Research 

Center, University of Chicago Library, Illinois; ñSpeech of C. Chauncey Burr,ò in Speeches Delivered at a Dinner, 

Given to Hon. Stephen A. Douglas, by Gen. Elijah Ward, in New York City, June 9
th
, 1854 (n.p.: Office of the 

National Democrat, [1854]), 8.  See also, I. R. Askew to Stephen A. Douglas, Bethel, Morgan Co., IL, January 8, 

1848; J. G. Shepherd to Stephen A. Douglas, Fayetteville, NC, April 22, 1848; D. A. Bokee to Stephen A. Douglas, 

Brooklyn, NY, March 24, 1856; and John A. T. Ballard to Stephen A. Douglas, Troy Post Office, Bradford Co., PA, 

April 24, 1856, all in the Douglas Papers. 

10
Jean H. Baker, Affairs of Party: The Political Culture of Northern Democrats in the Mid-nineteenth Century 

(1983; repr., New York: Fordham University Press, 1998); Joanne B. Freeman, Affairs of Honor: National Politics 

in the New Republic (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001); Andrew W. Robertson, ñVoting Rites and 

Voting Acts: Electioneering Ritual, 1790-1820,ò in Beyond the Founders: New Approaches to the Political History 

of the Early American Republic, ed. Jeffrey L. Pasley, Andrew W. Robertson, and David Waldstreicher (Chapel 

Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 57-78, on print culture, see 67-9. 
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Democrats, not simply because of how they read or behaved, but because they thought like 

Democrats.  They recognized political rhetoric as powerful because it was the conduit of their 

ideas.
11

  In 1856 a southern Democratic senator complained about statements made by 

Republican William H. Seward: ñthat will be spread through the machinery of the federal post 

office.  It is printed in your Globe.  It will be read, probably, by millions of people.ò  ñNo such 

faint voice as mine,ò he whined, ñcan follow it to every village, to every hamlet, to every cottage 

to which it has spread.ò  More than the magnification of Sewardôs voice troubled this 

southernerðit was the broadcasting of what he said about slavery.  Seward was ñthe 

distinguished author of almost every heresy that appears on this subject,ò and the thought of his 

antislavery doctrines invading households, especially in the Slave States, was disconcerting.
12

   

Acknowledging that ñfolks think a senator should be a talking machine,ò a congressman 

counseled circumspection to a colleague.  Fortunately, few antebellum politicians heeded this 

advice, and in their gasconade, they intended not to prevaricate, but to define precisely what they 

believed.  When Democrats imported documents or speakers into a district otherwise regarded as 

a ñStronghold of Negroism,ò it was to deploy their ideas.  Documents were ñpolitical missilesò 

used ñto furnish speakers and writers with the material for defence or assaultò in ideological 

                                                      
11

Scholars of the republican ideology reminded historians that political rhetoric registered substantive political 

debates, in contrast to assumptions of a dearth of meaningful ideological disagreement, whether because of stifling 

political consensus or because of the primacy of politics driven by ñethnoculturalò identity.  On republicanism, see 

Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution, 1967, rev. ed. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1992); Watson, Liberty and Power; Gordon S. Wood, The Creation of the American Republic, 

1776-1787 (1969; repr., Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1998); and Wood, The Radicalism of 

the American Revolution.  For the consensus interpretation, see Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America: An 

Interpretation of American Political Thought since the Revolution (1955; repr., Orlando, FL: Harcourt, 1991); and 

Richard Hofstadter, The American Political Tradition, And the Men Who Made It (1948; repr., New York: Vintage 

Books, 1989); for the ethnocultural interpretation, see Lee Benson, The Concept of Jacksonian Democracy: New 

York as a Test Case (1961; repr., Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970). 

12
Speech of Hon. J. P. Benjamin, of Louisiana, on the Kansas Question. Delivered in the Senate, May 3, 1856 

(Washington: The Union Office, 1856), 9. 
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combat.
13

  ñWe are confident, if the pending issues are properly discussed before the people, that 

the time-honored principles of the Democratic party will be sustained at the polls,ò a Democratic 

committee implored Kentuckian Joseph Holt in 1855.  Holt was also a sought-after speaker 

during the 1856 presidential canvass.  In Louisville, Holt informed his wife, ñI spoke 2 İ hours, 

much longer than was prudent or kind to the audience.ò  ñI found my clothes almost as wet as if I 

had been plunged in the river,ò he recounted, ñ& in despite of all precautions I took cold.ò  His 

wife begged him to slow down, but Democrats beseeched.  His party needed an ideological 

proselytizer in a contest the stakes of which transcended the mere spoils of patronage (see fig. 

1).
14

   

Current scholarship recognizes the Civil War era as riven by such ideological sparring, 

especially over sectionalism, race, and slavery.  The Democratic party, however, rarely figures as 

protagonist.  Eric Fonerôs excavation of the Republican partyôs free labor ideology reoriented the 

political history of the period away from accounts of politicians afflicted by ñemotional unreason 

and overbold leadership,ò blundering into an unnecessary war, to analyses of substantive 

political disagreements.
15

  Yet, compared not only to nascent Republicans, but also to the party 
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of Jackson in its first decades, the 1850s Democracy often appears as a moribund institution 

bereft of ideological vibrancy and impelled only by partisan inertia.
16

  Studies of ideological 

debates preceding the Civil War prioritize actors with sectional visionsðantislavery northerners 

and proslavery, statesô rights southernersðat the expense of bisectional nationalists such as 

Democrats.  The genuine intractability of slavery and its role in hastening war should not obscure 

the fact that compromisers advanced their own ideological visions.
17

 

The history of the late antebellum Democracy is one of declineðAmericaôs last national 

party fractured along the sectional divide in the 1860 presidential election and proved unable to 

prevent the countryôs impasse over slavery from becoming fratricidal war.  That the party 

endured as a national institution in the increasingly sectionalized political atmosphere following 

the Mexican War until 1860 is nonetheless impressive.  The 1850s witnessed a dislocating 

partisan realignment driven by slavery.  Parties collapsed and new ones formed, while the 

Democracy endured.  I study those political actors who identified as Democrats while they 

cooperated with that party, not prior to their entrance or after their departure.  While many 

studies assume sectional differentiation between political actors and even between northern and 
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southern Democrats, the interbellum Democracy propounded a national ideology and culture and 

is, consequently, worthy of study as a nationally cohesive party.
18

  

What united disparate political actors from both the Slave States and the Free States was 

a set of political principles and cultural beliefs.  Democrats shared a political ideology, a 

comprehensive system of ideas detailing the proper ordering of government and society.  In 

stump speeches and party platforms, Democrats delineated their Good Society and assigned the 

individual and the state a place within it.  But political principles cannot account for the entirety 

of a partyôs practices and policies.  Political principles interacted with cultural norms which 

marked the limits of acceptable policy.  The ingrained attitudes regarding society, race, religion, 

and gender, as well as the habits, rituals, symbols, and scripts through which political actors 

communicated and enacted their principles, comprises political culture.
19

 

Combining ideology and culture allows for seemingly abstract political thought to be 

grounded in its cultural context.  Political principles dovetailed with the quotidian concerns of 

daily existence, intersecting with Democratsô attitudes toward race, gender, and family life, in 

addition to informing their very conception of self.  Democratsô unpublished manuscripts show 
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that doctrinal pronouncements were rooted in personal beliefs.  The juxtaposition of published 

texts and manuscript sources reveals that lived experience and partisanship were mutually 

reinforcing.  Democrats, for example, defined manhood in a way that complemented their 

partisan ideology, and, furthermore, they enacted gender in ways that distinguished them from 

other parties.  Shared constructions of manhood, mastery, and whiteness were just as 

determinative as positions on the tariff or theoretical formulations of the role of the state to 

defining a Democrat.
20

 

 

Conserving the White Manôs Republic 

An admirer told Joseph Holt that he wished to see one of his stump speeches from the 

1852 canvass published as a pamphlet, as ñit reflected light upon points otherwise obscure, and 

its embodiment in a form to be preserved would be of lasting benefits to the great party with 

which it is your pride to act.ò  Political rhetoric was not ephemeral.  A similar testament to the 

regard with which Democrats treated political speech is Jabez Lamar Monroe Curryôs pamphlet 

library.  Curry, an Alabama Democrat, assembled a collection of tracts on politics, religion, and 

education, which now fills 119 bound tomes in the Alabama State Department of Archives and 

History.  Speeches were worthy of conservation, because they articulated principles that 

resonated beyond immediate policy debates.  When haranguing voters on the hustings, 

Democrats were explicating their political philosophy.  Employing Leo Straussôs distinction, I 
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thereby treat political speeches and pamphlets as ñtractsò advancing public policy and as 

ñtreatisesò wrestling with political theory.
21

 

 Treating sources as tracts and as treatises, as statements of policy and of principle, allows 

us to historicize Democratsô variant of conservatism, an ideology that is uniquely a creature of its 

context.  Conservatism has been defined, at one extreme, as a defense of the familiar present, a 

ñdisposition,ò according to theorist Michael Oakeshott, ñto delight in what is present rather than 

what was or what may be.ò  At the other extreme, it entails an ideology of systematic, timeless 

principles.  Context, nonetheless, matters.  Samuel P. Huntington, who defined conservatism as 

an ñideologyò in opposition to Oakeshottôs ñdisposition,ò still conceded it to be a ñpositionalò 

ideology dependent upon the specific present its principles are enlisted to defend.  The late-

eighteenth-century thinker Edmund Burke, often regarded as the source for whatever enduring 

principles characterize conservatism, emphasized that ñcircumstances [é] give in reality to 

every political principle its distinguishing color and discriminating effect.ò  A Democrat in 1856 

similarly noted that party principles had to meet ñthe practical demands upon our thought which 

a political crisis presses upon us.ò
22
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 In responding to what they deemed a political crisis in the 1850s, Democrats no longer 

seemed to be the rabble-rousers caricatured by their conservative opponents in the 1820s and 

1830s.  Historian and Democratic partisan George Bancroft watched from London as the 

revolutions of 1848 convulsed the Continent.  He found that ñall Europe has its eyes turned 

towards us.ò  ñThe world has entered in a new era,ò Bancroft effused, ñwith America openly in 

the lead among the nations; & the sovereigns know it.ò  Yet Bancroft was not referring to 

revolutionaries gazing longingly at the American republic, but to ñthe lovers of order [who] now 

look to the United States.ò  Bancroft told Lewis Cass, the Democratsô presidential nominee in 

1848, that ñit is while all Europe is full of anxiety, that you will be called to preside over the 

happy republic, whose only danger is in the pride of its exuberant prosperity.ò  Americansô 

ñhappy republic,ò long detested by European and even American conservatives in the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries as destructively demotic, enticingly egalitarian, and 

rambunctiously republican, suddenly modeled stability for the crowns of Europe.
23

   

While in London as American minister, James Buchanan dined with exiled leaders of the 

failed revolutions reported on by Bancroft back in 1848.  The luminaries at the 1854 dinner party 

thrown by Democratic diplomat George N. Sanders included Hungaryôs Lajos Kossuth, Italyôs 

Giuseppe Garibaldi and Giuseppe Mazzini, Russian socialist Aleksandr Herzen, Arnold Ruge of 

the defunct Frankfurt Parliament, and French labor leader Alexandre Auguste Ledru-Rollin.  A 

ribald old flirt, Buchanan inquired of the hostôs wife ñif she was not afraid the combustible 

materials around her would explode & blow us all up.ò  ñThey are very able & agreeable men,ò 
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Buchanan relayed to the secretary of state, and ñshould the revolutionary spirit again break out in 

Europe, which they all anticipate within a brief period, they are sensible of the necessity of 

confining it within more rational limits than in 1848.ò  Buchanan judged that ñKossuthôs views 

upon this subject are quite reasonable,ò as he was ñagainst Socialism, Fourierism & all other 

isms inconsistent with liberty & order.ò  Four years earlier Bancroft had suggested that monarchs 

besieged by these men look to America as a template of stability.  Buchanan now seemed to 

suggest that Europeôs liberals and radicals do likewise.  Both conservatives and revolutionaries 

could turn to the happy republic, a synthesis of ñliberty & order.ò
24

 

Even as they adopted a conservative disposition to defend their republic from further 

innovation, Democratsô defense was principled, because their happy republic was itself the 

culmination of their ideology.  The principles Democrats appealed to when making their 

conservative stand were, consequently, not those typically associated with ideological 

conservatism.  Individualism, democracy, and egalitarianism were not standard conservative 

panaceas, yet they were precisely what Democrats sought to conserve.  When Bancroft boasted 

that European monarchs envied Americaôs stability, it was not because traditionally conservative 

principles were at work there.  ñOur land system, our church system, our states right systemò 

would pacify the particular demands of the Irish in 1848, noted Bancroft, but ñto grant these is 

revolution.ò  The ideas that fostered liberty and order in the United States would foment 

revolution elsewhere.  In their attempts to conserve their progressive, democratic republic, as 

well as its racial and gender prerequisites, Democrats relied on principles heretofore unsettling to 

conservatives.
25
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Democrats were not simply resisting progress in preference for a status quo to which they 

had grown accustomed; rather, they delighted in their familiar present because they considered 

their happy republic to be already perfect.  They resolved to conserve what had once been 

innovativeðan economically prosperous, geographically expansive, and politically stable 

democratic republic.  They were also determined to safeguard the racial and gender hierarchies 

which buttressed it.  Examining political ideas in their cultural context reveals that seemingly 

neutral concepts such as rights, sovereignty, and equality were inextricably bound up with a 

raced and gendered present.  Democratsô liberated individual was not a theoretical construct; 

rather, he was the white master of female and non-white dependents.  Because he upheld the 

racial and gender hierarchies at home from which he benefited in the political sphere, the 

progressive individual was also the conservative bulwark of social order, with the intermingling 

of ñliberty & orderò in his person a microcosm of their reciprocity within the republic itself.    

In 1815 James Buchanan, still a callow Federalist youth, had arraigned Democrats as 

ñenemies of social orderò and espousers of ñwild and visionary theories.ò  In 1856, as that 

partyôs presidential nominee, he lionized the Democracy as ñthe only true conservative party of 

the Country.ò  That the staid and sober James Buchanan became the standard-bearer of Thomas 

Jefferson and Andrew Jacksonôs rough-and-tumble party shows the extent to which the 

Democracy had assumed a conservative posture by the 1850s.  After decades of partisan 

brawling, Democrats had realized their wild and visionary theories in the brittle concreteness of 

the white manôs republic.  That Democrats imagined themselves as conservatives in the 1850s in 

their quest to protect this republic did not negate the fact that the ideas upon which they premised 

their conservatism possessed a radical edge.  Democratic self-governance was a novel 

proposition for maintaining social order and, more specifically, racial and gender boundaries.  
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Indeed, the disastrous results of relying on the vicissitudes of local democracy to defuse fraught 

issues such as slavery and race relations in the 1850s eventually vindicated the young 

Buchananôs distrust of Democrats as guarantors of social order.
26

   

In the long-run, however, Democrats redefined American conservatism, giving it the 

buoyancy that carried it into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  In attempting to perpetuate 

the gender and racial exclusivity of their republic, Democrats recast conservatism by placing it 

on a new foundation, that of majoritarian democracy and liberal individualism and antistatism.  

Somewhere between John Locke and Barry Goldwater, ñliberalismò became ñconservativeò in 

the United States, and historians have vexed themselves in pursuit of the turning point.  It was 

Democrats who laid the groundwork for the intellectual revolution that climaxed in the New 

Right as they defended their white manôs republic in the 1850s.  In attempting to conserve their 

democracy, Democrats democratized conservatism.  They failed to preserve their happy republic 

in the 1850s, but they did start conservatism on a new trajectory, one in which democracy would 

be called upon to legitimize inequality and hierarchy, a distinctly American conservatism that 

endures in our republic today. 
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Figure 1. Placard advertising a speech by Kentucky Democrat Joseph Holt during the 1856 presidential canvass.  

Source: Volume 17, Joseph Holt Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D. C.
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CHAPTER 1: THE NORTHERN MEN AND THEIR SOUTHERN PRINCIPLE: 

JACKSONIAN IDEOLOGY, POPULAR SOVEREIGNTY, AND WHITE MENôS 

DEMOCRACY, 1847-1854 

 

We shall have hard work to maintain the immense and sudden augmentation of our 

national character resulting from the Mexican War:ðbut we shall do it.  

ðVice President George Mifflin Dallas, 1849 

 

 It is better to give time for the councils of moderation to be heard. 

ðSenator Lewis Cass, 1846
1
 

 

Democrats entered the last antebellum decade exultant.  The Democratic Polk 

administration had successfully vanquished Mexico, transformed the United States into a 

continental republic, and implemented lasting economic reforms.  By 1849, despite decades of 

Federalist and Whig obstruction, the party of Jefferson and Jackson had given the American 

people a political culture which sanctified mass democracy for equal white men, a political 

economy which had gone far toward sundering the state from the market, and a foreign policy 

which rejected colonization in favor of conquest, accession, and assimilation into an ever more 

eclectic federal system.  Altogether it was a regime facilitating the unimpeded spread of a white 

manôs republic across space and through time.  The victorious Democracy thrilled over its happy 

republic and looked forward to an era of consolidation under its uncontested stewardship.   

Yet, as became clear, Democrats would confront new challenges between the end of the 

Mexican War and the start of the Civil War.  At the very moment of its continent-wide 

consummation, the foundation of the white manôs republic seemed imperiled by a debate most 

                                                      
1
George M. Dallas, ñDeductions from Public Life,ò [1849], in Diary, in ñThe Mystery of the Dallas Papers. Part II: 

Diary and Letters of George M. Dallas, December 4, 1848-March 6, 1849,ò [ed. Roy F. Nichols], The Pennsylvania 

Magazine of History and Biography 73, no. 4 (Oct. 1949): 517; Lewis Cass to Andrew T. McReynolds, Washington, 

December 26, 1846, Lewis Cass Papers, William L. Clements Library, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 



20 

 

Democrats would have wished to avoidðthat over the status of slavery in and the racial 

composition of the new national domain.  Historians have exhaustively chronicled the 

labyrinthian debates over the disposition of the Mexican Cession.  It is increasingly rendered as a 

story of ideological antipodes, with the proslavery South, demanding the expansion of slavery, 

and the antislavery North, demanding its proscription, framing a sectional debate for the rest of 

the decade.  In this context, the Democratic partyôs compromise solution, that of ñpopular 

sovereignty,ò which would have allowed territorial settlers to determine the status of slavery 

themselves, often figures as a disingenuous hedge or a crass bid for southern support on the part 

of weak-kneed northern ñDoughfaces,ò those ñnorthern men with southern principles.ò  By 

countenancing the democratically-sanctioned expansion of both free labor and enslaved labor, 

however, Democrats drew from their ideological heritage and understood themselves as taking a 

principled stand in favor of democracy and white supremacy. 

Resorting to majoritarian democracy was Democratsô reflexive recourse whenever the 

racial basis of their white manôs republic seemed endangered.  To many Democrats, the 

increasingly strident opponents of slavery appeared to call into question the racial basis of the 

republic by contending for the rights of marginalized Americans.  Any diminution of white 

menôs democratic power, especially their right to legislate on slavery, undermined the racial 

exclusivity of democratic self-rule.  Democrats did not jettison old ideas in the 1850s, nor did 

they stubbornly cling to outdated teachings; rather, they drew from an inherited ideology to 

formulate what they considered to be a national and conservative response to antislavery 

agitation and other ñfanaticalò reformism.  Seen in this context, popular sovereignty was more 

than narrow pragmatism.  It was an ideologically preconditioned recourse for preserving the 

white manôs republic.  Democrats relied on their Jacksonian preference for local self-government 
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in proposing that territorial settlers democratically decide the fate of African Americans, the 

ultimate testament to white menôs monopoly of democratic power.  The northern Democrats who 

introduced popular sovereignty promised that their doctrine would conserve the Union as well as 

white menôs democracy.  With their southern principle, these northern men put Jacksonian 

Democracy to conservative uses in the 1850s. 

 

The Jacksonian Overture to the 1850s 

Even with a Whig interregnum, only the second ever, commencing in 1849, Democrats 

saw themselves as the nationôs natural majority party.  ñThe Democratic has been the dominant 

and ruling party ever since the formation of the general government with the exception of the 

administration of the two Adams and Mr. Fillmore,ò boasted an Alabamian in the 1850s, 

concluding, ñthe principles of that party prevailed and now obtain in the country.ò  James 

Shields, an Irish-born Illinoisan who donned a generalôs uniform in the Mexican War, similarly 

gloated in 1852 that ñfor the last fifty years the history of the democratic party is the political 

history of this country.  There is not a prominent event in our national history, from the first day 

of Jeffersonôs administration to the last day of Polkôs, that does not illustrate the genius of 

democracy.ò  Given this ascendancy, a Tennessee Democrat suggested that the people 

investigate competing parties, in order ñto satisfy themselves what party it is upon the 

administration of whose principles the country has attained its gigantic proportions and 

unequalled prosperity; to consider well the principles, measures and men of that party, its Union-

wide organization and nationality.ò
2
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Such an inquiry reveals that Jacksonian principles, forged in the party battles of the 1820s 

and 1830s, continued to animate the Democracy after the end of the Mexican War in 1848.  

When Democrats faced new challenges in the 1850s, they turned to their Jacksonian ideology.  

The Old Hero had primed his party to be wary of any agent of power other than its rightful 

wieldersðthe sovereign people.  Monopolies, Jackson warned, whether in the guise of the state, 

a national bank, or, in the context of the 1850s, fanaticism, sapped white menôs democratic 

power.  Democrats in the interbellum period transferred their animus from the Whiggish Money 

Power to a new tyrannical threatðfanatical reformers, those who would use centralized state 

power to inflict their moral reforms on otherwise autonomous white men.  Democrats folded this 

foe into their worldview and responded as Jackson had taught them. 

 

Angling for political advancement while a general in Mr. Polkôs army of occupation in 

Mexico City, William J. Worth answered a questionnaire about his political beliefs.  Worth told 

his interlocutor that he preferred an independent treasury over a national bank, because a bank 

ñmust of necessity have within itself, elements dangerous to private and public virtue.ò  ñIt is 

difficult to imagine a scheme fraught with greater evil,ò Worth added, ñor more ingeniously 

devised to corrupt individuals and masses, States and Congressò than the Whiggish plot to 

distribute the proceeds of federal land sales to the states.  A tariff was acceptable, provided that it 

was ñfor revenue,ò not for the protection of industry, and that it was sectionally neutral, 

ñadjusted to the various interests and rights of every part of the country.ò  Any tariff, moreover, 

would prove temporary; the general looked forward to ñthe day, and that not remote, when Trade 
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will be free and unfettered.ò  This Jacksonian also advocated ñan economical administration of 

the affairs of the countryò and countenanced only ñproper, and constitutional internal 

improvement.ò
3
   

The Democracy claimed to be a party of principles, not of men, and while truly a party of 

both ñmen and measures,ò Democrats such as Worth flaunted their principled nature by 

exhibiting their political beliefs.  Public avowals of principles, Democrats contended, 

distinguished them from opponents.  ñWhen I see the measures which are in contest, and the 

distinctive principles upon which they are based,ò James Bayard of Delaware asserted, ñI know 

where to place myself.ò  He contrasted his certainty with ñthat class of politicians who bellow 

about democratic principles, without attempting to define them, and who consider party as a 

mere union of men to secure power of office.ò  Partisans like Worth and Bayard were expected to 

submit their principles to scrutiny when standing for election or grubbing after patronage.  The 

self-interestedness of such declamations need not impugn their value as ideological artifacts.  

More than official party pronouncements, these personal platforms demonstrate how the partyôs 

doctrines resonated with individual members.
4
   

Oneôs ñDemocracyò came under constant scrutiny.  A man counting himself among the 

partyôs ñOld Linersò wrote to a congressman to recommend another loyalist for a postmaster 

appointment, explaining, ñhe is undoubtedly qualified & his democracy, I believe is undoubted.ò  

James Buchanan found Irish-Americans immune to Whig electioneering; they were ñhard to be 
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blarneyed themselves, especially out of their Democracy.ò  Testaments to oneôs Democracy were 

enhanced with an exposition of principles.  Cabinet member John Y. Mason was introduced to 

two men in 1848 and learned that ñpolitically, they are working Loco Focos, of the strictest 

sect.ò  Requesting franked government publications of his congressman, a constituent in Ohio 

prefaced, ñI am a democrat and an admirer of the onward progress of democratic principles.ò
5
 

Democrats routinely submitted to political catechesis by itemizing the components of 

their democracy.  Henry A. Wise of Virginia began and ended his antebellum political career as a 

Democrat.  Accounting for the ñwayward political predilectionsò which diverted him to 

Whiggery in the unorthodox interim, he later claimed to have remained true to the Democracyôs 

principles, if not to the party itself.  Having returned to the fold, Wise explained his politics at 

length and summarized his consistent beliefs: ñThat is my democracy, contradistinguished on the 

one hand from the Exclusive principles which would erect an eminence high enough for a few 

only & which would kick all others down; and from the mob principles on the other hand which 

would kick & keep all down.ò
6
 

Robert Kyle, the former assistant doorkeeper of the Indiana Senate, sent Governor Joseph 

A. Wright ñstatements as it regards my Political creed.ò  His ambition ripened with vengefulness, 
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Kyle intended to prove that, unlike the principal doorkeeper who had ousted him, he was a 

ñDemocrat of the right stripe.ò  ñI was born a Democrat, descended from Democratic Ancestors, 

and always have been a Democrat,ò he assured the governor.  In testament to his fidelity, he 

recited Jacksonian maxims of political economy: ñno connexion between Goverment [sic] & 

Banks,ò ñno Swindling Corporations,ò ñno extensive system of Internal Improvements,ò and ñno 

grants of exclusive charters, and privileges by special Legislation to Banks.ò
7
  

Kyleôs fellow Indianan William H. English, drafting a speech for his first congressional 

bid in 1852, followed his own advice that ñit is the duty of every man, canvassing for an office 

involving political principles, to state frankly and fairly to the people [é] the line of policy he 

will pursue if elected.ò  English was ñopposed to all class legislationò as well as to ñfostering one 

branch of industry to the detriment of another or of cherishing the interests of one portion to the 

injury of another portion of our common country.ò  Like Kyle, English believed that no 

economic interest merited ñadvantages and privileges not enjoyed by the people at large.ò  

Government should instead ensure ñequal and exact justice to all men and all classes of men, no 

matter of what profession, what religion, or what political faith.ò  Individual liberty and equal 

rights were not facilitated by the state, but by its absence.  In adhering to these precepts, English 

but ñcordially subscribe[d] to the sentiment of that iron bound old patriot And
w
 Jackson.ò

8
 

In 1843 the New Hampshire Democratic State Central Committee worried that Levi 

Woodbury had lent his prestige to a rogue group of ñdisorganizers.ò  Woodbury assuaged them 

by promising to support the regular party nominees and by expounding his self-proclaimed 

ñultraò views concerning corporations.  Private rail roads, he advised, should not enjoy eminent 
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domain.  Corporations should not receive ñspecial charters,ò but should be ñregulated under 

careful general laws,ò ensuring that ñthey would, then, not be in any case matters of power or 

monopoly.ò  Woodburyôs ñultraò Jacksonianism consisted of antipathy toward any concentration 

of power contravening that of the people.  For Kyle and English, equal treatment resulted when 

government got out of the way.  ñThe people should be left free to pursue whatever course they 

may deem most conducive to their own happiness and good,ò English concluded.  ñDemocracyò 

entailed a limited state, individual autonomy, and a republican regime of equality before the law.  

Yet guaranteeing equality could require governmental agency, especially to contain grasping 

corporations, which Woodbury demanded.  Democrats were not laissez-faire purists and did 

wield state power, especially that of the executive branch, to demolish powerful agglomerations 

which threatened the peopleôs equality.
9
   

Democratsô selective employment of state power struck some critics as unprincipled.  

One wag teased his Democratic friend Jackson Woodward that ñsince the day that the iron willed 

Tennessean your illustrious namesake dressed despotism in the garb of Democracy there is very 

little difference between an Emperor and a President.ò  Jacksonians, however, saw consistency in 

their ends.  Democrats wanted to give equal white men a political, economic, and social order 

purged of despotic power blocs, a goal often necessitating the diminishment of the state, itself a 

source of tyranny, but occasionally requiring governmental energy to crush other monopolies.  

Despotism took more than economic forms; indeed, it was oppression beyond the realm of 

political economy that increasingly irked Democrats as they trudged through the 1850s.  

Indianan Robert Kyle, for this reason, dreaded the ñconnexion between Church & State.ò  

                                                      
9
Franklin Pierce et al., Democratic State Central Committee, to Levi Woodbury, Concord, NH, February 6, 1843, 

copy; Levi Woodbury to Franklin Pierce et al., Democratic State Central Committee, Washington, February 11, 

1843, both in the Franklin Pierce Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D. C.; English, 

draft speech in undated notebook, [1852?], English Family Papers. 



27 

 

Democrats looked back to undemocratic and inegalitarian aggregations including the Second 

Bank of the United States, the Supreme Court helping Native Americans fight Removal, 

exclusive corporations choking competition, South Carolinians nullifying the national will, 

abolitionists dictating to slaveholders, and religious fanatics forcing others to bow before their 

idols.  And they smiled when they remembered that Jackson smote them all.
10

 

The administration of President James K. Polk (1845-1849) left its own record of 

Jacksonian orthodoxy.  In 1847 a Virginia congressman running for reelection brandished his 

support for the president, telling constituents, ñunder the auspices of his Administration, we have 

introduced, and have in successful operation, the leading and favorite measures of the 

Democratic party.ò  The Polk administration was, for many, the apogee of Jacksonian 

Democracy.  The partyôs 1848 national platform lionized Polk for having ñfulfilled the hopes of 

the Democracy of the Unionò and for ñthe strictness of his adherence to sound Democratic 

doctrines.ò  Aided by a cabinet of Democratic Nestors, including James Buchanan, William 
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Learned Marcy, Robert J. Walker, and George Bancroft, Polk lived up to the designation ñYoung 

Hickory.ò  Like the Old Hero, who providentially passed at the beginning of his prot®g®ôs 

presidency, Polk pursued territorial expansion and economic reform in order to further the 

individual liberty and democratic equality of white men.
11

   

Polk combined diplomacy and war to police the nationôs boundaries and hasten its 

supposed Manifest Destiny.  Saber-rattling helped secure the Oregon Territory, even if its paltry 

size displeased many expansionists.
12

  The administrationôs most stunning success was the 

Mexican War, in which Democrats led a martial nation to ñwar with a Sister Republic.ò  An 

Ohioan, noting many Democratsô disappointment over Oregonôs borders, still found 

ñconsiderable excitement here about the war, many of our most worthy & talented citizens have 

volunteered & gone.ò  Former senator Franklin Pierce, mulling over a commission tendered him 

by the president, similarly observed that ñthis question of the War gives us immense meetings 

and everywhere there is the greatest enthusiasm.ò  While the nation was hardly unanimous in 

support of the conflict, most Democrats gloried in ñprosecuting a war so just.ò  New York Cityôs 

Tammany Hall reminded Americans of ñthe great and important victory at New Orleans, fought 

by a handful of brave freemen under the immortal JACKSON against the best disciplined troops 
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of England.ò  Jackson and his soldiers ñhave been the high example which led our troops to a 

succession of victories in Mexico.ò
13

 

In addition to territorial accretion, the Polk administration oversaw ña complete reform in 

the commercial and financial system of the country.ò  During the 1848 presidential election, 

voters were told that supporting the Democratic nominee would ensure a continuation of Polkôs 

policies, which were themselves ñthe principles which guided the administration of the 

illustrious Jackson.ò  Polk put the finishing touches on Jackson and Martin Van Burenôs 

political-economic framework for a parsimonious state unable to erect monopolies that throttled 

white menôs equal opportunity.  He revivified the Independent Treasury, or subtreasury, first 

established by Van Buren to fill the fiscal void created by Jacksonôs obliteration of the Second 

Bank of the United States.  The subtreasuryôs reinstitution was the last act in the acrimonious 

divorce of bank and state initiated by Jackson.  ñThe working of the constitutional treasury, 

moreover, has proved that there is no necessity of a great moneyed corporation to regulate 

exchanges, thus annihilating the most potent whig argument in favor of a national bank,ò 

concluded an election-year pamphlet in 1848.
14

 

Other Jacksonian hobbies met their denouement under Polk.  A purist on internal 

improvements, he vetoed a river and harbor improvements bill  advanced by midwesterners in his 
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party.  The administration also supported the downward revision of tariff rates.  The 1846 

Walker Tariff was informed by the Jacksonian stricture that a tariffôs constitutional purpose was 

to raise revenue, not unfairly protect sectors of the economy.  Vice President George Mifflin 

Dallas cast the deciding vote for the tariff in the Senate, and he rendered his action in Jacksonian 

terms.  Dallas exulted over defying the industrial interests in his home state of Pennsylvania, a 

course which, he reflected, ñembittered against me the monopolists every where.ò  Jacksonians 

welcomed such enmity.  Another Democrat explained that ña tariff for revenue has been 

substituted for the unequal and unjust policy of selecting favored classes of industry for special 

protection and encouragement,ò thereby stultifying hated ñmonopolies.ò  Polk was not the only 

Democrat who could claim Old Hickoryôs mantle.  A pamphlet advancing Dallas as Polkôs 

successor gushed, ñthe exasperation of the monopolist party at this vote was such as to remind 

one of the days of Jacksonôs veto of the Bank Charter.ò
15

   

Climactic actions like the vice presidentôs ñCasting Voteò lent an aura of finality to the 

Polk administrationôs achievements.  Ancient impasses that had once roiled the nation suddenly 

appeared settled.  William Allen wearied of the decades-old tariff imbroglio, even as it peaked in 

1846.  Instead of listening to hackneyed arguments in the Senate, he caught up on 

correspondence.  ñThe tariff debate is still going on, hot and heavy,ò he complained to his wife, 

ñand I am obliged to pay some attention to it, though it is so old a subject, that I cannot pay 

much.ò  Going into the presidential election of 1848, Democrats celebrated their definitive 

settlement of these issues, heralding ñthe Revenue Tariff and the Constitutional Treasury, in 

which the commercial and financial systems of the country are now, we trust, immutably 
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established.ò  The Monster Bank was dead, and Whigs would never reanimate it.  The Bank ñhas 

intellectually descended to the ótomb of the Capulets,ôò eulogized Dallas, and, thanks to the 

subtreasury, added General Worth, ñit is difficult to conceive a state of affairs, to tempt any sane, 

or excuse any honest man, in the effort to give it vital life again.ò  Even after the Whigs took the 

presidency in 1849, Rhode Islandôs Thomas W. Dorr was confident that ñthe question of a high 

tariff has been decided forever in the negative.ò  A bank that comprised an undemocratic 

consolidation of power and a preferential tariff that violated republican equality, along with the 

rest of Whig political economy, were, Democrats decided, nothing more than ñobsolete ideasò in 

national politics after 1848.
16

   

 Even when new issues arose, Democrats accommodated them to Jacksonian political 

economy.  ñCalifornia & gold, gold, is the leading topic of conversation,ò a correspondent 

unnecessarily informed Michigan senator Alpheus Felch in 1848.  The vice president agonized 

over ñthe gold deliriumò sweeping the nation at the eclipse of Polkôs presidency.  The effects of 

easy wealth ñcannot fail to revolutionize the social systems and commercial relations of the 

civilized world,ò he feared.  The glut of specie meant that, even after dissolving the national 

debt, there would be ñan impracticable surplus remaining on hand.ò  A good Jacksonian, Dallas 

assumed that the ñprospect of golden treasureò would lead government as well as individuals to 
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extravagance and speculation, symptoms of corruption and declension when ñplainness & 

poverty are almost necessary props to republican government.ò
17

 

 

While Democrats congratulated themselves on the decisiveness of their foreign, fiscal, 

trade, and monetary endeavors, one divisive topic not only endured, but seeped into the vacuum 

left by the resolution of other disputes.  It too required a Jacksonian response.  The Democracy in 

its modern incarnation owed its existence to the desire to mitigate sectional antagonism over 

slavery.  The founders of the second party system forged bisectional coalitions that instead 

jousted over economic agendas.  Democratsô martial and domestic success in the late 1840s, 

however, enhanced the political significance of slavery, a question which, despite their best 

efforts, had never lain dormant.
18

   

Gold was, accordingly, not the only byproduct of the war which perturbed the vice 

president.  In December 1848 he grumbled to his daughter, ñI canôt perceive any business of 

interest in the future of this Session of Congress, except that connected with the Slavery 

question.ò  One year earlier, northern congressmen had rallied behind the Wilmot Proviso, a 

failed legislative rider outlawing slavery in the territory to be excised from Mexico.  The furor 

over the Proviso indicated that, at the close of the 1840s, slavery would take on startling 

proportions and draw into its orbit other concerns.  ñSlavery broke out again in the Senate 

yesterday, as it probably will, in some way or other, every day during the Session,ò Dallas 
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pouted at the start of 1849.  Little seemed to have changed a decade laterða southern diarist 

complained in 1859 that ñCongress is busy doing nothing but discussing the everlasting slavery 

question.ò
19

   

 Balloting over the Wilmot Proviso shuffled congressmen into regional blocs that cut 

across party lines, raising the possibility of a sectionally-driven partisan realignment.  What 

President Polk called ñthat delicate and most dangerous sectional controversyò jeopardized 

everything for which Jacksonôs hoplites had fought for two decades.  The stalemate alarmed 

party stalwarts, for, as one Democrat observed, ñthis question has now assumed a character far 

above party.ò  Many Democrats chafed at the imperative to reduce their political worldview to a 

stance on territorial slavery.  A Democrat in Detroit preferred the old issues: ñInstead of the 

present dangerous aspect of affairs at Washington, I should feel rejoiced to see the old party 

feuds raging even to bloodshed.ò  Sectional coalitions based on opposition to or support for 

slavery and its growth imperiled the party system, as ñthose parties can exist distinctly only so 

long as they are national parties.  As soon as the country is sectionally divided the Whig & 

Democratic parties are dissolved.ò
20

 

Intraparty divisions over slavery handicapped Democrats in the presidential election of 

1848.  Michigan Democrats faced a dilemma, as they had to weigh their antislavery convictions 

against supporting the presidential aspirations of favorite son Lewis Cass.  Senator Cass wished 

to avoid antagonizing the southern wing of his party, even as many Democrats in Michigan and 
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throughout the Free States endorsed the Wilmot Proviso.  One antislavery, pro-Cass Democrat 

attending Michiganôs state party convention sighed, ñI do not wish to vote upon the question of 

slavery at all.ò  Cass rejected the Proviso, as did the national party platform upon which he was 

nominated.
21

  Party rupture ensued when some antislavery Democrats defected and fused with 

the likeminded of other parties to form the Free Soil party.  Antislavery politicians enjoyed 

unprecedented influence in the interstices of the creaking party system.  After the election, Ohio 

Democrat-turned-Free-Soiler Benjamin Tappan reported to Senator William Allen that in the 

state legislature, ñneither of the old partiesò could govern, as ñthe Free democracy holds the 

balance of power.ò  Free Soilôs effervescence ensured that Allen, a regular Democrat, lost his 

seat to Free Soiler Salmon Chase.  Similar dislocations happened in other states, elevating 

antislavery politicians to newfound prominence outside of the dominant parties.
22

 

 For the next decade, Democrats acknowledged that slavery and its expansion had become 

the propulsive force in American politics.  As one Texan adjudged in 1856, ñthis question of 

slavery, and the power of Congress over it, is the great and exciting political question of the day.  

Parties have divided and organized upon it, and indeed, the destinies of our Republic, are 

dependent upon its judicious solution.ò  Still, Democrats resisted political realignment driven by 
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the issue and dismissed third party efforts as illegitimate.  A Virginia Democrat brushed off Free 

Soil departures as nothing more than ñthe debris from either of the great parties.ò  A Tennessee 

Democrat also assumed ethereality: ñthat most dangerous questionðthe question of slaveryð

which so deeply agitates the bosom of the nation at this momentðwill receive its quietus in the 

elevation of óCass & Butler.ôò  Cass and his running-mate William O. Butler of Kentucky 

nonetheless lost the election, and slavery endured as a divisive issue.  At the same time, many 

Free Soilers returned to the Democracy in time for the presidential elections of 1852 and 1856, 

reinforcing Democratsô preconception that third parties were neither lasting nor legitimate.
23

 

Opposition to slavery was not the only ñone-ideaò reform which rocked party regularity 

in the 1850s.  Matching a northern Renaissance painterôs fervid nightmares, Democrats created a 

hellish triptych of demonic abolitionists, temperance crusaders, and bigoted nativists flaying men 

of their autonomy, manhood, and whiteness.  Nativism and temperance, alongside antislavery, 

were not new impulses in American political culture, although the weakening of two-party 

politics under the strains of slavery allowed these forces to precipitate out of the major parties.  

Politicized temperance movements seeking prohibitory legislation fermented in the Free States, 

while the Know-Nothing party, an anti-Catholic and nativist movement, attempted to establish 

itself as the Democracyôs chief opponent on the ruins of Whiggery beginning in 1854.
24
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Like the issue of slavery, temperance and nativism confused party lines.  From Louisiana 

came reports of the Know-Nothing ñdark lantern crowdò who were ñhoodwinking and 

deceivingò and ñexercising a delusive sway over former good, well meaning democrats.ò  A 

Maryland Democrat was unsure what to make of Know-Nothingism, but anticipated that ñwhile 

it exists side by side with the old party organizations and factions of the past, such as 

abolitionism & whiggery, I can well understand that its existence has had a disastrous influence 

upon the organization of the Democratic party.ò  Thus, even as they recognized the centrality of 

slavery, Democrats took other threats seriously, unsure of the final shape their amorphous 

opposition would assume.  When the antislavery and exclusively northern Republican party 

congealed concurrently with the Know-Nothings, it seemed to Democrats as if every fanatical 

idea had embodied itself in its own single-issue party.
25

   

Democrats fought the urge to boil down political identity to ñone-ideaò positions such as 

the Wilmot Proviso, temperance legislation, or proscription of Catholics and immigrants.  The 

single-minded pursuit of one reform forced a narrowing of political worldviews.  Virginian R. 

M. T. Hunter opposed Know-Nothings in his state, asking, ñif a representative is with you on 

political tests, does it matter, so far as the politician is concerned, what are his opinions upon 

other subjects?  If he is with you on the subjects of trade, currency, and the principles of 

constitutional construction, when they are in issue, does it matter that he differs from you on the 
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doctrine of transubstantiation?ò  Some Democrats still viewed the old economic disputes as the 

only legitimate ñpolitical tests.ò  James Bayard remained steadfast amidst pro-temperance Know-

Nothingsô seizure of Delaware in 1854.  ñThe exciting causes amongst the mass of the people 

now are for the most part of a temporary character, and I do not wish to embark in the divisions 

to which they give rise,ò he reassured a correspondent.  When temperance became an 

independent electoral question in Indiana, a Hoosier Democrat qualified that, although ñI am a 

devoted Temperance man,ò still, ñI love my old party and will vote it whiskey or no whiskey.ò
26

   

Democrats attributed one-idea politics to the splintering of comprehensive, national party 

platforms.  An Ohio Democrat regretted the rise of the ñone-idea party,ò an organization ñwhich 

discards all the political philosophy of both the great parties, which have directed the policy of 

the government since its beginning, so that its one idea may reign paramount.ò  This Democrat 

wanted the unattainableða return to economic debates in a political landscape now conditioned 

by cultural and moral disagreements.  Although unable to resuscitate the politics of political 

economy, Democrats did not despair of entering the 1850s with an encompassing ideology.  

Which of the one-ideas would emerge ascendant was an academic concern, as Democrats 

subsumed them all into a common enemy they designated ñfanaticism.ò  Fanaticism replaced 

Whiggery as Democracyôs ideological antithesis, and, like Whiggery before it, fanaticism sought 

to consolidate power and degrade the liberty and equality of self-governing white men.  
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Addressing new political issues with a coherent, national platform simply required Democrats to 

apply their Jacksonian principles to temperance, nativism, and, most importantly, slavery.
27

 

 

The Northern Men and Their National Principle 

Prior to the Mexican War, all federal territory was open or closed to slavery by the 

Northwest Ordinance of 1787 and the 1820 Missouri Compromise.  The acquisition of California 

and the Southwest in 1848, however, raised anew the problem of slavery in the territories.  

Following the lead of John C. Calhoun, some southerners denied that any power could keep 

slavery out of the territories, while many northerners, such as David Wilmot, demanded 

proscription by Congressional fiat.  Moderates scrambled for compromise in the precarious space 

between the blades of what historian David M. Potter called the ñterritorial shears.ò  Secretary of 

State James Buchanan signaled his presidential ambitions in an 1847 public letter proposing the 

extension of the Missouri Compromise Line through the Mexican Cession.  Delaware Whig John 

M. Clayton, meanwhile, hoped to defer to the federal courts for eventual adjudication.  Tense 

debates over the disposition of the Cession lasted several years, from the outbreak of war until 

resolution in the Compromise of 1850.
28

   

The prolonged agitation over slaveryôs western future troubled moderate Democrats, who 

bemoaned the fanaticism aroused in each section.  Senator William R. King opposed statesô 
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rights Democrats in Alabama, led by William Lowndes Yancey, who demanded that the South 

gain the Calhounite position or secede.  King juxtaposed his ñmoderation and firmnessò against 

those ñunprincipled political aspirants [who] were fanning the flames of fanaticism.ò  It was 

possible, King believed, ñto settle this alarming question as to protect the rights of the South and 

save the Union.ò  Delawareôs James Bayard also dispensed with sectional dogma.  It was best to 

disarm ñthe fanatical madness of men of extremes,ò he advised, and to that end, although he 

preferred casting the Missouri Line across the continent, he bowed to the Compromise of 1850 as 

a sane alternative to the Wilmot Proviso.
29

 

Northern moderates also rejected their sectionôs antislavery shibboleth.  A New Yorker in 

Schoharie County told Senator Stephen A. Douglas that he ñnow occup[ied] a well defined 

position as one of the leading conservative democrats of this county.ò  His ñposition,ò and that of 

other ñN.Y. Conservative Democrats,ò entailed ñthe election of Anti-Wilmot-Proviso delegates 

to theò 1848 national convention.  Antislavery absolutism only fomented fanaticism in the Slave 

States.  ñModerate men of all partiesò saw the ñdangerò in the Wilmot Proviso, argued 

Congressman Willis A. Gorman.  A fellow Indianan agreedðwhile he did not want slavery to 

spread, he also did not wish to compound sectionalism when it was ñhumiliating to southerners 

to submit to the adoption of the Wilmot Proviso.ò  If slavery could be arrested in a less 

confrontational way, he suggested, ñI can not see the necessity of wrangling about a particular 

manner of obtaining our wishes.ò  Each sectionôs fanaticism exacerbated the other.  A hollow 
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sectional victory, Democrats throughout the nation agreed, was not worth further inflaming the 

ñnullifiers and abolitionists who have been Siamese in their efforts.ò
30

   

One group of conciliatory northern Democrats saw a solution in prohibiting the federal 

government from taking a stance altogether.  Designated ñnon-interventionò or ñpopular 

sovereignty,ò their proposal would prevent the federal government from favoring the institutionôs 

limitation or growth and instead allow the people to decide if they wanted slavery in their 

territory or in the state it would become.  Northern Democrats wishing to placate both the South 

and the North as they eyed the 1848 presidential election propounded the policy.  In a speech in 

Pittsburgh in 1847, Vice President Dallas praised the Polk administrationôs course on the tariff 

and the war and promised to deliver another ñcasting vote,ò this time against the Wilmot Proviso.  

Rather than the congressional restriction of slavery, ñthe very best thing which can be done, 

when all is said upon the subject that may be said,ò Dallas advised, ñwill be to let it alone 

entirelyðleaving to the people of the territory to be acquired, the business of settling the matter 

for themselves.ò  Dallas established a theme that would recur in Democratic rhetoric for a decade 

when he announced that settlers ñhave the right, alone, to determine their own institutions.ò
31

   

Daniel Dickinson of New York, an inveterate foe of antislavery politicians, offered 

resolutions in the Senate on December 14, 1847 which asserted that the territorial people, not 

Congress, possessed power over slavery.  ñIn organizing a territorial government for territories 
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belonging to the United States, the principle of self-government upon which our federative 

system rests,ò Dickinson posited, ñwill be best promoted, [é] and the Confederacy strengthened, 

by leaving all questions concerning the domestic policy therein to the legislatures chosen by the 

people thereof.ò  Michigan senator Lewis Cass announced his presidential ambitions and laid 

claim to the doctrine in a public letter to Tennessee Democrat A. O. P. Nicholson the same 

month.  He clarified his approach to territorial slavery: ñI am opposed to the exercise of any 

jurisdiction by Congress over this matter; and I am in favor of leaving to the people of any 

territory, which may be hereafter acquired, the right to regulate it for themselves, under the 

general principles of the Constitution.ò  With Cassôs nomination in 1848, the policy became the 

Democracyôs doctrine.
32

 

Despite Cassôs defeat in the presidential election, popular sovereignty remained 

Democratic policy for over a decade.  The idea was one ingredient in the Compromise of 1850, 

by which Congress admitted California as a free state and remained silent on slavery in the 

territories of Utah and New Mexicoðeffectively delegating authority to settlers.  The 1852 
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Democratic and Whig platforms acquiesced in the Compromise as a final ñsettlement,ò with the 

Democracy declaring that it would ñresist all attempts at renewing, in congress or out of it, the 

agitation of the slavery question.ò  Democrats later pointed to these platforms as proof that both 

parties had tacitly endorsed popular sovereignty as the new paradigm for territorial settlement.
33

  

When Senator Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois subsequently turned his attention to the territories 

of Kansas and Nebraska, he cited the Compromise as permission for resorting to popular 

sovereignty.  Kansas and Nebraska were part of the Louisiana Purchase and had been reserved 

for freedom thirty-four years earlier by the Missouri Compromise.  In order to curry southern 

support, the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act expressly repealed the Missouri Compromise.  Alabama 

congressman Philip Phillips, one of the architects of revocation, later recounted his rationale: ñIf 

it is desirable to carry out the declaration of the Bill, they must be thrown open to all alike, and 

this can only be effected by a repeal of the inhibition in the Act of 1820.ò  Douglas and a cadre of 

southern Democrats secured President Franklin Pierceôs approval for elevating this divisive 

measure into a ñparty test.ò
34
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Because popular sovereignty allowed slaveryôs expansion, antislavery critics attacked 

Cass, Douglas, and other northern Democrats as ñDoughfacesòða slur aimed at ñnorthern men 

with southern principles.ò  Yet these men viewed themselves as the conscience of a national 

party.  They were northern men who advanced a ñnationalò principleðpopular sovereigntyðthat 

allowed both proslavery and antislavery Americans to flow westward and compete as equals in 

the democratic process.  For all the turmoil produced by popular sovereignty, Democrats used 

their advocacy of it to define themselves as conservative nationalists.  Even as late as 1856, a 

North Carolina Democrat who supported the Kansas-Nebraska Act still expected, despite 

evidence to the contrary, that ñthe success of its principles will give permanent repose to the 

country.ò  With its abdication of fraught decision-making to ñthe people,ò popular sovereignty 

was, Democrats argued, a conservative solution.  In its supposed sectional neutrality, moreover, 

it was a national policy.
35

 

 

Popular sovereignty helped moderates navigate sectionalism by enabling both proslavery 

and antislavery Americans to claim victory short of resorting to their respective sectionôs 

extreme position.  ñThe bill before us grants no favor to any section of the Union,ò Congressman 

Phillips explained, and ñno one has the right to triumph; no one has cause to complain.ò  

Democrats told antislavery northerners that popular sovereignty would lead to free territories.  

Cass, for instance, argued that the Mexican Cession was climatically ñunfit for the production of 

the great staples, which can alone render slave labor valuable.ò  Allowing settlers to fulfill 

natureôs mandate and create a free labor economy, Democrats suggested, was less onerous than 

relying on the Wilmot Proviso.  Even Phillips conceded after the Civil War that, in supporting 
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the repeal of the Missouri Compromise, ñI was well satisfied that slavery could never be 

established in the higher latitudes of these territories.  I was actuated by what I then regarded as a 

theoretical right.ò  Southerners, for their part, could claim victory with their theoretical right or, 

more substantively, with the actual exportation of enslaved labor, especially to Kansas, 

contiguous as it was to the slave state of Missouri.  While many northerners cited the 

ñimpracticability of the prosperous subsistence of the two systems of freedom and slavery in the 

same territory,ò the Democracy toyed with having it both ways by allowing free and enslaved 

labor to share the national domain.
36

 

Popular sovereignty was also intended as a legislative sleight of hand that restored 

harmony by changing the venue in which slavery was contested.  The doctrine answered one 

Democratsô wish ñto see congress throw aside all fanaticism.ò  Disputes over slavery, Cass told 
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A. O. P. Nicholson, ñshould be kept out of the National Legislature, and left to the people of the 

Confederacy.ò  Shunting the debate into the territories, Dickinson ventured, meant ñthat its 

intrusion may not hereafter arrest the policy, defeat the measures, or disturb the councils of the 

nation.ò  The Kansas-Nebraska Act denied extremists a national stage in the Capitol.  ñIt will be 

in vain for fanatics, either North or South, to endeavor to create any permanent excitement in the 

minds of the American people,ò for if Congress was barred from settling the issue, Judah P. 

Benjamin explained, ñyou may light the flame, but the fuel may be wanting.ò  Congressional 

quietus would engender a wider societal armistice, undercutting the fanatic ñwho claims that a 

phrenzied north has a right to sit in judgment upon the affairs of the south, or he who would 

rouse a maddened south to enter upon a crusade against the north.ò
37

 

Popular sovereigntyôs conservative repercussions would also reach to the nationôs 

hinterlands by providing for the orderly indulgence of expansionist zeal.  Jacksonians craved 

national aggrandizement, which Congress held hostage to sectional intransigence.  The Wilmot 

Proviso limited Americaôs potential, as southerners refused to organize territories from which 

slavery was excluded.  ñThe people of the United States must choose between this restriction and 

the extension of their territorial limits.  They cannot have both,ò Cass decreed.  In 1848 President 

Polk was willing to accept popular sovereignty, or any ñcompromise,ò in order to organize 

California, which was otherwise hurtling toward ña state of anarchyðand without Government 

of law.ò  Phillips later hailed the Kansas-Nebraska Act as necessary to ñprepare for the 

accommodation and protection of that swelling and resistless tide of populationò which carried 

                                                      
37

[A. B. Conduitt] to W. A. Gorman, Mooresville, IN, February 11, 1850, English Family Papers; Lewis Cass to A. 

O. P. Nicholson, Washington, December 24, 1847, 2; Dickinson, ñSpeech on the Acquisition of Territory,ò 229-30; 

ñExtract of the Speech of the Hon. J. P. Benjamin, of Louisiana, Delivered in the Senate, on the 25
th
 May, 1854,ò in 

Popular Sovereignty in the Territories. The Democratic Record, 8; A Speech Delivered at Webster, Mass., 

Providence, R. I., Nashua, N. H., and Other Places, during the Presidential Campaign of 1856, in Support of James 

Buchanan, by George B. Loring, of Salem ([Boston]: Office of the Boston Post, 1856), 4-6.  For criticism of this 

argument, see Speech of Hon. John A. Dix, 13. 



46 

 

American ideals ever westward.  The Alabamian did not take lightly Congressôs ñhigh duty of 

organizing a government for a vast extent of territory, the seat of future States and empires,ò 

leading him to prescribe popular sovereignty as the accomplice of Manifest Destiny.
38

   

While Democrats argued that popular sovereignty would stifle political strife, its 

immediate effects buffeted the political system and struck many as anything but conservative.  

Not all northern Democrats were enthusiastic about a policy which countenanced the spread of 

slavery, prompting the 1848 Free Soil revolt.  In 1849 Pennsylvanian Simon Cameron, who only 

a few years later would flee from the Democracy himself, alerted a New England colleague, ñin 

the North, while all sensible Democrats are willing to let the South alone, there is none who 

could sustain themselves by even admitting the propriety of an extension of slavery to the 

territories.ò  ñThe Nebraska outrageò of 1854 only restarted the egress of antislavery Democrats.  

A Maine Democrat who remained loyal understood those who defected over Kansas-Nebraska: 

ñIt was not difficult to foresee that the action of Congress in forcing the slavery question again 

upon the public mind in violation of every pledge [é] & in violation of the Compromise of 

1820, that a great many old friends would be separated politically.ò  The resulting antislavery 

coalition, unlike the Free Soilers, proved enduring with the founding of the Republican party.
39

     

The Kansas-Nebraska Act erased the Missouri Compromise Line and unsettled the status 

of slavery in territories that had been slated for freedom decades earlier.  One Democrat 

complained that ñthe new fangled doctrine in respect to the Territoriesò overturned seventy years 

of precedent whereby Congress governed the territories, a reversal which ñwould seem to 
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indicate that nothing can ever hereafter be considered settled under our Government;ða very 

alarming thought certainly to conservative minds.ò  Even a slave-state Democrat could despair 

over the ensuing ruckus.  ñI feel however very gloomy as to the future prospects of the Union,ò 

James Bayard groaned to his son, continuing, ñthe alienation of feelings is growing daily & I 

have almost lost hope that it will even last my day.  Indeed the madness of the North, & the 

general tone of sentiment shakes my confidence in the durability of democratic institutions.ò  

ñThat this measure increased the slavery agitation and hastened the crisis of 1861, is very 

probable,ò Phillips lamely reflected after the Civil War.  Popular sovereignty, for many 

Americans, was far from conservative and its authors anything but high-minded, national 

statesmen.
40

 

 

Reopening the agitation over territorial slavery turned men like Lewis Cass and Stephen 

Douglas into pariahs for those northerners resolved to repel the Slave Powerôs encroachments.  

By denying that Congress should or could meddle with slavery in the territories, these men only 

facilitated its enlargement.  They were Doughfaces, ñnorthern men with southern principles,ò 

who sabotaged free labor society.  Doughfaces nevertheless understood themselves to be 

courageous and disinterested nationalists who elevated the Union above selfish sectionalism.  

They suspended personal judgment and treated Free States and Slave States, free labor and 

enslaved labor, as equal with the policy of popular sovereignty.  What their antislavery critics 

disparaged as sectional treason, Doughfaces defined as national statesmanship. 

 A vibrant discourse surrounding Doughfacism existed by the 1850s.  The splenetic John 

Randolph of Roanoke coined the epithet when lambasting northern congressmen who supported 
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the 1820 Missouri Compromise, which added a new slave state to the Union.  Randolph 

envenomed, ñI knew these would give way.ðThey were scared at their own dough facesðyes, 

they were scared at their own dough faces!ò  Randolph heaped opprobrium on the Yankees, even 

as they aided the South, adding, ñyou can never find any difficulty in obtaining the support of 

men whose principles of morality and religion are bounded by thirty six degrees and thirty 

minutes north latitude!ò  The subsequent debate over the actions of these northern men set forth 

enduring motifs for Doughfaces as weak and unmanly men, unrepublican politicians lacking 

virtue, and traitors who aided southern society at the expense of northern free labor families.
41

   

Doughfaces betrayed the Free States and free labor society.  They were the ñservileò tools 

of others, men who could be ñmoulded into any shapeò by southern masters.  One northern 

newspaper in 1820 called them ñslave-voter[s],ò a reference either to their willingness to vote in 

favor of slavery or to their status as slaves themselves.  For abolitionist Theodore Dwight Weld 

in 1839, the depravity of ñnorthern dough-facesò was evidenced by their denial of slaveryôs 

brutality, even when confronted with its harrowing physicality.  Morally impotent Doughfaces 

comprised ñthe great northern staple for the southern market.ò  Walt Whitman had them mock 

themselves in verse: ñWe are all docile dough-faces, / They knead us with the fist, / They, the 
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dashing southern lords, / We labor as they list; / For them we speakðor hold our tongues, / For 

them we turn and twist.ò
42

 

Castigations of the Doughface reached a crescendo in the 1850s.  Doughfacism seemed 

an avenue for the unprincipled self-promoter.  The ñmercenary, doughfaced-political tricksters 

and huckstering spoilsmen of the Northò sought only political preferment from the South.  The 

Democracyôs presidential aspirants seemed such panderers to slavery.  Levi Woodbury was, 

according to a fellow Democrat, ñthe most Southern Northern man I know of.ò  James Buchanan 

was ñthe willing and supple instrument of the slave power.ò  With the introduction of the Kanas-

Nebraska Act, a Democrat regretted the ñprodigy Douglas is becoming under the direction of the 

Southern nullifyers.ò  Franklin Pierce, meanwhile, was ña Chief Magistrate who had been put in 

office by the Slave Powerò and who ñlonged for nothing so much as to signalize his servility to 

the class to which he owed his honors.ò
43

 

Doughfaces abetted the spread of slavery, if for no other reason than they were 

themselves slaves outside of the South.  Flummoxed by the argument that the Compromise of 

1850 ñsupersededò the Missouri Compromise, Free-Soil Democrat John Van Buren asked, 

ñcould anything but a desire to buy the South at the Presidential shambles dictate such an 

outrage?ò  Prince Johnôs paternity made him expert in such matters.  While Van Buren claimed 

that unprincipled northerners were trying to bribe the South, many analogized such northern men 
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to chattel purchased by slaveholders, making the northern political class a slave-pen for the 

fulfillment of southern political ambitions.  A Democrat-turned-Republican denounced the 

ñtraders in politics at the Southò who followed Calhounôs lead in ñbidding for Presidential 

nominationsò among truckling northerners.
 
 Joshua R. Giddings, protesting the Kansas-Nebraska 

Act, resolved that ñit is time that this slave trade, now carried on in the bodies of members of 

Congress, should be prohibited.ò  A frustrated New Englander could only conclude of 

northerners unwilling to defy the South, ñthey will not only deserve to be slaves but slaves they 

will  be.ò
44

 

In the 1850s Doughfacism became synonymous with northern Democrats and popular 

sovereigntyðthe ñnorthern menò and their ñsouthern principle.ò  By sanctioning new slave 

states, popular sovereignty made its advocates appear prosouthern.  In reference to the Mexican 

Cession, a group of constituents pleaded with Michigan congressmen Alpheus Felch and Robert 

McClelland, ñthis territory we understand to be now free.ò  ñNotwithstanding the opposite view 

of the power of Congress over territories put forth by certain Northern Gentlemen,ò they 

believed Congress had the power to maintain it so.  Yet Cass and ñNorthern Gentlemenò of his 

ilk strengthened slavery by denying Congressôs power to contain it.  Their actions were 

treasonableðñNorthern politicians, born and trained at firesides where slavery was ever 

regarded as a criminal violation of natural rights, a severe moral and political evilò should have 

known better than to demand the Northôs acquiescence in slaveryôs growth.
45
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Pilloried with these criticisms, Doughfaces took heart from southerners, who were much 

more affirming of their northern men in the 1850s than was Randolph of Roanoke in 1820.  Polk 

comforted his would-have-been successor, telling Cass that ñneither yourself nor your friends 

made secret pledges or wrote inconsistent letters to different sections to defraud the people and 

secure votes.ò  Southerners reminded Doughfaces that the criticism they suffered spoke to their 

unbiased nationalism and rejection of northern fanaticism.  Their unpopularity in the North was a 

measure of their disinterestedness.  Henry Wise validated those northern men who, ñin the midst 

of non-slaveholding passions and prejudicesò and ñwith Fanaticism thundering Church 

anathemas and excommunications over their heads,ò fought for ñState rights and State equalityò 

and ñpopular self-government.ò
46

 

Electoral defeat only underscored Doughfacesô principled defense of sectional equity.  ñIt 

was for adhering to this non-intervention principle that northern men have been crushed,ò 

extolled one pamphlet.  The South praised as martyrs the bevy of northern congressmen struck 

down after voting for the Kansas-Nebraska Act.  In the fall of 1854 the Democracy lost sixty-six 

out of ninety-one northern seats in the House, and men like Illinoisôs ñgallant Shieldsò were 

turned out of office.  Given such sacrifice, a South Carolinian recommended standing by ñthe 

true men of the North.ò  ñWill you turn from them, with callous and heartless indifference,ò he 

asked other Carolinians, noting that they manned the front lines against the ñfanaticism [which] 

raged with wild fury at the North.ò  Provided with such plaudits, Doughfaces could not help but 
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be convinced of their virtuous course.  These ñmartyrsò were, an Alabamian told a crowd in 

Huntsville, Spartans at Thermopylae, the Light Brigade at Balaclava.
47

 

The Slave States looked to Doughfaces, especially the patent-holders of popular 

sovereignty, for likely presidential candidates.  Virginia statesô rights Democrat A. Dudley 

Mann, citing Dallasôs support for congressional non-intervention in the territories and his desire 

to annex Cuba, assessed the Pennsylvanian as a ñreliable manò and a ñnational patriot.ò  ñThe 

whole Press of the South in fact ought to hoist his name,ò Mann told a Louisiana ally in 1856, 

ñand thus make such a demonstration as to force the North to accept him.ò
48

  The Alabama 

Democracy called for Pierceôs reelection and offered him the ñgratitude of the South,ò while 

Dickinson was floated as a candidate pleasing to southern extremists in 1860.
49

  Democrats 

evidenced their nationality by brainstorming presidential tickets featuring ñone from the North 

and the other from the South,ò including Lewis Cass-John Y. Mason, George Dallas-Jefferson 

Davis, Dallas-David Atchison, Stephen A. Douglas-R. M. T. Hunter, and Edwin M. Stanton-

Joseph Holt.  Southern support, however, could arouse northern suspicion.  ñMr. Douglas, the 

South, it is presumed you are aware, will support you in the National Convention,ò an operative 

told the Illinoisan, fretting, ñbut the North is what we Arkansas boys dread.ò  The southern 
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endorsements some interpreted as liability, Democrats nonetheless considered a signifier of 

national stature.
50

 

Doughfaces played more than a mediating role between North and South; they also 

performed a moderating function within each section.  As Virginian John Y. Mason told Cass, 

ñthe fidelity of northern democrats to the compromises of the Constitution met by a confiding 

support of a northern Democrat for the Presidency will defeat all bare sectional manouvres, of 

fanatics and knaves.ò  An antislavery Democrat in Centre Sandwich, New Hampshire 

complained that Doughfaces routinely sounded the alarm of southern secession to cow the North.  

ñIf the friends of freedom continue to insist upon no more extension of slavery, or should fail to 

execute the fugitive slave law,ò he complained, then ñsouthern hostpursò along with ñdoughfaces 

and official sycophantsò trotted out the ñold Humbugò that ñthe union is in danger.ò  According 

to Whitman, calculating northern men sang, ñThen, all together, dough-faces! / Letôs stop the 

exciting clatter, / And pacify slave-breeding wrath / By yielding all the matter; / For otherwise, 

as sure as guns, / The Union it will shatter.ò  Despite the transparency of such scare-mongering, a 

decade of Doughface political dominance registered the strategyôs effectiveness.
51
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While Doughfaces summoned the specter of secession to overawe the Free States, 

southern moderates invoked Doughfaces to tamp down disunionist tendencies at home.  

Nationally-minded Democrats in the South checked statesô rights extremists by citing 

Doughfaces as proof that the Union and the Democracy were still safe for slavery.  Douglas 

reported from the South that Cassôs nomination was well received in 1848.  ñIn Alabama,ò 

Douglas discovered, ñthe Democrats are well pleased with the nomination & disapprove of the 

course of Yancey.ò  With allies like Cass, southerners did not need Yanceyôs go-it-alone 

sectionalism.  Running for governor of Georgia in 1855, Herschel V. Johnson sought a course 

ñsufficiently sectional to protect the rights of the South and yet sufficiently national to maintain 

such an organization as is best calculated to preserve the integrity of the Union.ò  Doughfaces 

advanced his goal by showing the South that a ñsectional partyò was unnecessary.  ñIn the ranks 

of the Northern Democracy are to be found the only reliable friends of the South; and they are 

many,ò and, Johnson argued, ñwith their co-operation, the South may maintain her rights in the 

Union.ò  Even a statesô rights Louisianan could be persuaded.  Although the Democracy ñhas not 

entirely escaped the taint of abolitionism,ò John Perkins begrudged, ñin the Democratic 

organization at the north are embraced the truest and most reliable friends of the South.ò
52

   

Northern Democrats presented their dalliance with southerners as evidence of principled 

nationalism.  A New Yorker refuted ñthe charge made by our sectional opponents that the 

Democracy is a proslavery party, and seeks the extension of slavery into Free Territory.ò  

Democrats practiced sectional neutrality, which antislavery northerners misrepresented as 

proslavery partiality.  The Republican party ñstigmatizes those as cowardly and base who stand 
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upon Northern soil to speak for our whole country,ò lamented New Yorkôs Horatio Seymour.  

Such critics failed to interpret southern support as an index of a northern manôs nationalism and 

conservatism.  In 1852 an Indianan hypothesized about Douglasôs presidential prospects: ñWhat 

States in the Union are more conservative than our own?  If a candidate from a free State must be 

selected by the Slave States.  Who more likely to command their votes [é]ò than a midwesterner 

like Douglas?  The South would look to the Midwest, because, ñin all questions deeply affecting 

their ópeculiar institution,ô we have done them justice.ò
53

   

Robert McLane, following the course of the Kansas-Nebraska Act from a diplomatic post 

in China, diagnosed the Doughface dilemma.  The bill would only encourage the South to 

demand more, placing northern Democrats in an increasingly untenable position.  From Shanghai 

he wrote his father Louis McLane, a veteran of Jacksonôs cabinet, predicting, ñDouglass [sic], or 

any other northern man who gives impulse to this wave will be overwhelmed in the south when 

he hesitates to ride on its summit to the breakers.ò  And if Douglas did sate the South, ñhe will be 

repudiated by a public sentiment in the north, infinitely more active in its zeal and fanaticism, 

than any passion the south will ever feel on this question.ò  While a decade of sparring over 

slavery would bear out McLaneôs prescience, Doughfaces had made themselves the fulcrum of 

bisectional politics in the short-term.  That they ultimately failed to hold their party and the 

Union together need not detract from their impressive achievement.  In the charged politics of 

the 1850s, these northern men intended to use popular sovereignty to build a national alliance of 

white men in what they deemed a pursuit of a principle, not simply power or plunder.
54
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Popular Sovereignty and Jacksonian Democracy 

While most Democrats recorded their beliefs in letters beseeching patronage or ratified 

them in party platforms, two Democrats in Portugal found a more creative way to convey their 

partyôs cardinal tenets.  In 1848 they dispatched a dozen bottles of Madeira to each of four 

leading Democrats.  Colonel Jefferson Davis received bottles emblazoned with ñBuena Vista,ò 

the battle at which he was wounded during the Mexican War.  Secretary of the Treasury Walker 

was slated to receive bottles championing ñthe whole of Mexico,ò a slogan seized upon by 

Democrats who, giddy over battlefield success, demanded that Mexicans forfeit their entire 

country as territorial indemnity.  The bottles to be enjoyed by Senator Douglas bore the 

designation ñProgressive,ò while ñNon interventionò graced those allotted to President Polk.
55

  

ñNon intervention,ò a reference to the proposed policy of congressional inaction 

regarding slavery in Americaôs new domain, squared with the partyôs preexisting foreign policy 

goalsðñBuena Vistaò and ñthe whole of Mexicoòðand its ñProgressiveò reforms, including 

those in the realm of political economy.  Democratsô testaments of faith, whether enumerated in 

stump speeches or inscribed on bottles of fortified wine, reveal that they entered the interbellum 

era clinging to Jacksonian maximsðterritorial expansion, egalitarian democracy for white men, 

and animus toward consolidated power.  Yet political conditions after the Mexican War 

necessitated adaptation, and popular sovereignty functioned as an ideological bridge into the 

1850s.  The doctrine informed Democratsô approach not just to slavery, but also to nativism and 

temperance.  The principle of popular sovereignty grew out of Jacksonian beliefs, which allowed 

Democrats to engage in new political debates by affirming, as opposed to abandoning, their 

timeworn ideology.   
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Even with the deterioration of Whiggery and the easing of age-old enmities, politics was 

hardly bereft of ideological stakes in the 1850s.  Democrats warned that equality, liberty, and 

democracy still required protection from monopoly and corruption, even if those threats no 

longer emanated from a Federalist aristocracy or the Whiggish Money Power.  Democrats 

responded to the new ñone-ideaò reformers, especially antislavery fanatics, without themselves 

foregoing a comprehensive political ideology.  They thereby maintained their relevance and 

distinct partisan identity, even as the second party system collapsed about them.  Democrats 

resisted the blurring of partisan boundaries by arguing that Jacksonian sensibilities were still 

needed to protect white menôs democratic self-rule and republican equality from the depredations 

of concentrated power.  Popular sovereignty equipped Democrats to develop an ideologically 

Jacksonian response to the political turbulence of the 1850s.
56

 

 

Democrats constructed a narrative of political history in which popular sovereignty drove 

the major developments of the 1850sðthe doctrine provided the ñthe principles embodied in the 

compromise measures of 1850, and approved by the people in the presidential election of 1852, 

and incorporated into the Kansas-Nebraska act of 1854, and confirmed by the Cincinnati 

platform and ratified by the people in the presidential election of 1856.ò  One critic of the 

doctrine asked, ñhave the Compromise Measures of 1850, has the Kansas Nebraska Act of 1854, 
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the resolutions of National Conventions, and the endorsement of a Presidential Candidate 

metamorphosed a policy into a principle, an expediency into a right?ò
57

   

One Democrat did textually metamorphose policy into principle in a letter to Stephen 

Douglas in 1854.  Murray McConnel, appropriately living in Jacksonville, Illinois, reported to 

the Little Giant that ñthe whigs and free soilers and some of the democrats will be united and are 

now agitating upon and against the princiles [sic] of the Nebraska bill.ò  Still, he reassured 

Douglas, the issue was ñso clearly right that if properly presented to the People and in time we 

can triumphantly carry them.ò  McConnel initially wrote ñthe subject of the Nebraska bill,ò but 

crossed out and replaced the word ñsubject,ò making the final phrasing read, ñthe princiles [sic] 

of the Nebraska bill.ò  For this Democrat, larger principles were at stake in the contest over the 

legislation.
58

 

Although many critics dismissed popular sovereignty as an opportunistic and even 

immoral attempt to straddle the sectional divide, Democrats cherished it as a political principle.  

An Ohio Democrat took comfort over the brightening prospects of the Kansas-Nebraska Actôs 

passage, informing Douglas, ñthe people are just beginning to get hold of the doctrine upon 

which it is based.  Popular Sovereignty will win, if it is thoroughly & properly discussed & 

understood.ò  The principle simply had to be explained to the peopleðñdiscussion has helped 

and will continue to help the cause.ò  Howell Cobb cheered Douglas on with the support of the 

ñentire Georgia democracy.ò  ñThe doctrine of non-interventionò was sound, Cobb maintained.  
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He judged it ña doctrine worthy of the democratic partyò and one that ñhas never yet been fairly 

repudiated by the people.ò
59

 

For Democrats, popular sovereignty constituted both a ñpractical issueò and an ñabstract 

principle.ò  Lewis Cassôs 1847 Nicholson letter set the tone with its mixture of the pragmatic and 

the principled.  ñBy going back to our true principles, we go back to the road of peace and 

safety,ò Cass advised.  In the short-term, the policy guaranteed ñpeace and safetyò by ending 

contention in Congress and permitting orderly territorial development.  It did so by appealing to 

the party and the nationôs founding principles.  ñLeave to the people, who will be affected by this 

question, to adjust it upon their own responsibility, and in their own manner,ò Cass demanded, 

ñand we shall render another tribute to the original principles of our Government, and furnish 

another guarantee for its permanence and prosperity.ò
60

  

 While touted as a means to defuse sectional brinksmanship, popular sovereignty 

transcended momentary compromise for Democrats.  By this logic, the Kansas-Nebraska Act 

was part of the inevitable unfolding of a larger political theory.  In 1854 New Hampshire 

Democrat Edmund Burke surmised that the Kansas-Nebraska Act built on the principles of the 

Compromise of 1850.  He told Douglas, ñI am glad to see that you are not disposed to treat the 

principles of the late Compromise Acts, as nullities,ðmere expedients to escape the peril of the 

moment.ò  Congressman Philip Phillips agreed that the bill represented a fulfillment of principle, 

not merely a convenient means of organizing new territories.  Urging Congress to approve the 
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legislation, he exhorted, ñlet us, beyond all things, avoid a resort to any temporary expedient, but 

plant our measures upon the broad foundation of the constitution.ò
61

   

Democrats in 1854 were not simply endowing a pragmatic hedge with theoretical heft in 

retrospect.  Popular sovereignty had already been acknowledged as an ennobling component of 

the Compromise Measures.  In 1852 a Democrat claimed that ñthe doctrines of Lewis Cass.  The 

doctrines of the Nicholson letter, the doctrine of non-intervention, were recognized as the true 

part of statesmanship, and were adopted as the basis of the compromise.ò  Douglas, who played a 

central role in crafting the Compromise, argued in 1850 that the inclusion of popular sovereignty 

elevated it to the plane of political principle.  Bills granting Californiansô request to enter the 

Union as a free state and ñleaving the people to regulate their own domestic institutionsò in New 

Mexico and Utah were ñpredicated on the great fundamental principle that every people ought to 

possess the right of forming and regulating their own internal concerns and domestic institutions 

in their own way.ò  The Compromise was not a compromise of principle, as ñeach of the 

measures [was] substantially right in itself.ò
62

 

Democrats went further and traced their doctrineôs ideological lineage to a source 

antedating the Compromise Measures or the Nicholson letter.  As Douglas explained his 
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motivation for advancing the Kansas-Nebraska Act: ñI have therefore only attempted to carry out 

the great work which [é] was begun at the first dawn of the first principles of liberty upon this 

country, and was continued up to 1850 [é] and is only now being carried out by the bill lately 

passed.ò  ñThe bill rests upon, and proposes to carry into effect,ò he thundered, ñthe great 

fundamental principle of self-government upon which our republican institutions are predicated.ò  

An additional milestone in the popular sovereignty narrative of the 1850s occurred with 

presidential candidate James Buchananôs embrace of the partyôs 1856 Cincinnati platform.  

Accepting the platform, which endorsed the Kansas-Nebraska Act, Buchanan pontificated that 

ñthis legislation is founded upon principles as ancient as free government itself,ò principles 

which stemmed ñfrom the original and pure fountain of legitimate political power, the will of the 

majority.ò
63

 

Democrats enhanced their doctrineôs pedigree by conflating it with a more encompassing 

philosophy inherited from the American Revolution.  Thinkers in the late eighteenth century 

ceased to define sovereignty as power granted by the people to the government, substituting the 

far more radical proposition that the people never yielded their inherent power.  Seventeenth-

century English social contract theory had not provided for such a departure.  Thomas Hobbes 

and John Locke, for example, posited a social compact in which the people willed their power to 

ñthe sovereign.ò  When founding a social and political order, the people consensually divested 

themselves of a sustained role in governance.  The people did not exercise sovereignty after 

societyôs emergence from the state of nature, although Locke did provide for the sovereignôs rare 
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and revolutionary overthrow, which allowed the people to reclaim power by plunging society 

back into the state of nature.
64

 

By enshrining the peopleôs inalienable power, the American Founders bequeathed to the 

world a radical innovationðgovernment denuded of sovereignty.  American politicians 

collapsed the distinction in Western political thought between ñrulersò and ñruled,ò making the 

two synonymous in the body of ñthe people.ò  When founding new governments, revolutionaries 

such as Thomas Paine advised, it was best ñthat the elected might never form to themselves an 

interest separate from the electors.ò  The means of avoiding arbitrary government, like that of 

Great Britain in which Parliament claimed supremacy, was to deny that any government enjoyed 

any sovereignty whatsoever because the people never surrendered it.  This theory, known as 

ñpopular sovereignty,ò became firmly entrenched in American constitutionalism and political 

culture after the Revolution.  It represented, according to one historian, ñthe decisive 

achievement of the American political imagination.ò
65
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Democrats elevated their policy on territorial slavery by tapping into this philosophical 

traditionðthe people should decide on slavery, because, as the American Revolution instructed, 

they possessed inherent power and were capable of ruling themselves.  Daniel Dickinson, when 

first articulating popular sovereignty in 1847, had lectured, ñthe republican theory teaches that 

sovereignty resides with the people of a State, and not with its political organization.ò  Douglas 

referred to popular sovereignty in its 1850s incarnation as ñthat great fundamental principle in 

defense of which the battles of the Revolution were fought.ò  Those who advocated for 

congressional power over the territories, meanwhile, were regurgitating the ñdoctrine of Lord 

North,ò vituperated Alexander H. Stephens, who rammed the Kansas-Nebraska Act through the 

House.  The purpose of the Revolution was ñto assert in arms the principle, that the true basis of 

government is the consent of the governed,ò and the Kansas-Nebraska Act, Phillips argued, was 

ñfounded upon the great principle of self-government consecrated by our Revolution.ò
66

 

Having imbibed the republican ideology of the founding generation, nineteenth-century 

Americans conceptualized a zero-sum balance between liberty and powerðwary republicans had 

to guard the peopleôs sovereignty, liberty, and equality against the stateôs incremental incursions.  

Republicanism served as the ideological template for the second party system, with Whigs and 

Democrats accusing each other of corrupting the republic.  Jacksonôs Democracy employed the 

idiom of republicanism by presenting itself as the vehicle of the peopleôs sovereignty and the 

bulwark of their liberty and equality against concentrations of power.  A Democratic mass 
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meeting in Philadelphia resolved in 1847 ñthat the fundamental principles and inseparable 

designs of the Democratic party are to shield from encroachments, the reserved sovereignty of 

each State, and the sovereign power of the people: to maintain inviolate the constitutional and 

legal equality of the people.ò  The Democratic preference for limited and local government 

ensured that both liberty and power were enjoyed only by Americaôs true sovereignsðthe 

people.
67

   

Jackson made his party responsible for insulating the peopleôs sovereignty from 

unrepublican usurpers.  Jacksonians regularly professed their ñabiding confidence in the great 

body of the people.ò  ñIn your hands is rightfully placed the sovereignty of the country,ò Jackson 

imparted to the nation in 1837, chiding, ñnever for moment believe that the great body of the 

citizens of any State or States can deliberately intend to do wrong.ò  As the conduit of the 

peopleôs sovereignty, Jackson attacked all rivals to their power.  Hence the necessity of slaying 

the Monster Bank, an institution which allegedly questioned ñwhether the people of the United 

States are to govern through representatives chosen by their unbiased suffrages or whether the 

money and power of a great corporation are to be secretly exerted to influence their judgment 

and control their decisions.ò  Democrats in the 1850s channeled Jackson with similar 

affirmations: ñwe have full faith in the ability of the great body of our people, to reason and 

judge correctly.ò  A Connecticut Democrat considering his partyôs 1857 gubernatorial 
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nomination likely had Old Hickory in mind when he hoped for ñan old fashioned reliable 

Democrat one that will bring the party back to the old original land mark and one that will 

contend for and carry out in principal [sic] the right of the people to manage there [sic] own 

affairs.ò
68

   

The Kansas-Nebraska Act was one more Jacksonian endorsement of the peopleôs 

capacity for self-governance.  At a dinner in New York City honoring Douglas, Aaron Ward held 

that ñthe great constitutional issue that is approaching, is not unlike that which accompanied the 

downfall of the United States Bank.ò  ñThe question when it first arose was imperfectly 

understood by the people,ò he elaborated, ñbut when it came before them and was discussed and 

explained, General Jackson was triumphantly sustained.  So it will be with this great 

constitutional question.ò  Jackson had relied on the people during that crisis of the republic.  

Ward similarly effused, ñI believe the people are capable of self-government, and are willing to 

trust the citizens of Kansas and Nebraska in organizing governments for themselves.ò  ñKeep it 

before the people that the only question involved in the Nebraska issue is; are the popular masses 

capable of self-government,ò instructed a Democratic newspaper.
69

 

By steering a middle course between antislavery northerners and extreme statesô rights 

southerners, popular sovereignty also spoke to the Jacksonian urge to quell sectionalism and 

protect slavery by wrapping a cordon sanitaire around fanaticism, especially its northern variant.  

Although Jackson demonstrated his Unionism in opposing nullification and by expanding and 
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securing national boundaries, he and his party also sanctified statesô rights to safeguard slavery.  

One of Democracyôs discontents noted that ñthe South accuses the North of fanaticism,ò and, 

indeed, Jacksonians nationwide placed the onus of sectional agitation on the Free States.  

Northern fanaticism begat its southern counterpart.  Jackson and his postmaster general 

accordingly permitted the interception and destruction of abolitionist propaganda mailed to Slave 

States.  Jackson also raged against the reenergized abolitionist movement of the 1830s, 

commanding citizens to ñfrown upon any proceedings within their own borders likely to disturb 

the tranquility of their political brethren in other portions of the Union.ò  A Democrat who joined 

the Free Soilers in 1848 argued that enough had been done to assuage the South: ñWe have 

almost gone, at the North, to the extreme of mobbing abolitionism, when it contemplated 

interference with the question of slavery in the States, and of instituting a scrutiny of the public 

mails to arrest the circulation of incendiary publications.ò  Combatting proslavery and statesô 

rights extremism in the South by silencing antislavery fanatics in the North comprised 

Jacksonian Unionism.
70

   

In 1852 James Buchanan likewise told northerners that it was best to ñpermit the 

Southern States to manage their own domestic affairs, in their own way, without foreign 

interference.ò  Popular sovereignty, by prohibiting outsiders from tampering with the territories, 

sought to apply the Jacksonian dictum that slaveholders were the best judges of their own 

interests.  Just as abolitionists could not touch slavery in the southern states, neither could they 

overreach and destabilize it in the territories.   ñThe Democracy of the North,ò Congressman 
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William H. English testified, ñbelieve that States and Territories, like individuals, ought to mind 

their own business, and let the business of their neighbors alone.ò  Self-determination for states 

and for territories meant safety for slavery.  The Democracy ñsays to the people of every 

Territory, regulate your own domestic concerns, frame your own constitution, and come into the 

Union, when you have the requisite population, with all the rights of sovereignty which each 

state now enjoys,ò explained a group of New England Democrats.  Non-interference with slavery 

in the territories was essential to its security in the Slave States.
71

   

Their faith in the people and localism also made Democrats responsive to grassroots 

clamor for equal rights and self-government.  Oregoniansô request for formal organization as a 

territory stalled due to congressional bickering over slavery.  An Ohioan who settled in Oregon 

pleaded with a congressman, ñwith very great anxiety we have been and are yet looking for the 

extension of the jurisdiction of the U.S. over the territory.ò  Laws were unenforceable, and white 

settlers were abusing the indigenous population.  The new Oregonian implored, ñare we not bone 

of your bone and flesh of your flesh, then why delay to do us the same measure of justice we 

would have received at home  We are not the less citizens of the U. States than we were when in 

the places of our nativity.ò  Stability would only come to Oregon when white men were accorded 

equality.  When a convention of New Mexicans petitioned for recognition in 1848, one 

correspondent expressed to a Democratic senator his hope that Congress would ñsucceed in 

giving them a government,ò as ñthe people themselves ought to know what they want.ò  

ñThrowing them back into a territorial condition,ò after ñthe people themselves have framed and 
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adopted their own fundamental law,ò invalidated self-determination, noted a Democrat in 1850.  

A southerner defended Stephen Douglasôs decision to organize Kansas and Nebraska, as ñthe 

matter came up naturally of itself [é] forced upon attention by the people themselves 

legitimately through petition expressing a want.ò
72

   

ñMy Dear Douglass [sic],ò James Shields wrote his former colleague from his new home 

in Minnesota Territory, ñI myself am a squatter now.ò  Shields had been one of the many 

northern Democrats ousted from Congress in retribution for the Kansas-Nebraska Act, 

whereupon the former Illinois senator decamped for the West.  ñI live amongst squatters I know 

something of their condition,ò he updated Douglas in 1856.  Shieldsôs fellow settlers were 

ñbuilding little cabins to shelter their families, cutting rails making fences, and trying work I say 

trying to live.ò  ñI haul rails every day myself,ò the former senator boasted.  Emigrants desired 

fairness, which meant minimal federal interference.  Referencing the troubles brewing in Kansas, 

Shields warned, ñthe people would do what they did in Oregon, in California, and wherever they 

were left to themselves.  Give them no rule and they will make a rule.  Give them misrule, and 

even poor squatters will not be content, and you will have to make them content with the 

bayonet.ò  Popular sovereignty originated, in part, as a response to territorial settlersô demands to 

govern themselvesðpleas which self-respecting democrats could not ignore.
73
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Popular sovereignty adhered to the Jacksonian teaching that sovereignty reposed with the 

people and that opposing power sources diminished liberty and equality.  Lewis Cass counseled, 

ñit is hardly expedient to call into exercise a doubtful and invidious authority, which questions 

the intelligence of a respectable portion of our citizens.ò  He was referring to a legislature which, 

in the throes of antislavery fanaticism, would deny democracy to white men.  The fanatical state 

was the latest guise worn by the spirit of Federalism and Whiggery, a worldview which ñdid not 

believe in the capacity of man for self governmentò and would rather empower monopolies to 

oppress the masses.  Democrats, on the other hand, believed that all white men could rule 

themselves, that settlers were ñjust as capable of doing so as the people of the States.ò  To argue 

otherwise ñwould give to Congress despotic power, uncontrolled by the Constitution.ò  By 

opposing popular sovereignty, fanatics not only denied that white men could rule themselves, 

they also doubted their ability to govern allegedly inferior races, raising troubling implications 

for democracy and racial supremacy in the white manôs republic.
74

   

 

Popular Sovereignty and White Menôs Democracy 

Although enamored with the sovereignty of ñthe people,ò Democrats hardly wished to 

politically empower all Americans.  When Daniel Dickinson effused that popular sovereignty 

ñwould practically acknowledge manôs capacity for self-government, and vindicate the integrity 

of his race,ò he, along with the rest of his party, had in mind a precise definition of that ñraceò 

capable of self-government.  Antislavery forces, Democrats believed, did not share their racially 

exclusive notions of political legitimacy.  Abolitionists, Free Soilers, and Republicans not only 

opposed slavery, Democrats charged, but welcomed black political agency, an invalidation of the 
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strict correlation between whiteness and political power imparted by Jefferson and Jackson.  As 

the sentinels of the peopleôs sovereignty, Democrats meant to ensure that fanatics did not 

recognize it as belonging to non-white men, because, in the racialized worldview of Jacksonians, 

political legitimacy was not expansible.  White Americans surrendered their sovereignty in 

proportion to its exercise by men of color.  By confirming white menôs right to legislate for all 

others, popular sovereignty maintained racial equilibrium in the white manôs republic.
75

 

 

In presenting popular sovereignty as preservative of white male supremacy, Democrats 

worked out of a larger Jacksonian tradition of white menôs democracy.  Ranking alongside the 

importance of the Bank War, the nullification crisis, and white male enfranchisement in defining 

the contours of Jacksonian Democracy were Old Hickoryôs Indian wars, staunch support for the 

rights of states and of slaveholders, and displacement of Native Americans in exchange for white 

settlement, plantation agriculture, and enslaved labor.  Democrats premised their radical 

egalitarianism on the hard exclusion of Americans of color, a formula scholars have labeled 

Herrenvolk democracy.  Jacksoniansô political and economic reforms could only benefit white 

men if they were the republicôs sole political actors.  Although often studied in a southern 

context, Herrenvolk democracy was a nationally shared value within the Democracy.  Northern 

Democrats showed as much solicitude as southerners for their racial monopoly of political 

privilege and its consequent leveling effects among white men.  A Whig disparaged that party 

ñwhich, in the nominally Free States, plants its heel on the neck of the abject and powerless 

negro, and hurls its axe after the flying form of the plundered, homeless, and desolate Indian.ò  

The pervasiveness of Democratic racism was evident among Free Soilers and Republicans of 
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Democratic provenance.  Many who demanded slaveryôs proscription did so, not out of 

sympathy with African Americans, but to engineer a racially pure West.  New Yorkôs John A. 

Dix, for instance, decried the presence of a ñblack populationða burden and an incumbrance to 

the white race, and an impediment to its moral and physical development.ò
76

   

The brazenness of antislavery Americans after the Mexican War hazarded the white 

manôs republic that Jackson built.  Free Soilers, although often sharing their cultureôs racism, 

undermined racial hierarchy nationwide by questioning slavery and by softening the barriers of 

racial separation in the Free States.  An Ohio Democrat complained in 1849 that Free Soilers in 

the legislature had ñbamboozledò Democrats into voting for ña Repeal of the whole Black Code 

of Ohio!!!ò  Free States, especially in the Midwest, employed black codes to restrict the 

movement and rights of African Americansðas this Democrat explained, ña principle of high 

state Policy laid at the foundation of the Black Laws.ò  Yet, ñhumbugged and cheatedò by 
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antislavery forces, Ohio Democrats had ñvot[ed] contrary to the proffessions [sic] and votes of 

the Party for years pastò by repealing restrictions ñdeeply connected with the future prosperity of 

Ohio.ò  The political exclusion of African Americans comprised the bedrock of white menôs 

democracy in the North and South, and Free Soilers seemed intent on its erosion.
77

 

With popular sovereignty, Democrats reaffirmed white menôs liberty and equality.  

Territorial self-governance reified white male egalitarianism by treating western settlers as the 

political equals of white men in existing states.  Jeffersonian Republicans had already decided 

against treating the West as a colonial periphery and its denizens as vassals.  A Democratic 

newspaper thus criticized an anti-Nebraska meeting for its assertion that Congress governed the 

territories, as it ñdenies to the people of the territories a right, which is sanctioned by the usage of 

our people.  It seeks to degrade the citizens of the States who emigrate to the territories.ò  

Congressional supremacists ñwould yield to that central power, the Federal Government, the 

prerogative of making a law for a territory or Stateðto bind the people in all time to come.ò  In a 

slaveholding republic, efforts to ñbindò white men were troubling indeed and made laughable 

Republicansô contention that they were Americaôs ñónew party of freedom.ôò  ñWhether in a 

State or in a Territory,ò a correspondent lectured New Hampshire representative Harry Hibbard, 

ñtheir rights are the same for they are Americans & have the inherent right to form their 

Government & make their own laws.ò  Democrats taught that white men need not sacrifice their 

political equality for geographical mobility.
78
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 The advocates of popular sovereignty also shared Jefferson and Jacksonôs assumption 

that racial minorities would be subjugated or otherwise vanish before the inevitable onslaught of 

white civilization.  In 1853 Oliver Wendell Holmes beamed, ñAndrew Jackson never occupied a 

doubtful position upon any question,ò especially that of ñIndian warfareò and the expulsion of 

ñsavage lifeò from lands destined for white settlement.  Jacksonôs Indian wars as a military 

leader, as well as his and Van Burenôs Indian Removal policy as presidents, laid bare Democratsô 

supposition that other races yielded to white Americans.  Daniel Dickinson, proselytizing 

popular sovereignty, noted that ñnumerous aboriginal nations have been displaced before the 

resistless tide of our prevailing arts, arms, and free principles.ò  George Dallas, meanwhile, 

heady with victory over Mexico, prophesized that ñthe Yankees will in time overrun that portion 

of their territory; and though there is much Mexican blood upon it, we may look to the period as 

not more remoteò when new states would join the ñconstellation of our Union.ò  Popular 

sovereignty hastened racial oblivion, a precursor to the political equality of both white men and 

of nascent states in Americaôs unfolding federal system.
79

 

The opponents of popular sovereignty would derail this destiny by denying ñthat those of 

our fellow citizens who emigrated to the shores of the Pacific and to our other territories, were as 

capable of self-government as their neighbors and kindred whom they left behind them,ò 

surmised Stephen Douglas.  But antislavery fanatics did not simply belittle the equality of white 

men or slander their democratic qualificationsðthey also challenged their propensity to govern 
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non-white Americans.  Explaining the Compromise of 1850 to a skeptical Chicago audience, 

Douglas defended the application of white self-rule to the future of slavery: ñIf they have the 

requisite intelligence and honesty to be intrusted with the enactment of laws for the government 

of white men, I know of no reason why they should not be deemed competent to legislate for the 

negro.ò  Aspersing white menôs democratic acumen insulted them and suggested a higher 

threshold for the legitimate governance of Americaôs non-white population, perhaps even that of 

allowing them to rule themselves.  Opposing popular sovereignty, Democrats believed, 

denigrated white men and created space for black political agency.
80

 

Democrats presumed that the enemies of slavery would strip white men of political rights 

in order to transfer them to black men.  Democrats often referred to Republicans as ñBlackò 

Republicans.  Isaac Chadbourne, a Democrat in Connecticut, condensed the epithet when he 

fumed that ñthe Blacks contend that Congress must be the guardians of the people for the reason 

the people are not competent to manage their own affairs.ò  With the designation ñBlack,ò 

Democrats implied that Republicans prioritized African Americans over white menðwhen 

Republicans criticized popular sovereignty, it could only be to politically empower ñblacks.ò  

ñThat doctrine must and will prevail,ò Chadbourne confidently concluded of popular 

sovereignty, as ñpublic sentiment is a hard current to stem[;] the Blacks will so find it.ò  ñThe 

leading principle of our revolutionary struggle, and also that of the old Republicans of 

Jeffersonôs day,ò explained a North Carolina Democrat, ñwas the question of the right of the 

people in each locality to govern themselves.ò  In the 1850s, however, ñthis great privilege is 

now denied by this party which seeks at the same time to deprive the white men of the Territories 
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of the right of self-government, and to put negroes on a level with them.ò  The ultimate result of 

such machinations could only be the ñdegradation and destruction of the white race.ò
81

  

White men had to be ever vigilant against ñdegradation.ò  Denying white men the power 

to govern those of color degraded them to enslaved status themselvesð as Dickinson explained, 

opposition to popular sovereignty ñinculcates a system of slavery tenfold more abject than that it 

professes to discountenance.ò  The trough of degradation was enslavement.  In the political 

culture of the white manôs republic, the rhetorical trope of slavery referred to white menôs 

forfeiture of the political emoluments incident to whiteness and manhood.  A Democratic 

newspaper presented the stark options for white men, editorializing, ñNo Slavery in Kansasð

Popular Sovereignty there.ò  Allowing white men to spread black slavery staved off white 

slavery and, Democratic paternalists argued, benefited both slaveholders and slaves.  A 

Democratic pamphlet asked, ñhave they not attempted to enslave the posterity of the whites, in 

the territories, by denying the people the rights of self-government, and have they not attempted 

to exclude the slave from the blessings of new territory because he is a slave?ò  Hypocritical 

antislavery restrictions did not benefit African Americans; rather, ñthey help to degrade him, by 

attempting to degrade his master.ò  Popular sovereignty guarded white men from degradation, 

which Democrats defined as the best course for all Americans.
82

   

Thus did denying popular sovereignty strike at a white manôs paternal prerogative at 

home, degrading him and harming his dependents.  Free-state senator John B. Weller argued that 

empowering Congress at the expense of the people reversed the republican assumption as to the 
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location of sovereignty.  Congress, composed of ñthe agents and representatives of the people,ò 

would effectively tell citizens that ñthe servant has become wiser than the master.ò  Servants 

dethroning masters had ramifications beyond political theory, especially for the masters of 

plantation households.  Douglas similarly hinted that antislavery fanatics weakened white menôs 

control over his ñservantsò and other household dependents: ñThey are willing to allow the 

people to legislate for themselves in relation to husband and wife, parent and child, master and 

servant, and guardian and ward, so far as white persons are to be affected; but seem to think that 

it requires a higher degree of civilization and refinement to legislate for the negro race than can 

reasonably be expected the people of a Territory to possess.ò  If white men could not be trusted 

to legislate for African Americans, perhaps they were, in fact, also unqualified to legislate for 

white dependents.  Douglas intimated to northern men that fanatics were not simply questioning 

the household mastery of southern men.
83

   

Cass used his Nicholson letter to unite white heads of household in the Free States and in 

the Slave States against meddling fanatics and invasive government.  He implored, ñif the 

relation of master and servant may be regulated or annihilated by its [Congressôs] legislation, so 

may the relation of husband and wife, of parent and child, and of any other condition which our 

institutions and the habits of our society recognize.ò  A ban on territorial slavery undercut white 

southernersô lordship over their white and enslaved ñfamilies,ò and, by extension, the mastery of 

husbands and fathers in the Free States.  Cass presented southernersô plight in terms northerners 

could understand, asking, ñwhat would be thought if Congress should undertake to prescribe the 

terms of marriage in New York, or to regulate the authority of parents over their children in 

Pennsylvania?ò  Democrats held that all white heads of households enjoyed equal dominion over 
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their diverse ñfamilies,ò both black and white, free and enslaved.  The Democratic defense of 

household mastery resonated with northern men, especially those wary of the market economyôs 

subversion of traditional patriarchy and womenôs colonization of the home as a feminine 

ñsphere.ò  A New Englander bristled, ñwhen the US sells me a farm & I move onto it, Congress 

has no more power over me or my farm, than it has over the person & farm of any other man 

whether that farm & myself are in Missouri or Oregon.
84

     

Popular sovereignty could only advance Herrenvolk democracy if all white men could 

partake.  Democrats therefore railed against Whig senator John M. Claytonôs amendment to the 

Kansas-Nebraska Act prohibiting the foreign-born from voting and holding territorial office.  

This amendment was symptomatic of the countryôs inflamed nativism, which institutionalized 

itself as the Know-Nothing party in 1854.  Considering the Democracyôs dependence on 

immigrant support, an Indianan expressed his concern to Congressman William H. English that 

ñthis odious discrimination against foreignersò would ñutterly defeat the democratic party in the 

North & West.ò  A Philadelphia Democrat concurred regarding ñClaytonôs amendment relating 

to aliens which our German and Irish populations greatly disapprove.ò  Democrats defeated the 

amendment in order to appease their foreign-born allies and because of principled objections to 

any such restriction.
85

 

Prohibiting immigrants from exercising popular sovereignty offended Democrats.  The 

fanatical impulse which would enslave white men by denying them territorial self-governance, 

Daniel Dickinson discerned, was ñthe same spirit which [é] looks upon free suffrage with 
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consternation, and with holy horror upon the naturalization of foreigners; which would itself 

enslave one race, lest they should tolerate a system which holds in bondage another.ò  As with 

native-born white men, denying foreign-born white men purview over slavery effectively made 

them slaves.  A Democratic convention in Jefferson County, Indiana endorsed the Kansas-

Nebraska Act, shorn of Claytonôs amendment.  Just as white men were equal whether residing in 

territories or states, the Hoosiers resolved, so too were white men regardless of nativity.  With 

the bill under consideration in Congress, Indianaôs governor advised a representative, ñI think the 

House should by all means strike out that provision that excludes foreigners from voting, give all 

the white men of every nationò who ñ settle there the absolute right to select their own law 

making, without any restriction as to Birth Education or property.ò  Alabamian Philip Phillips, 

meanwhile, was an eloquent crusader against the Know-Nothing party.  Addressing an 1855 

meeting of Philadelphia Democrats, he decried ñthe fanatical spirit which seeks to divide us, by 

distinctions of religion and nativity.ò  ñClosely identified with this anti-republican movement,ò 

he elaborated, ñis the sectional aggression now combining its forces in the Northern States.ò  

Both degrading strains of fanaticismðnativism and abolitionismðwould be thwarted by popular 

sovereigntyôs recognition of all white men as equally superior to all other men.
86

  

 

In 1854 Senator Salmon P. Chase wrote to his predecessor, William Allen, and told him, 

ñI look now for a reorganization of parties.ò  Chase decreed that ñthe old democratic 
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organizationò had ñfulfilled its mission when the Ind
t
. Treasury was established on the Ruins of 

the Slave Power.ò  Although Chase had never been a Democrat, he was a doctrinaire Jacksonian 

in matters of political economy, and he hoped to fuse Jacksonianism with antislavery principles.  

With the Bank War resolved and the question of slaveryôs expansion ascendant at the end of the 

Mexican War, Chase had cast his lot with the Free Soilers, who rewarded him with Allenôs 

Senate seat in 1849.  Now, in 1854, with the passage of the Kansas Nebraska-Act, Chase 

anticipated a more thorough realignment.  ñThere must be as heretofore a Democratic Party & a 

Conservative Party under some name,ò Chase told Allen.  The new Democratic party he hoped 

for was not the current one dominated by the Slave Power and its Doughface acolytes.  It would 

instead be ña really progressive earnestly resolute democracy, suited to the times,ò which, for 

Chase, meant that it would oppose slavery.
87

 

Chase, like many Americans, thought in terms of a two-party system pitting progress 

against conservatism.  Chase agreed that Jacksonian economic thought was a progressive force.  

In choosing to be a Free Soiler and later a Republican, however, he had concluded that the 

Democracy would never rekindle its progressive ethos, smothered as it was by the partyôs 

proslavery stance.  Many stalwart Democrats disagreed.  In 1852 another Ohioan, William M. 

Corry, shared with Kentuckyôs Joseph Holt his belief that the Democracy was yet Americaôs 

progressive party and was destined to play a pivotal role in world affairs.  He divined the 

outcome of the halting realignment: ñThe Whigs and the Democrats will decompose and 

recompose:ðthe former making their organisation under the name of a Union party; and the 
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latter calling themselves Progressive democrats.ò  ñThere is no question upon which side the 

strength will be,ò this progressive Democrat assured Holt.
88

   

While Democrats in the 1850s assumed that they remained agents of progress, many 

began to conceive a new role for their party suited to the times, one that defied the progressive-

conservative binary through which many Americans viewed politics.  They took advantage of the 

partisan realignment to claim both the progressive and conservative mantles.  Jacksonians had 

always regarded themselves as the representatives of Americaôs republican majority, and 

although they pioneered the concept of legitimate two-party competition, they still evinced a 

reflexive urge to monopolize political legitimacy.  It was therefore only natural that the party of 

the people, the only truly legitimate party, would aspire to synthesize the best of progressivism 

and conservatism.
89

 

By the end of the Mexican War, the Democracy had created an unprecedentedly free and 

equal democratic polity for white men.  Yet Democrats anticipated that fanaticism unmoored 

from the faltering two-party system would erase the racial inequality antecedent to white 

democracy.  Democrats consequently resolved to conserve the progress they had already 

achieved.  White male democracy, geographical expansion, and the limited state were not simply 

the fruits of progressive reform.  By arguing that these concepts were simultaneously 

conservative pillars of social order and racial hierarchy, Democrats intended to become 

Americaôs progressive and conservative party.  To do so, they would not have to become 

supplicants of the Slave Power, as Salmon Chase predicted.  Nor would they have to restrain the 

ructious democratic radicalism they had already unleashed.  With popular sovereignty, 
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Democrats hoped to prove to white men anxious about losing their political prerogative that a 

hearty dose of local self-government and egalitarian democracy would conserve their happy 

republic. 
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CHAPTER 2: CONSERVATISM AND FANATICISM:                                                          

THE POLITICAL IDEOLOGY OF THE DEMOCRACY BEFORE THE CIVIL WAR 

 

That party to which we have all been so long attached, has doubtless, not been always 

perfectly right in its movements, because perfection does not appertain to man or to 

associations of men.  But, with this qualification, I think I venture nothing in saying, that 

of all the political parties which have arisen in this or any other country, there has not 

been another, in the formation and history of which, there have been such exclusive 

regard and devotion to the maintenance of human rights, and the happiness and welfare 

of the masses of the people. 

ðMartin Van Buren, 1856
1
 

Jonathan S. Wilcoxôs diary presents a near caricature of Yankee stolidity.  The entries 

capture the deliberate rhythms of his life as a farmer and merchant, Christian, and Democrat in 

Madison, Connecticut.  Terse notations record the dayôs weather and the agricultural tasks it 

permitted.  Weekly entries on the Sabbath attest to Wilcoxôs religious devotion.  The less 

frequent, but no less regular, tides of American democracy also flow into the diary.  Wilcox was 

a staunch party man, and he attended the various county and state nominating conventions that 

punctuated the life of an antebellum partisan.  As with farming, these events merited brief 

mentionðñI attended a county convention of the Democrats I was President of the conventionò 

as noteworthy as ñI this day planted Potatoes!!ò  Wilcox structured his life around the 

predictability of raising and marketing his crop, paying obeisance to his God, and observing the 

electoral calendar.  There was little that intruded upon his equipoise with enough force to 

provoke sustained reflection in his diary.
2
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 Wilcox did indulge in occasional loquacity on Sundays, when his uprightness extended to 

appraisals of the dayôs sermons, those delivered ñin the a mò and ñin the pm.ò  After the usual 

notation, ñI attended church all day,ò follow his assessments of the preachersô efforts.  The 

morning sermon for July 31, 1859, on ñthe sins of omission,ò he judged ñpretty good.ò  Wilcox 

was less charitable to the evening sermon, when the pastor ñpreachôd what I call socialist 

doctrine That isðhe wanted all men to be made equal in every respect.ò  Wilcoxôs livelihood, 

faith, and politics usually coexisted.  Occasionally, however, a dissonant note, such as socialist 

claptrap about human equality, jolted this New England burgher just enough for us to glimpse 

the assumptions undergirding his worldview.  Departures from the usual parsimony of his diary 

register these rare bouts of mental atonality.
3
  

A similar incident in April 1860 impelled Wilcox to resort to the catharsis of writing to 

restore his self-assurance as a civic leader, God-fearing patriarch, and devout Democrat.  In an 

unusually long entry he fumed over a ñPolitical harangueò masquerading as a sermon, an act 

which Wilcox deemed a ñdesecration of the Pulpit & of the Sabbath.ò  Wilcox recounted his 

confrontation with the preacher afterward: ñI said to him that I had one request to ask him, and 

that wasðIf he wished to give Madison people a Political Lecture and would do it on a week 

dayðwe would hear itðBut I did not want him to do it on the Sabbath.ò  In a moment of self-

doubt, he wondered if ñI shold [sic] be concernedðfor what I said, as 7/8 of the people 

presentðagree with the Preacher in Politics and I do not.ò  ñI am a Democrat,ò he yelled into his 

diary, his confidence restored, ñand believe that each state in the Union of states have a perfect 

right to make their own municipal Laws as suits themselves.ò  This Democrat refused to tolerate 

an attack on his partyôs beliefs, especially one that feigned the sanction of a higher authority.  

                                                      
3
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The matter so ruffled Wilcox that he deviated from habit and refused to ñgo to church in the PM 

as I did not want to hear him any more such Preaching on the Sabbath.ò
4
 

 

Wilcox took offense at an antislavery preacher chastising the Slave States, as he would 

have bristled at similar dictation leveled at him personally, because he understood his individual 

prerogative as tied to a stateôs power to legalize or proscribe slavery.  This Connecticut Yankeeôs 

rights were bound up with the self-rule of white men in the South.  The white male individual lay 

at the heart of Democratsô understanding of politics and society.  Building on the assumption of 

this raced and gendered citizen, Democrats formulated notions of social progress and order, 

individual rights, national belonging, and, ultimately, their Good Society.  Presuming to instruct 

the Slave States, as Wilcoxôs minister did, was one manifestation of fanaticism forcing a foreign 

morality on all white men.  Any diminution of a white manôs individual self-determination, 

whether to rule himself or to take part in the governance of his community, was a threat to all.  

Democrats were experts at ferreting out even the slightest intimation of such degradation.  

Individual mastery and fanatical degradation were the ideological antipodes orienting 

Democratsô mental universe, and the preservation of their autonomy demanded constant 

vigilance. 

The individual, enjoying mastery at home and treated as a democratic equal in public, 

was simultaneously the salient of social progress and the redoubt of social order.  Reflecting the 

multiple roles they assigned individuals, Democrats used several terms to describe their political 

beliefs.  The New Hampshire Democracy, for instance, received praise in 1852 for being ñever 

conservative to preserve the good of our polity, and ever progressive to adopt a well-based 
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experiment.ò  South Carolinaôs James L. Orr, attempting to persuade his stateôs Democrats to 

trust the national party, reassured them in 1855 that they had allies among Doughfaces, those 

ñconservative men at the North,ò who doubled as those ñliberal men from the North.ò  In their 

contest against Know Nothings in 1854, Democrats in Indiana, ñtrue to the great and liberal 

principles of our Government,ò vowed to ñmanfully battle against all such illiberal, narrow and 

anti-republican platforms.ò  In the 1850s, Democrats referred to themselves as progressive, 

liberal, and conservative, sometimes in the same breath.
5
 

This nomenclatural variation should restrain the reflexive, ahistorical urge to assume that 

past party systems possessed one progressive and one conservative party.  In a time of political 

instability, Democrats seized all monikers.  Precisely defining each term requires the recognition 

that Democrats drew from larger traditions of political thought as they reacted to their immediate 

political context.  Democrats regarded themselves as progressives, liberals, and conservatives, as 

well as nationalists, as they would have defined those terms.  They wanted to conserve a 

progressive nation premised on mass democracy and liberal toleration of individual diversity.  

Democrats intensified their devotion to liberal, national, and progressive precepts and bent them 

in a conservative direction in the 1850s.  Beset with new challenges, Democrats attempted to 

conserve what had been progressive, if not even radicalða geographically expansive white 

manôs republic composed of democratically self-governing individuals.
6
   

                                                      
5
Sketches of the Lives of Franklin Pierce and Wm. R. King, Candidates of the Democratic Republican Party for the 

Presidency and Vice Presidency of the United States (n.p., [1852]), 4; The Cincinnati Convention. Letter from James 

L. Orr, of South Carolina, to Hon. C. W. Dudley, on the Propriety of Having the State of South Carolina 

Represented in the Democratic National Convention, to Be Held in Cincinnati (Washington, D. C.: H. Polkinhornôs 

Steam Book and Job Printing Office, [1855]), 3; (Indianapolis) Indiana Daily State Sentinel, July 19, 1854. 

6
Democratsô conservatism was the political parallel of the broader intellectual and cultural turn toward order and 

consolidation at midcentury.  John Higham, ñFrom Boundlessness to Consolidation: The Transformation of 

American Culture, 1848-1860,ò in Hanging Together: Unity and Diversity in American Culture, ed. Carl J. Guarneri 

(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001), 149-65.  For the southern context, see Timothy M. Roberts, 

ñóRevolutions Have Become the Bloody Toy of the Multitudeô: European Revolutions, the South, and the Crisis of 

1850,ò Journal of the Early Republic 25, no. 2 (Summer 2005): 259-83. 



86 

 

Democrats took advantage of the realignmentôs flux to monopolize all legitimate points 

on the political spectrum and to dismiss all opposition as illegitimate fanaticism.  They 

approached their diverse enemies as variations of this ideological monolith.  The hydra of 

fanaticism presented itself in the middle of the nineteenth century as ñFree-Loveism, 

Spiritualism,ò ñMillerism, Mesmerism, Mormonism,ò ñknow nothingism, Dowism, 

abolitionism,ò ñWilmot proviso-ism,ò ñtranscendentalism,ò ñanti-Foreignism,ò ñNative-

Americanism,ò ñFanny Wrightism, Agrarianism,ò ñhigher-lawism,ò ñPuritanism,ò ñcommunism 

and socialism,ò ñChurch burning Nativism,ò ñSectionalism, Maine Law-ism, Womanôs Rights-

ism, and every other ism that can be conceived of.ò
7
  Infatuated with their isms, ñGrahamites and 

Fourierites,ò ñDorrites,ò ñanti-renters,ò ñthe agrarian and leveler,ò ñsmall editors, little speakers 
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on low stumps, writers of bad novels and forgotten poems, preachers of Pantheism,ò and other 

ñmad-brained fanatics, and visionary reformersò sowed disorder in the pursuit of their 

perfectionist hobbies.  Democrats detected a common impulse behind the ñmany conflicting isms 

as belong to the idiosyncratic school of modern Babel.ò  After accounting for variations, the 

dross that remained was the fanatical tendency to employ the state to impose exclusive moral 

codes on independent white men.
8
   

This ñstrange medley of united fanaticismsò composed a discordant accompaniment to 

Democratsô harmonious worldview.  Democrats valued the progress which resulted from 

individuals and communities democratically governing themselves, while fanatics violated 

individual rights and resorted to centralized state power to inflict destructive reforms.  Basing 

progress on the individual demanded liberal toleration of white menôs diversity, a celebration of 

difference which, in turn, fostered an inclusive and embracing nationalism.  Fanatical bigotry 

sacrificed diversity for uniformity and defined national belonging narrowly.  The Democratic 

individual was a raced and gendered beingðabstract individualism took concrete form in the 

master of non-white and female dependents.  While he served as the dynamo of social progress, 

this individual also functioned as the conduit of conservatismðthe exclusive boundaries of the 

white manôs republic were made safe by his maintenance of racial and gender hierarchies at 

home.  Fanatics denied the racial and gender basis of individualism and, consequently, degraded 

white men and the white manôs republic by encouraging female and non-white political agency.  
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Faced with fanaticism in the 1850s, Democrats did not abandon their Jacksonian progressivism.  

But by newly emphasizing that the individual energy that catalyzed progress also exerted a 

soothing conservatism, they fused their progressive past with the conservative posture that 

present exigencies demanded.
9
 

 

Progressive Individualism or Fanatical Centralization 

Democrats in the late 1840s and 1850s were enamored of the progressive dispensation in 

which they lived.  All Democrats, not merely the newer generation in the Free States attuned to 

the ñYoung Americaò movement, hailed the eraôs ubiquitous signs of human ingenuity.  Old 

Fogies and southern statesô rights Democrats welcomed industrial progress, geographical 

expansion, and the accumulation of knowledge.  Democrats even lionized progress that seemed 

antithetical to Thomas Jeffersonôs agrarian vision.  Vice President George M. Dallas, visiting 

Pittsburgh, hoped that the city government would not try to disperse the ñdark and almost fixed 
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cloud of coal smokeò that enwombed the cityðresidents should thrill at this atmospheric 

testament to the ñrising prosperity, and wealth, and importance of the óIron City.ôò  Democrats 

anticipated the onward march of progress, even unto perfection.  In 1847 a Virginia congressman 

welcomed the millennium that Democratic free trade policy would inaugurate with the 

eradication of ñilliberal restrictions, ancient prejudices, and venerated errors.ò  ñCivilization will 

advance, then, with more rapid and joyful steps,ò and ñthe World will acquire additional and 

stronger guaranties for the permanent preservation of general peace, and for the continuous 

amelioration of Humanity.ò
10

   

Democrats attributed domestic progress to their partyôs ñbenign principles.ò  The 

countryôs international reputation as the guidon of political liberty was also owing to the party.  

ñThere is no safety for European monarchical governments,ò taunted one Democrat, ñif the 

progressive sprit of the Democracy of the United States is allowed to succeed.ò  Democratic 

individualism laid the groundwork for these achievements.  Change could be wrenching and 

disruptive, especially if foisted upon the people by a fanatical and centralized state.  As opposed 

to actively facilitating social reforms and economic development, Democrats preferred using the 

government to ñremove impediments from national progress,ò including those erected by the 

state itself.  Recognizing the political rights of sovereign individuals and autonomous 

communities to rule themselves and effect their own progress harnessed the potential of the 

citizenry and led to orderly development.  It was these ñgreat principles of progressive 
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Democracyò that gave free reign to the ñfull expression of the energies and capacity of this great 

and progressive people.ò
11

 

 

Senator James Shields of Illinois enumerated his partyôs central beliefs: ñnational 

progress, territorial extension, the constitutional independence of the States, and the political 

liberty of the individual.ò  Individual liberty anteceded the others: the ñcardinal principle of that 

partyðthe cherished principle of every liberal heartðis its sacred regard for the natural and 

political rights of individuals.ò  Democrats defined individual liberty expansively.  Shields 

demanded ñfreedom of action in all cases where the act is not prejudicial to others.ò  Individual 

liberty also required a curious and open mind so that each white man could decide for himself, 

especially concerning personal morality.  ñIt ought to be our pride and boast,ò maintained an 

Alabamian, ñthat there never has been and never can be in this country any organization of 
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society to awe the mind from an investigation of what claims to be established creeds.ò  

Corollary to and growing out of individualism was self-determination for local governments 

composed of autonomous white men.  Democrats thwarted fanaticism by allowing individuals to 

pursue progress within their own bailiwicks.  The party enshrined ñthe right of every man to 

make the sacredness of his hearthstone known by the free exercise of his wisdom in domestic 

control,ò along with the corresponding ñright of every town, of those ólittle democracies,ô [é] to 

manage their own municipal matters in their own way.ò
12

    

The individual unloosed and the community self-governing were the engines of progress.  

ñHuman imagination has never conceived a system,ò effused Virginian Robert M. T. Hunter, 

ñwhich could give so powerful a spur to human progress, and so great an impulse to human 

energy.ò  ñIt calls into play all the active elements of human character, and affords an 

opportunity for the peaceful exercise of each,ò Hunter continued.  ñTo what else is it,ò he asked, 

ñthat we owe the scene of universal energy which our country exhibits.ò  American 

advancement, according to James L. Orr, ñhas been attained by aggregating individual industry 

and energy.ò  ñMan,ò he implored before graduates at Furman University, ñindividual man, has 

made these brilliant achievements, and still has left much for you to accomplish.ò  Individual 

agency led to both private and public happiness.  National progress could not occur but in the 

hands of these unfettered individuals, because ñunder our form of Government, [é] the people 

are sovereign, and have in their own hands the destiny of their country.ò
13
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Their faith in the capacity of ñthe sovereign peopleò for self-government reflected 

Democratsô devotion to the theory of popular sovereignty inherited from the American 

Revolution.  A Democrat in Mobile countered nativists by arguing that immigrants could not 

help but be cowed by this American invention: ñHe soon finds that the people here are the 

sovereigns, and he leads a virtuous and industrious life to win their confidence and merit their 

esteem.ò  A Virginian could not understand how anyone could mock the militia, composed as it 

was of ñmen whom the constitution makes the chief depository of political power, and 

pronounces capable and worthy to control the complex and splendid machinery of our 

government.ò  Putting theory into practice, Democrats empowered the people to rule themselves.  

They were proud of Americaôs unprecedented franchise for white men, by the 1850s a fait 

accompli.  Voting was the moment when the peopleôs sovereignty emerged out of abstraction to 

operate as a mechanism of governance: ñit is the duty, as well as the privilege, of every freeman 

entitled to the right of suffrage to exercise the high prerogative of a freeman in realityðin other 

words, to be his own representative.ò  Even in voting for a legislative representative, white men 

did not abdicate sovereignty, as ñhere in this enlightened government each individual man is a 

sovereign within himself.ò
14

  

The assumption that power resided with the people, and not with the government, 

transcended Fourth of July grandiloquenceðit shaped Democratic culture and policy.  A 

correspondent told Senator Stephen A. Douglas that ñI have some claim to your attention for 

several reasons first (I am one of the Sovreigns [sic]).ò  Douglas took this sovereign seriously 
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and made sure to thank him.  Upon his 1851 inauguration, Governor William H. Ross lent his 

support to a convention to revise Delawareôs constitution.  He was content to follow the people 

in this matter, because ñthe will of the people is the sovereign powerò and ñshould control the 

action of their agentsò such as himself.  Virginia Democrat John Y. Mason, one such 

officeholding ñagent,ò only reclaimed his sovereignty when he left the cabinet in 1849.  A friend 

reflected that ñwe have both returned to private life, & [are] both therefore Sovereigns.ò  

Democrats acknowledged the sovereignty of the people most dramatically by allowing territorial 

settlers to legislate on slavery, a specific policy distilled from the larger political theory and also 

labeled ñpopular sovereignty.ò  Douglas, the policyôs most vocal proponent, received news of an 

ñimmense meetingò in Ohio, at which ñat least twelve hundred popular sovereigns sent up their 

shouts of gladnessò in support of the Little Giant.
15

 

Their encomiums to popular sovereignty and the connection they made between 

individual agency and national progress reveals that Democrats held a positive view of human 

nature.  Several historians have argued that Democrats were pessimistic regarding individualsô 

self-interestedness and tendency toward unrepublican corruption.  Despairing of manôs 

instinctive self-aggrandizement, Democrats wanted to disempower the state, lest individuals use 

it to further their selfish ends.  In his inaugural editorial of The Democratic Review in 1837, John 

L. OôSullivan had condoned ñórestraintsô on the free action of the popular opinion and willò in 

order to forestall ñprecipitate legislation.ò  He admonished, ñall government is evil, and the 
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parent of evil.ò  He also imparted to American politics the memorable dictum: ñthe best 

government is that which governs least.ò  Listening to such statements has led scholars to ascribe 

Democratsô antistatism to trepidation about human nature.
16

 

Yet Democrats could hardly have been so optimistic about self-government if man was 

inherently debased.  They at times evinced saccharine optimism when extolling the people.  

OôSullivan, for instance, although suspicious of the state, trusted the people, declaring, ñwe have 

an abiding confidence in the virtue, intelligence, and full capacity for self-government, of the 

great mass of our peopleðour industrious, honest, manly, intelligent millions of freemen.ò  

ñDemocracy is the cause of Humanity.  It has faith in human nature,ò he trumpeted.  This praise 

echoed in the 1850s.  A Democrat in 1854 claimed that his party ñbelieves the people may be 

safely entrusted with power, and that man is advancing to a state of greater perfectibility, and 

that even ancient laws may be modified to meet the progressive spirit of the age.ò  Democrats 

encouraged individuals in their pursuits of perfection.
17

   

Democrats did prefer, however, that individuals indulge perfectionist strivings in private, 

not through the tyrannical state, for perfectionism was a potentially fanatical tendency, latent 

within all.  According to a Massachusetts Democrat, there was a ñmadness which fanaticism 

always arouses in the human heart.ò  When individuals presumed to force the unwilling into their 

personal utopias, fanatical despotism ensued.  A Tennessee Democrat found the seeds of 
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fanaticism in individualsô selective disregard for parts of the Constitution, such as the fugitive 

slave clause, that guarded the rights of other white menðñthey begin by resisting it in their 

hearts, rebelling against it in their feelings,ò acts which could escalate into ñopen warfare against 

both the Constitution and Law of Congress.ò  In reference to the antislavery movement, R. M. T. 

Hunter complained that ñthe debates and action of Congress were sought to be perverted to the 

creation of a moral machinery for the destruction of the institutions of some of the States.ò  

Access to the stateôs ñmoral machineryò metastasized individualsô perfectionism into 

governmental fanaticism.  Democrats like Hunter would have agreed with the twentieth-century 

British political theorist Michael Oakeshott that ñthe conjunction of dreaming and ruling 

generates tyranny.ò
18

 

If the state left every man free to chase his own Good Society, individualsô perfectionist 

endeavors would, on the contrary, safely spur national progress.  A Floridian reminded fellow 

Democrats that Jacksonôs ñfaith in their capacity to conduct for themselves all the operations of 

business with which they might be connected was complete, and he saw no justice but to let them 

do it uncontrolled and unawed by any central agent.ò  Perfectionist striving, free from centralized 

oversight, ensured that individuals and communities could follow their own visions without 

impinging on others.  ñThe only safe or justifiable rule under our system,ò advised an Illinoisan, 

ñis for every people to attend to the correction of their own evils and their own laws, and leave 

other communities the right and privilege of doing the same thing for themselves.ò  Under these 

auspices, perfectionism did not perturb Democrats.  According to another midwesterner, all 

ñshould be left free to arive [sic] at full perfection, without the influences of a great 
                                                      
18

Loring, A Speech Delivered at Webster, Mass., 22; Address of Ex-Gov. Aaron V. Brown, 6; Address of R. M. T. 

Hunter, of Virginia, before the Democratic Association of Richmond, 8; Michael Oakeshott, ñOn Being 

Conservative,ò 1956, in Rationalism in Politics and Other Essays, rev. ed. (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1991), 434.  

See also, Substance of the Speech of Hon. W. K. Sebastian, Made before the Democratic Mass Meeting, at Helena, 

November 23, 1855 (Washington, D. C.: Congressional Globe Office, [1855]), 2.   



96 

 

overshadowing, central, consolidated government.ò  Their desire that all men have equal 

opportunity to achieve perfection, not revulsion at human nature itself, constituted the basis of 

their antistatism.
19

 

 

While Democrats reveled in progress, they were culturally alienated from some of the 

ageôs intellectual currents, especially reformism they deemed fanatical.  Ohioôs George Pugh 

praised this ñage of unexampled achievement in the mechanical arts, in commercial adventure, in 

whatever ministers to physical comfort or desire.ò  But beneath ñmaterial prosperityò festered the 

spiritual rot of fanaticism.  The fanatical impulse promised only social strife, not orderly 

advancement.  Fanatical reforms were illusoryðseduced by fanaticism, Pugh observed, ñwe look 

for something vast, and intricate, and new, some panacea,ò including antislavery agitation, 

temperance, and nativism.  In a speech inveighing against the ñinsanity of the times,ò Illinois 

congressman Samuel S. Marshall observed that ñwe believe ourselves to be the most intelligent 

and enlightened people that the sun shines on.ò  ñAnd yet,ò  he lamented, ñwithin the past few 

years there is no folly so great, no theory in religion, morals, or politics, so wild and visionary, 

that it will not find numerous and zealous advocates among our people.ò  Modern Americans, in 

short, were smitten with ñwild and crazy theories.ò
20
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The fanatical disposition assumed a variety of forms, including religious persecution and 

superstition, its oldest variant, alongside experimentation with novel social forms, including 

communalism, ñwomanôs rights conventions,ò and ñfree-love societies.ò  Fanaticism, moreover, 

prompted individuals and communities to coerce others.  It created a society in which ñeach of us 

bewails the necessity of reformation in every body except himself; and pursuing this benevolent 

design, we have enacted laws for the regulation of social as well as political duties.ò  Democrats 

insisted that intermeddling was most destructive when fanatics seized the stateôs ñmoral 

machineryò to impose their exclusionary conceptions of the Good Society on unwilling white 

men.  If f anaticism was misguided as a social impulse, then as a political force, it imperiled the 

republic.
21

 

The inclination to intermeddle characterized all fanatics, leading Democrats to approach 

political contests as a cosmic showdown between ñtwo opposite views of government.ò  Their 

own ñtheory of local self-governmentò sparred with ñthe meddling theory of government.ò  

Fanaticism was the ancient enemy of democracy in a new guise.  Fanatics had inherited ñthe 

Federal, or Whig philosophy,ò an export of Massachusetts.  The ñDemocratic philosophy,ò 

meanwhile, had taken root in Virginia.  Temperance, nativism, and abolitionism in the 1850s 

comprised the latest reincarnation of what Democrats variously called Toryism, Federalism, or 

Whiggery.  Federalists and their fanatical heirs allegedly distrusted the people and relied instead 

on centralized state power.  A Democrat in Cincinnati isolated ñthe true issue between the two 

great antagonistical principles in all governments, Democracy and Monarchy.ò  According to the 

Democrats of Muskingum County, Ohio, the two worldviews could be traced back to antiquity.  

Federalism stemmed from Aristotleôs preference for monarchy, while Democracy descended 
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from Platoôs republicanism.  With their divergent genealogies, and ñbeing guided by very 

different systems, the Federalist, and the Democrat, must in their legislation, and governmental 

policy, arrive at and produce very different results.ò
22

 

Fanatics consolidated governmental power because they despaired of white menôs ability 

to govern themselves; Democrats, meanwhile, circumscribed the state to preserve popular 

sovereignty.  Just as Democrats stressed that denying territorial settlers the ability to decide on 

slavery impugned their democratic acumen, they also found that when the government 

ñinterfere[s] with the pursuits of the governedò and ñassumes the power of discriminating 

between different classes, it is usurping a power of sovereignty which the people have never 

conferred.ò  The Democratic Review advised that the ñconcession or surrender of power, 

belonging to the people in their organic functions, in their capacities as sovereigns, should be 

contemplated with prudence.ò  The state should be starved of power: ñWe would say, Reserve as 

much as is possible to the sovereigns, the people.ò  In 1854 Democratic candidates in Virginia 

were touted as ñLimitariansðstrict Constructionistsò and for being ñout and out against 

consolidation.  Out and out for restraining the improper exercise of federal power.ò  The desire to 

impoverish the state reflected the belief that sovereignty rested with the people.
23
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Democrats feared that once the moral machinery of the government was accepted as a 

tool with which to engineer progress or implement reform, the growth of the state would prove 

inevitable.  Even admirable philanthropic intentions harbingered tyranny when coupled with 

state power.  A Democratic newspaper cheered President Pierceôs 1854 veto of the ñInsane Bill,ò 

which would have charged Congress with caring for ñthe indigent insane of the different States.ò  

Once the federal government assumed stewardship over one class of citizens, state paternalism 

would know no bounds.  The reform would ñempower the federal government to take under its 

protection the indigent who are not insane.ò  There would be no ñlimit or restraint to the 

charitable impulses of Congress,ò with the state becoming ña husband to the widow and a father 

to the fatherless.ò  In their own version of this slippery slope mindset, southerners feared that the 

state could also become the master of their slaves.  In this view they hearkened back to Nathaniel 

Macon, the Old Republican who had soothsaid, ñif Congress can make canals, they can with 

more propriety emancipate.ò  Agreeing with republicans of the Revolutionary era, Democrats 

feared that governmental power accreted over time.  Eventually the state would even usurp the 

place of white men as masters of household dependents.
24

   

 State power was only one of the supposedly disproportionate and unnecessary means 

fanatics used to effect their reforms.  Fanatics also relied on ñinflammatory addresses made to 

the passions,ò instead of appeals to reason.  They were ñbase enough to attempt to obtain 
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political power by catering to morbid sentimentality.ò  A short distance separated impassioned 

politics from violence, whereupon ñmissionaries of bloodò would introduce ñthe guillotines of 

reckless politiciansò to the United States.
25

  The ñpersonal worshipers and particular fannatical 

[sic] followersò of antislavery congressman Joshua R. Giddings, for example, ñwould destroy the 

Union itself if they could by that course accomplish their fiendish purpose.ò  Democrats 

recognized that political ideas had consequences and ought to be handled cautiously.  When 

Winfield Scott ran for president in 1852, Democrats remembered that nativist riots in 

Philadelphia in 1844 had been ñthe legitimate consequences of his viewsò on immigrants and 

Catholics.  Democrats also pointed to ñabolitionists and other ruffians, armed with rifles, cannon, 

and the like weaponsò enforcing antislavery dogma in Kansas.  ñArmed men, incited to the 

wildest excesses by the dangerous teachings of a false philanthropyò were but ñthe necessary 

results of a rabid fanaticism, that loses the substance in grasping the shadow.ò
26

   

That the state only engorged itself over time and that fanatics failed to calibrate their 

means to their ends meant that their reforms yielded unintended consequences.  In trying to cure 

social ills, fanatics only provoked new evils or compounded existing ones.  A Whig who threw 

his support to the Democrats grumbled about this ñdistempered and unmeaning philanthropyò 

which longed for ñthe cure of one evil by the creation of ten thousand.ò  Those ñboastful 

philanthropies and philosophiesò and those ñmachineries to be engrafted upon legislationò then 

in vogue would only ñbe successful, [é] because they include and foster the very disease which 

they profess to extirpate.ò  Antislavery fanatics would always be able to rail against slavery, as 
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their agitation ensured its continuance.  ñBut for the rashness and inconsiderate zeal of outside 

agitators,ò claimed a Marylander in 1852, ñthe progress of emancipation would have been much 

greater than it has been for the last thirty years.ò  James Henry Hammond enthused over ñthe 

happy results of this abolition discussion,ò which had prompted a ñre-examination and explosion 

of the false theories of religion, philanthropy and political economyò by which slavery was 

previously considered ñan evil.ò  Thanks to abolitionists, southerners claimed, they now saw the 

institution for what it really wasða positive good.
27

 

Democratsô critiques tapped into a tradition of lodging maledictions against fanaticism.  

Many European political theorists, having witnessed the Continentôs religious wars and 

Englandôs Puritan despotism in the seventeenth century, denounced overly enthusiastic politics.  

ñEnthusiasm,ò according to David Hume, was ñfounded on strong spirits, and a presumptuous 

boldness of character.ò  Dire consequences resulted when passion ñrises to that height as to 

inspire the deluded fanatic with the opinion of divine illuminations, and with a contempt for the 

common rules of reason, morality, and prudence.ò  In the ecstasy of their own righteousness, 

fanatics could not help but infringe upon others.  Voltaireôs play Fanaticism featured Mahomet, a 

caricature of religious extremism, who is rebuked by another character for ñhav[ing] the nerve to 

think you can mold the world to your whims and order people to think like you do, even as you 

bring them nothing but carnage and fear.ò  Anti-fanaticism energized the Enlightenment as 
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theorists enshrined reason and natural law, as well as a social contract that limited the state and 

protected individual rights, to mitigate the ramifications of impassioned politics.
28

   

Democrats agreed that fanaticism corroded social order by casting society into perpetual 

flux.  It comprised a mode of conducting politics, rather than a set of clear goals or definition of 

the Good Society.  ñAbolition will not stop,ò and ñrun-mad fanaticismò would never desist, 

because there was always one more reform to agitate in the pursuit of amorphous and 

unattainable utopias.  Fanatics were ñthose who cannot let well enough alone,ò as they hurried 

ñfrom one subject of excitement to another, from one hatred to another, from one persecution to 

another.ò
29

  They worked against political stability and social consolidation; ñphrenzied 

fanaticism,ò in its ñnervous haste to discuss new topics before old ones are understood,ò could 

not be glutted.  Former president James Buchanan, looking back on the turmoil of the 1850s, 

delivered the epitaph for the fanatical decade: ñFanaticism never stops to reason.  Driven by 

honest impulse, it rushes on to its object without regard to interposing obstacles.ò  ñThis spirit of 

interference with what we may choose to consider the domestic evils of other nations,ò he 
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moralized while watching the Civil War roil the nation, ñhas in former periods covered the earth 

with blood.ò
30

  

 

Liberal Toleration or Fanatical Bigotry 

Jonathan S. Wilcox was a devout man, and his diary records his approval of evangelical 

reforms, such as temperance and the colonization of African Americans.  The tempo of his trade 

regularly took Wilcox from Connecticut to New York City to market goods, and he attended 

services while traveling.  We can imagine an impish, even voyeuristic, urge propelling Wilcox to 

ñHenry Ward Beechers church in Brooklynò in February 1854.  ñHad I not have known that it 

was a church and the pastor a professed preacher of Christ,ò he recollected, ñI should have 

thought that I had been in a political caucus.ò  Wilcox resolved not to ñdesecrate another Sabbath 

ever in hearing such a libelious [sic] &  seditious harrange [sic].ò
31

  

Whether the profanation at which he took umbrage was the adulteration of matters 

spiritual by those temporal or a crafty clericôs efforts to cloak political polemic in religious garb, 

the mixing of religion and politics struck Wilcox as indecorous.  His revulsion was indicative of 

the Democracyôs aversion to a symbiotic church and state.  Religious extremism fueled many 

fanatical political crusades, Democrats maintained, including those aimed at Catholicism, 

slavery, and alcohol.  Religious zealots like Beecher, who ñbray a political religion and religious 

politics,ò manifested a trait common to all fanaticsðbigoted intolerance.  Fanatical bigotry 
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injected schismatic proscription and inquisitional persecution into American politics.  An 

intolerant state, under the sway of ñpolitico-religious fanaticism,ò would excommunicate white 

men from the body politic.
32

 

ñBigotry and intollerance [sic]ò characterized the fanatical opposition in the minds of 

Democrats.  Clement C. Clay rebuked ñthat intolerance, which, in some countries, has proven a 

bloody scourge, and is, in all, the chief bane of social concord.ò  In 1852 Whig presidential 

candidate Winfield Scott, with his nativist baggage, epitomized this narrow-mindedness.  

Democrats appraised him as ña man of envious spirit, narrow and malignant feelings, and 

intolerant and proscriptive nature.ò  Indulging intolerance set a disturbing precedentðaccording 

to a Catholic member of the Democracy, ñin a Government like ours, the rights of no class, 

however humble they may be, can be assailed without endangering the rights of all.ò  When 

bigots used the state to discriminate against one group of white men, such as Catholics, they 

invalidated the equality enjoyed by all white men.
33

 

Democrats answered fanaticsô bigoted intolerance with their own liberal toleration.  They 

called themselves and their principles ñliberal,ò a term which they used to refer to their 

acceptance of diversity.  The Democracy, for example, stood on a ñbroad, just and liberal 

platform in favor of naturalization.ò  Andrew Jackson was ever the inspiration, given ñthe 

generous and liberal heart which throbbed in his bosom, and the generous and liberal principles 

which signalized his political creed, [which] would never have permitted that he should give his 

                                                      
32

The Lecompton Question. Governor Wiseôs Tammany, Philadelphia and Illinois Letters, Together with Letters to 

Charles W. Russell, Esq. by a Virginia Democrat. ([Richmond?, 1858?]), 2; Sketches of the Lives of Franklin Pierce 

and Wm. R. King, 9. 

33
Horatio Seymour to James Campbell, Utica, August 7, 1856, Horatio King Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of 

Congress, Washington, D. C.; Clay, The Love of Truth, 12; A Document for All Thinking Men!, 14; ñCivil and 

Religious Liberty Defended. Speech of Hon. John Kelly, of New York, in the House of Representatives, August 9, 

1856,ò Congressional Globe, 34
th
 Cong., 1

st
 sess., 1855-56, 25, appendix:1264. 



105 

 

agency to encourage a spirit of civil and religious intolerance.ò  Following Jacksonôs lead, 

Democrats in the 1850s tolerated much that other Americans considered social, political, or 

moral ñevils,ò including ethnic and religious diversity among white men, teetotaling and tippling, 

enslavement and freedomðthey were truly broad-minded.
34

 

Intolerant fanaticism nursed the very ills it diagnosed because it acted on its bigotry 

through improper meansðlegal coercion, rather than moral suasion.  Democrats believed that 

reformers should appeal to white men as equals and allow them to choose whether to modify 

their behavior.  Individuals exercised autonomy when adopting a new moral code, but it was an 

affront to individual rights and democratic self-rule for the state to enforce adherence to a 

minorityôs religious scruples.  The political campaign against alcohol was, accordingly, 

ñintemperate in its temperance,ò as governmental regulation ñenthrones a legal inquisition in 

place of moral suasion.ò  Democratsô toleration complemented their antistatism; the state ought 

to be both small and neutral.
35

 

Many Democrats went further and attacked bigotry not only on the part of the state but 

also within society.  Toleration, they argued, was a fundamental American value.  Private bigotry 

only tempted individuals to sate their prejudices through politics.  ñIntolerance lies dormant in 

the breast,ò merely awaiting the opportune moment ñto stimulate this feeling for political 

objects.ò  An individual who did not value freedom of conscience was ñboth a bigot and a 

tyrantòðpersonal bigotry easily slipping into political tyranny.  Democrats wanted to avoid the 

amplification of personal intolerance through the state.  ñNext to a bigot in religion, a bigot in 
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politics is perhaps the bitterest and the worst,ò preached a Democratic pamphlet, ñbut when, as in 

the present instance, political bigotry is nearly allied to religious bigotry, there is difficulty in 

discriminating between the two.ò  Democrats demanded an inclusive society in addition to a 

neutral state.  They would not tolerate intolerance in the white manôs republic.
36

 

 

Many Democrats conceded that northerners could privately oppose slavery, provided 

they publicly honored slaveholdersô rights.  Franklin Pierce, a campaign pamphlet noted, ñspoke 

of slavery as all conservative northern men speak of itòðas an ñevilò that ñwe must endure.ò  

Georgian Howell Cobb, perhaps amused to play the exotic southerner, denied to a New England 

audience that ñmy purpose in addressing you would be to convert you into advocates of the 

peculiar institutions of my own section of the country.ò  Cobb reassured them that ñI come not to 

invite you to the adoption of our local institutions,ò although he did ñcome with the constitution 

of our common country in my hands, to ask you to abide by its obligations.ò  Refusing to treat 

ñthe abstract question of slavery,ò he invoked only constitutional right.  ñOn the subject of 

slavery,ò he simplified, ñthere is but one question and one answer.ò  The question was ñnot 

whether slavery is right or wrong [é] but the only question is, What says the constitution?ò  The 

answer was that northerners had to tolerate slavery.
37

 

Northern Democrats shared Cobbôs aversion to ñthat self-righteous idea that one man is 

called upon to be the conscience-keeper of another.ò  When righteousness wedded itself to ñthe 

strong arm of the law,ò then ñthe convincing argument of the philanthropist, and the persuasive 
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appeals of good men [é] are thrown aside for the more effective weapon of legislative power.ò  

An Indianan acknowledged that ñI have always in sentiment, been opposed to Slavery.ò  But he 

clarified that he ñnever proposed any other means than moral suasion for its eradication.ò  Rufus 

W. Peckham, the patriarch of a Democratic family in Albany, sympathized with southern 

secession after the election of a Republican president in 1860, justifying to his son that ñI love 

the pharisees or the bigots of the present day no better than those of olden time.ò  Peckham did 

ñnot feel it a sin to be honest & to do unto others as I would they should do unto me,ò and he 

resolved ñto fulfil the obligations in a strait forward manly manner, which our national 

constitution imposes.ò  Toleration had to be mutual and unbregruding, so that all white men 

could enjoy it.  A South Carolinian reminded northern listeners that slavery had been abolished 

in the Free States only by southern forbearance.  He explained, ñwe believed you were the best 

judges of your own interest, and we knew that we had no right under our system of government 

to enter your State and either advocate or oppose emancipation.ò
38

   

The sop to southernersðthat northerners could privately detest slavery provided they 

remained politically neutralðdid not go far enough for all Democrats.  Some northerners 

cheered slavery as a positive good.  An Alabamian registered his satisfaction that New Yorkôs 

Charles OôConor ñmade a telling speech, in which he took the bull by the horns, and declared 

that negro slavery is right and not wrong, and that the South must be protected at all hazards.ò  A 

Democrat in Minnesota Territory attributed Americansô role as ñthe chosen people of God, 

commissioned to work out the salvation of mankindò to the economic benefits of enslaved labor.  
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National prosperity originated in the South, where ñthe labor of the inferior negro race, is 

directed by the superior intellect of the white man, on a better system of servile labor, a more 

humane system, than has ever existed.ò
39

  Democratsô racism led them to designate slavery the 

most efficient regime for the coexistence of unequal races.  ñAbolitionists,ò on the contrary, 

ñwith their false and heartless sympathies,ò hypocritically ñclaim equal rights for a race that is 

void of means necessary to its own continued existence.ò  Those genuinely concerned with the 

plight of the enslaved knew that emancipation would be detrimental, Democrats clarified, while 

allowing slavery to spread would enhance slavesô well-being.
40

 

Along with slaveholders and free laborers, Democrats also tolerated abstainers and 

partakers.  Many Democrats approved of shaping a temperate citizenry through moral suasion, 

and some sanctioned temperance legislation.  Even when the ñWhig Main [sic] Law-Abolition 

Ticketò trounced the Connecticut Democracy in 1854, Jonathan Wilcox solaced himself with the 

ñhope they will make a good law to stop ardent spirits from being sold at all in any way.ò  But 

pro-temperance Democrats had to balance hostility toward alcohol with their wariness of state 

power.  Many Democrats were reticent to join the temperance movement, so long as those 

reformers advocated coercive legislation such as Maineôs infamous 1851 prohibitory law.  A 

ñMaine Law manò complained that the Democracy would maintain the allegiance of those ñwho 

only occasionally taste itðor who never taste it, but donôt approve of restraints, & the principle 

of the Maine Law.ò  Many Democrats supported the ends, but not the means, of the temperance 

movement.  As an Ohio Democrat summarized, ñthe question is this: Shall we use the sovereign 
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power of the State, for the enforcement of a moral principle, and to compel the performance of 

what is esteemed a private moral duty.ò
41

 

Even short of legislative enactment, temperance manacled white menôs moral faculties.  

A manuscript speech in the papers of Alabama Democrat Sydenham Moore protests against 

personally pledging oneself to temperance:  ñNow this tying a man up not to commit an act in 

itself indifferent, is such a restraint upon his freedom of action, as in a large proportion of cases, 

will make [him] restless & dissatisfied.ò  Like other fanatical nostrums, the temperance pledge 

had unintended consequences, being ñproductive of more injury than benefit [é].  For if the 

moral sense is of itself too weak to resist the temptation without a pledgeðit will in a majority of 

cases be too feeble to resist where a pledge has been made.ò  Treating ñan act in itself 

indifferentò as an evil and then modifying oneôs behavior to adhere to such an arbitrary standard 

ñleads in too many cases to hypocrisy.ò  Sydenham Moore adhered to this teaching.  When he 

learned that his overseer imbibed often, he told the man that he preferred a subaltern ñwho will 

not go off on frolics or frolic at home.  And while in liquor injure & abuse my negroes.ò  He 

counseled moderation, but did not exact abstinence, and offered to keep the man on for another 

season.
42

   

Fanaticism invited hypocrisy not only by demanding that individuals fit themselves to the 

contours of anotherôs morality, but because fanatics were themselves disingenuous in their 

reforms.  Democrats routinely indicted fanatics for their perceived hypocrisy.  ñA man who 

mearly [sic] refrains from drinking liquor, with a smack of hypocracy [sic] about it, & a bloat in 
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every other vice, cannot correct over a timperate [sic] dram drinker, who is timperet [sic] in all 

things,ò groused an Indiana Democrat.  Fanatics feigned moral purity simply to seize power.  

Our Connecticut diarist impugned Republicansô sincerity: ñthey do not care a Pin for the Negroe 

if they can carry their point so as to Elect an anti Slavery President and get the advantage of 15 

Slave States.ò  Their ñpretended sympathy for the slave,ò arraigned another Democrat, amounted 

to nothing more than ñhypocritical pretense.ò
43

 

These ñphilanthropists whose morbid sensibilities prefer sympathizing with ideal to 

relieving real miseryò were, moreover, feckless reformers even when sincere.  When the rank 

and file of fanatical movements were truly devoted, Democrats suspected, their demagogic 

leaders only manipulated their sentimentality to win office.  According to a modern philosopher, 

ñwhen we criticize someone for being fanatical or hypocritical, we are passing judgment on his 

mode of commitment, and at most only very indirectly on the credal content of his particular 

world view.ò  Fanaticism was a mode of conducting politics, not an ideological prescription for 

social order.  Fanaticsô impassioned recklessness was all the more worrying to Democrats 

because they were simultaneously zealous and hypocritical in the pursuit of allegedly hollow 

goals.
44

 

Democrats espoused their toleration most stridently in their anticlericalism and calls for 

the ñabsolute and unqualified divorce of Church and State, religion and politics.ò  Democrats 
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were not irreverent, and they often foregrounded their own religious beliefs.  The party no longer 

trucked with the Deists, atheists, and iconoclasts such as Fanny Wright who had moved on 

Jacksonianismôs fringes in the 1820s and 1830s.  A Democratic organization in New York, for 

instance, prefaced in 1860, ñwe believe all power emanates from God, by whom it is entrusted to 

individuals and communities to be exercised by them for the general welfare.ò  Yet, while many 

Democrats in the 1850s professed Christianity and respect for men of the cloth, they snarled at 

preachers who dared to enter politics, thereby hewing to the ñrepublican anticlericalismò of the 

Jeffersonians and Jacksonians before them.  Democrats had long been suspicious of religiously-

inspired political beliefs, because they were perceived as exclusionary, intolerant, and violative 

of the rights of white men.
45

 

In response to nativist and anti-Catholic proscription, Democrats championed the benefits 

of religious and ethnic diversity for the republic.  Still, not all Democrats were models of 

toleration.  Channeling his Puritan forebears, Jonathan Wilcox exhibited a fierce condescension 

toward popery.  He crowed that, while viewing a Catholic procession, ñsome few like myself did 

not bow down to this Idol.ò  But many Democrats did regard toleration as conducive to social 

progress.  Levi Woodbury believed that constitutions should be amended cautiously.  But he did 

wish to purge New Hampshireôs charter of its religious test in 1850, justifying, ñI am willing, 

when a provision like this becomes hostile to the tolerant spirit of the age and a more enlightened 

public opinion, to expunge it at once from our system of government.ò  European immigrants, 

furthermore, were valued for their economic and cultural contributions to the nation.  Celebrating 

religious and ethnic difference meshed with the partyôs belief that the unshackled individual was 
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a progressive force; as such, proscribing Catholics and immigrants would only sap the energy of 

the American people.
46

  

Democrats took bold stands in favor of religious toleration.  Lewis Cass, commonly 

dismissed as an Old Fogy by the1850s, proved a Young American in his belief that Americans 

carried their freedom of conscience abroad.  ñMAN HAS A RIGHT TO WORSHIP GOD 

UNRESTRAINED BY HUMAN LAWS,ò he boomed, and he wanted the United States to 

enforce this principle worldwide.  A newspaper seconded Cassôs expansive notions: ñintolerance 

is all wrong and wicked by whomsoever exercised.  It is the mission of this country to unloose 

the fetters upon religious freedom everywhere.ò  New Yorkôs Catholic archbishop John Hughes 

thought such a notion invited fanaticism.  Cassôs contention that other governments ñmust give 

way to the individual, provided that individual be an Americanò would lead to the defense of 

unpopular religious fanatics such as ñMormon[s]ò and ñMillerite[s]ò in foreign lands.  The zeal 

which Hughes critiqued did, nonetheless, show itself in Democratsô promotion of Americaôs 

Catholic minority.  Proclaiming, ñI am a Democrat and a Catholicò in 1856, John Kelly, 

Congressôs lone adherent of that faith, responded to hackneyed assertions that his coreligionists 

were unrepublicanðCatholics always voted Democrat, he pointed out, which validated their 

republicanism.  President Pierce named Catholic James Campbell as postmaster general and 

dispatched August Belmont, a foreign-born Jew, to The Hague, appointments which aroused 

nativist, anti-Catholic, and anti-Semitic ire.
47
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Democrats wanted to sunder church and state, not simply to protect religious minorities, 

but also because they believed that conforming manôs law to that of God trespassed on the 

peopleôs sovereignty.  A Methodist clergyman evidenced his Democracy by opposing an 

antislavery proposal under consideration by his denomination.  ñThe New Testament contains no 

particular form of Government,ò the Reverend Henry Slicer remonstrated, and ñit has left it with 

the people to enact such a form as they may judge most expedient.ò  The belief that ñGod has 

prescribed the form and principles of government, and the character of the political, municipal, 

and domestic institutions of men on earth,ò expounded Stephen A. Douglas, ñwould annihilate 

the fundamental principle upon which our political system rests [é.] that the people had an 

inherent right to establish such Constitution and laws for the government of themselves.ò  A self-

governing people followed their own dictates, not those of a deity.
48

 

Religious intolerance, whether resulting from the ñdespotic union of church and stateò or 

private prejudice, tarnished Americaôs liberal reputation.  While some Democrats may not have 

extended Christian brotherhood to papists, the party insisted, at a minimum, that the state 

practice toleration.  The separation of church and state was sacrosanct for the party.  James 
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Buchanan, for instance, confessed, ñfrom my soul, I abhor the practice of mingling up religion 

with politics.ò  Democrats valued freedom of conscience as ñan inalienable rightò and ñthe 

corner stone in the temple of our liberties.ò  Given the importance of religious toleration, 

churches and individuals, not just the state, were encouraged to be liberal.  James L. Orr praised 

a religious school for its ñgenerous liberalityò and ñtoleration,ò as the institution refrained from 

ñexacting conformityò from students to denominational dictates.
49

   

 A regime of religious toleration, furthermore, deflated fanaticism.  Democrats recycled 

John Lockeôs seventeenth-century solution to religious conflict by decreeing that one had to 

tolerate in order to be tolerated.  ñIf the Law of Toleration were once so settled,ò Locke pleaded, 

ñthat all Churches were obliged to lay down Toleration as the Foundation of their own Liberty; 

and teach that Liberty of Conscience is every mans natural Right,ò then would cease the ñendless 

Hatreds, Rapines, and Slaughtersò which had heretofore marred history.  The state, for Locke, 

was salutary in its neutrality.  A Democrat in 1850 similarly hoped that the government should, 

ñif true to republican principles, shield all in their religious tenets [é], and protect all in their 

pursuits and worship, however different.ò  R. M. T. Hunter invoked Locke and held that it was 

ñfar better to pursue the present practice; tolerate all religions, and have each church free to 

pursue its mission in its own way.ò  Otherwise, fanatics, in ñunprotestantizing Protestantism 

itself, and returning to the practices of the darkest ages of religious bigotry and persecution,ò 

would turn Catholics into the enemies they imagined them to be and then would move against 

other denominations such as Quakers.  Without toleration being the precondition of their own 
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religious freedom, fanatics would engender the evils they persecuted by placing the nation on the 

slippery slope of ñsectarian jealousy.ò
50

 

The meddling cleric, as the instigator of this discord, was the archetypal fanatic, and 

Democrats relished attacking him.  A Know-Nothing publication complained about how one 

Democratic leader ñflare[s] up with a fierce spirit and hot indignation to devour some black-coat 

who presumes to touch ever so tenderly on some political measure in his pulpit discussions.ò  

Democrats did indeed rage against ñpolitical preacher[s],ò
 
ñpartizan priests,ò

 
and ñSunday 

political sermons.ò  Their contest with these ñfossils of the twelfth century, dug up and stamped 

anewò
51

 was a continuation of the timeless struggle for human knowledge and liberty over 

ñPriest craftò and ñJesuitism.ò  Opposition from the clergy was an endorsement of oneôs 

Democracy.  Surveying the clamor over the Kansas-Nebraska Act, one Democrat unfriendly to 

the Little Giant mused, ñif the fools do not quit burning Douglas in efegy [sic] and the Priest 

[sic] do not let him alone they will make him Presidentò and ñwill learn me to love him.ò  ñThe 

Democracy of this country has always been opposed in every important crisis by the clergy,ò 

declaimed another Democrat, as ñevery quarter of a century [é], they get frightened from their 

propriety, seize all the thunders of Sinai, and hurl them upon the Democratic party.ò  Such 

denunciation signaled that the party marched on the side of progress.
52
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Party leaders in the 1850s publicly baited ecclesiastics.  They thereby emulated Andrew 

Jackson, who had berated clerics in the White House for their involvement in the Eaton Affair.  

Douglas turned clerical opposition to the Kansas-Nebraska Act into a debate on the involvement 

of preachers in politics.  He elided the moral issue of slaveryôs expansion by denying the clergyôs 

right to speak on political matters in the first place.  Douglas accused them of false philanthropy, 

charging that their opposition did not stem from antislavery conviction, but from fear that 

popular sovereignty diminished their pretensions to ñdivinely-constituted power.ò  Granting the 

clergy political authority risked transforming the state into a moral machinery, with ñthe 

representatives of the people converted into machines in the hands of an all-controlling 

priesthood.ò  Although he had been an early ally of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints, Douglas later exulted over having defied ñthe Mormon prophet,ò who had announced 

ñthat it was the decree of heavenò that the Little Giant should suffer electoral defeat.  Douglasôs 

constituents, however, ñdid not acknowledge the authority of the prophetò and exercised their 

democratic prerogative by reelecting him.  Buchanan gave a subtler response to a group of 

divines seeking his repentance for Bleeding Kansas.  After thanking them for praying for his 

administration, the president retorted that ñgenuine philanthropyò required that they look to their 

own meddling, not his sins, as the source of ñsectional excitement.ò
53
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Grassroots Democrats also vented their anticlericalism.  Jeptha Garrigus, a staunch old 

Jacksonian in Indiana, complained to a representative that ñthey have elected a chaplain To both 

housesò of Congress, which he deemed ña very wrong act,ò and rebuked, ñpay for your own 

preaching if you Want to have it.ò  An army officer in Utah Territory juxtaposed Brigham 

Youngôs opulent palace, stable, horses, and gardens, akin to those of an Oriental despot, with the 

ñgreater portion of the masses [who] are ignorant, deluded, well meaning fanatical people,ò 

degraded by ñshrewd, unprincipledò Mormon theocrats.  Democratsô relationship with the clergy 

was one of eternal enmity.  One Democrat praised Douglasôs stance on Kansas-Nebraska and 

related that he ñexpected the opposition of these Black coated clergymen when I first saw the 

bill, but I consider their opposition fortunate for I never knew them right in my life on any 

political subject.ò  ñThe truth is,ò he concluded, ñI never had a very great respect for that class of 

our citizens any way.ò
54

   

 

National Diversity or Fanatical Uniformity 

The cleric suffered from a narrowness of vision which unsuited him for leadership of a 

heterogeneous and unfolding empire of liberty.  So too did his ally, the sectionalist, falter as a 

steward of American exceptionalism.  According to Democrats, religious fanatics could not see 

beyond the horizons of their brittle morality, while sectionalists could not escape their 

provinciality.  Both failed to appreciate Americaôs diverse nationhood, the source of its world-

historical destiny.  National statesmanship meant cherishing the countryôs unparalleled panoply 

of human progress, geographical unfolding, and cultural intermingling.  Thus did Democratic 
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vice presidential candidate John C. Breckinridge receive praise in 1856 as ña statesman of the 

most enlarged and comprehensive policy; the friend of freedom and of the oppressed 

everywhere.ò  Senator Andrew Pickens Butler offered a different assessment of his Republican 

colleague Charles Sumner when he reproached, ñI had known many who came into the Senate of 

the United States, reeking with prejudices from home, who afterwards had the courage to lift 

themselves above the temporary influences which had controlled them.ò  Sumnerôs intolerant 

opposition to slavery, born of chauvinistic sectionalism, compromised the national scope of his 

statesmanship, leading Butler to add rhetorical blows to the physical ones from which Sumner 

was then convalescing.  Butler sneered, ñI supposed that a man who had read history could not 

be a bigot.ò
55

 

Democratsô toleration prompted them to conceptualize American identity in expansive 

terms.  With its membership a microcosm of the nation, the Democracy claimed that only it 

could incubate this eclectic nationalism.  Fanatics, in contrast, would straiten diversity into 

stifling uniformity by using state power to exact adherence to moral and sectional visions.  

Democratsô regard for the autonomous individual and their acquiescence in his varied 

manifestations led them to condone competing socioeconomic regimes and jarring ethnic, 

religious, and regional folkways.  The unloosed, tolerated individual was not only intrinsic to 

social progress, but also to harmonious national expansion.  Democrats equated American 

nationality with diversity, articulating a unique, loose-fitting nationalism, inculcated not by the 

nation-state, but by their party.  The Democracy cultivated the national loyalty of white men by 
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promising that, while it controlled the government, the nation would be one that tolerated their 

diversity and maintained their equality across the continent. 

 

Governor Henry A. Wise of Virginia always thumped his chest when professing his 

Unionism; yet, like any conscientious slaveholder, he qualified that his was a conditional 

allegiance.  Wise distinguished between two types of nationalism: ñNationality in opposition to 

democracy or State rights I oppose; I oppose all that sort of federal nationality which would 

consolidate us into one centralized position.ò  He preferred, instead, ñthe nationality of 

democracy, [é] which maintains State rights and State equality,ò a nationality that ñI honor and 

cherish and glory in!ò  Democrats, especially those anxious over vested interests such as slavery 

or toleration for their church, rejected state consolidation and the uniformity which accompanied 

it, but they did not dispense with nationality.  Even slaveholders could ñcherish and glory inò an 

overarching national identity, properly defined, which for Democrats meant social and cultural 

diversity.
56

   

Licensing social and cultural variation was Democratsô prescription for orderly national 

expansion.  Democrats updated James Madisonôs reworking of republican theory, by which he 

opted for the geographically broadcast and internally discordant republic over the prevailing 

wisdom that republics ought to be geographically compact and internally harmonious.  

Democrats in the 1850s agreed that antagonistic interests checked despotism, and they projected 

this notion onto a continental canvas unimagined by Madison.  Through conquest, annexation, 

and purchase, Democrats provided space into which all interests could flow.  Self-governing 

individuals and communities would develop along their own trajectories, buffered from the 
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tampering of others and themselves unable to overreach, a blueprint of social order amidst 

expansion which historian Robert H. Wiebe refers to as ñparallelism.ò
57

  The Democratic 

governor of California, a state owing its existence to his partyôs gleeful employment of martial 

power to enlarge national boundaries, advised that ñthe only way to secure the peace and 

tranquility of the republic, is for each to abstain from intermeddling with the affairs of its 

neighbor.ò  Toleration was requisite among individuals and among sections; according to a New 

York Democrat, ñthe free exercise of the rights of citizens in other sections of the Union is 

necessary for the preservation of our own.ò  Tolerating diversity ensured the ñunlimited 

extensionò of Democratsô ñbenign system of federative self-government,ò enlarging what 

Franklin Pierce praised as ña confederation so vast and so varied, both in numbers and in 

territorial extent, in habits and in interestsò and what Robert Toombs called ñour widely 

extended Republic.ò
58

   

The ñconcentration and centralization of powerò was particularly sinister ñin a country so 

vast and diversified in its sectional interest as ours,ò a southern Democrat observed.  A 

consolidated state atrophied individual initiative.  It also effaced differences among white men 

and among sections, ushering in fanatical uniformity.  Stephen Douglas interpreted an 
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antislavery rivalôs dictum that the nation must ñbecome all one thing, or all the otherò to mean 

that ñthere should be uniformity in the local institutions and domestic regulations of the different 

States of this Union.ò  ñUniformity in local and domestic affairs would be destructive of State 

rights, of State sovereignty, of personal liberty and personal freedom,ò Douglas warned, because 

ñuniformity is the parent of despotism the world over.ò
59

  A Democrat in Arkansas defended 

immigration by recommending diversity as ñthe best security against those spasmodic and 

periodical returns of fanaticism which convulse the peace and menace the stability of the Union.ò  

ñThe greater the diversity of interests confided to the care of the Union,ò he reasoned, ñthe less 

danger is there of its subversion by any one of them.ò  When one intolerant ism gained the 

ascendancy, it would use the government to extinguish distinctions among white men, 

debauching the United States into a ñconsolidated empire.ò  Democratsô baroque republic, 

splayed over a vast expanse, guaranteed that no one interest tyrannized the others.
60

 

Democrats countenanced the expansion of slavery to forestall despotic uniformity and to 

promote the economic diversification necessary to the nationôs well-being.  The federal 

government did not need to turn the territories into a preserve for either slavery or freedom.  It 

was ñhumbug,ò dismissed a Massachusetts Democrat, to approach territorial settlement as ña sort 

of proclaimed steeple-chase [é] between the Northern and the Southern States.ò  Territorial 

popular sovereignty would defuse controversy, especially if fraught decisions were never 

actually made, thereby holding the antagonism between freedom and slavery in abeyance and 

hindering the onset of hated uniformity.  National economic progress, moreover, depended on 
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regional economic specialization.  A Minnesota Democrat urged his fellow northerners to forgo 

attacking the South, because ñcommercial prosperityò required ñvariety in unity, combining 

north, south, east and west, consisting of free white labor where it flourishes in temperate climes, 

and forced dark labor in the tropics.ò
61

 

Democrats contended that only their party comprised the institutional framework capable 

of fostering national diversity, because, by the late 1850s, only their membership approximated 

the nation itself.  A delegate surveying the 1856 national convention gushed over ñthis vast 

assemblage, from allðnot sections; there are no sections (cheers)ðbut latitudes and longitudes 

(applause) of the republic.ò  The Whigs and Know-Nothings, on the contrary, splintered 

sectionally over slavery, while the Republican party was born exclusively northern, innovations 

which for Democrats indicated a burgeoning ñspirit of sectional hateò and a tendency to 

ñorganize political parties on geographical lines.ò
62

 

Democrats conflated their party with the nation whenever northern and southern 

Democrats interacted, a ritual that, toward the decadeôs end, only they could effect.  The 

Democracyôs national ideology depended on intersectional comingling.  Because delegates 

ñfrom the cold regions of the North, others from the sultry clime of the South, some from the 

borders of the broad Atlantic, and others from the distant shores of the Pacificò drafted the 

partyôs 1856 platform, it contained ñno religious bigotryðno hypocritical negro-fanaticism.ò  A 
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Whig pamphlet joked that ñit is really too bad to have these Southerners prowling about New 

England, over-hearing the Democracy there as they spread themselves on the subject of slavery,ò 

hinting that northern Democrats said different things to northern and southern audiences.  Yet 

slave-state Democrats did regularly canvass the Free States.  A Republican later complained that 

the Democracy ñhas sent through the whole North, stumping in its cause, Senator Benjamin, of 

Louisiana, a Disunionist, Senator Toombs, of Georgia, a Disunionist, Mr. Alexander H. 

Stephens, of Georgia, a Disunionist.ò  Democrats were quite proud to monopolize the 

endorsements of such prominent southerners.
63

 

One southerner ñprowling about New Englandò assured Yankees that he ñpromulgate[d] 

the same political sentiments which I proclaim to my own honored constituency in South 

Carolina.ò  He elaborated, ñI am here to demonstrate the great fact that the Democratic partyð

differing from all other parties in that respectðis national in its principles, and its members, 

whether hailing from the North or South, speaking amidst the frigid hills of New England or on 

the sunny plains of the South, can safely publish the same doctrines.ò  Northern Democrats 

boasted likewise.  A partisan noticed that the Little Giantôs speeches in Memphis and New 

Orleans ñbreathed the same Democracy, that he gave to the People of Illinois,ò as ñhe did not 

speak to suit two Localities, but he proclaimed the same doctrine that will go all over the 

nation.ò
64

 

Democrats could ñeverywhere speak the same language,ò because they reduced 

nationality to a constituent element translatable throughout the Unionðthe autonomous, white 
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male.  Stripped of regional identity, white men were interchangeable, which made the partyôs 

proselytizers fungible on the stump.  The individual was the locus of American nationality, 

around which emanated concentric loyaltiesðto family, community, religion, state, section, and, 

ultimately, the nation.  Akin to the partyôs doctrines, which were geographically unmoored, it did 

not matter whether a white man was a southerner or a northerner, a slaveholder or a Roman 

Catholicðall possessed the same rights and, ideally, tolerated one another.
65

   

Democrats did not hold regionalism and nationalism in antagonism.  Like all Americans, 

Democrats were geographical chauvinists, with competition among the sections, or what one 

Democrat called ñgenerous rivals,ò ranging from good-natured to deadly serious.  A Missourian 

relayed to a friend that ñwe here [in St. Louis] think it the center of the universe.  Standing as 

you soon would first here, you would find it a better point to radiate from than Massachusetts.ò  

A Supreme Court justice, meanwhile, advised against placing Ohio and Kentucky in the same 

judicial circuit, justifying, ñthe people of Ky, near to the Ohio river, have a prejudice to their 

neighbours on the other side amounting to aversion.ò  Historian David M. Potter cautions against 

reducing the Civil War to a trade-off between nationalism and sectionalism.  Antebellum 

Americans held multiple loyalties, and national allegiance could draw strength from 

parochialism.  Democrats in particular directed local fealty toward national ends.  Henry Wise, 

for instance, reassured Democrats in Indiana that he would ñknow no sections in administering 

the powers and duties of our Federative system; that as a Virginian, as an American, as a 
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Democrat,ò and ñas a Southern man and a slaveholder,ò he would shield all Americans against 

ñinequalityò and ñinjustice.ò  Of course, he expected the same in return.
66

  

By respecting the equality of individuals, despite their geographical variation, the 

Democracy funneled white menôs loyalty through the stratifications of household, community, 

state, and section to the nation.  Governor Joseph A. Wright of Indiana used an address before an 

agricultural society both to promote flax cultivation and to theorize on American identity.  A 

nation with ñalmost all varieties of soil, climate, and productionsò was home to ñcitizens of every 

kind of pursuit and occupation,ò Wright noted.  This diversity strengthened the United States, 

provided that equality and individual rights were accorded.  Ensuring that the ñindividual man is 

respected and admiredò made him ñfeel that upon him rests a portion of the responsibilities of 

life.ò  Regard for the individual strengthened the nation by making him the unit of progress in his 

community, with the result that, ñby the form and structure of our government, the little local 

communities at home, from school districts to townships, counties, and State, are all made, as it 

were, part and parcel of the machinery that moves and regulates the action of our republic.ò  

ñThe strength and beauty of our form of Governmentò derived from the recognition that diverse 

individuals were the nationôs sovereigns at all levels of government.
67
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Democrats made their party and its principles, not the state, responsible for generating 

national sentiment.  James Buchanan complimented Wrightôs discourse, in which ñthe principles 

of the Democratic party are traced back to their fountain.ò  With its partisan ideology, long 

consisting of statesô rights, constitutional ñstrict construction,ò and, more recently, territorial 

popular sovereignty, the Democracy worked toward a political order that balanced individual and 

state equality with nationality.  According to an Ohioan, ñour fathers established a Union of 

States diverse in local institutions, and separately sovereign, but nevertheless compacted into one 

Nation for the defence and the welfare of all.ò  Other countries privy to Americaôs feat, claimed 

New Yorkôs Elijah Ward, ñnaturally desire the benefits of a government that give[s] such 

evidence of prosperity and stability, affords such protection to person and property, and leaves 

the people in such unrestricted enjoyment of social and political liberty.ò  Individuals could 

safely subscribe to this vision of nationality, as it was sponsored by a party which promised that 

nationalism need not subsume individualism or localism.
68

  

Democratic nationalism skirted two extremes, whereby the United States consisted of no 

more than an artificial patchwork or an equally contrived völkisch reduction.  Some defenders of 

slavery, particularly adherents of John C. Calhoun, imagined the Union as an arena of jostling 

factions, in which minorities, specifically the Slave States, wielded vetoes over national policy.  

Most Democrats spurned this model, as it inhibited the development of what one proslavery 

northerner called ñan all-embracing, an all-cherishing nationality.ò  Yet, in articulating an ñall-

embracingò nationality, Democrats did not melt down heterogeneity in the crucible of European 

nationalism.  American identity, as Democrats understood it, was not based on traditional 
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signifiers of nineteenth-century nationhood such as common descent, bounded territory, or 

shared culture, religion, and ethnicity.
69

  

At the same time, Democratic nationality, despite its looseness, posited a normative 

vision that gently swaddled Americans of all sections.  Some historians portray national parties 

as non-ideological due to the compromises requisite in placating a diverse membership.  Only 

sectional parties, according to this view, adhered to an ideology, as they sought to reforge the 

nation in the image of their region.  But Democrats did limn a Good Society.  ñWe shall present 

the glorious spectacle,ò regaled Marylander Reverdy Johnson, ñof an enlightened people, 

harmonious and powerful in our very contrasts, living under State governments adequate to all 

our local wants, and under a general government subjected to all the restraints which freedom 

requires.ò  Referring to the impasse over slavery, Johnson claimed that, ñin this very difference, 

will be found the best elements of our prosperity and strength.ò  R. M. T. Hunter, after painting a 

portrait of national tranquility, opined to a northern audience, ñand upon what reposed this grand 

scheme of human happiness?  It rested on the faith felt by our people that they would continue to 

live under the Constitution, and the equal laws which it enjoined, in the confidence they reposed 

in the sense of justice and mutual affection of each other.ò  Mutual affection amidst diversity, 
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balanced between the poles of Calhounite atomization and fanatical uniformity, was the mean 

where rested the happy republic, the envy of the world.
70

 

Nationalism nurtured by an antistatist party, as opposed to being fostered by a centralized 

nation-state, accounts for both the exceptionalism and fragility of the American Union before the 

Civil War.  The Democracy guaranteed white men the ability to develop their individuality and 

cultivate their nationality independent of the government.  Democrats would contain the state but 

facilitate nationalismðwhat President Pierce defined as ñthe minimum of Federal government 

compatible with the maintenance of national unity.ò  American nationality was not based on 

shared ethnicity or culture, although it did possess racial and gender criteria, in that the 

constituent national actor was the white male citizen.  A nationalism born of diversity was 

unique and remarkably inclusive.  This nationality was, nonetheless, bluntly exclusionary.  Even 

though Democrats railed against arbitrary uniformity, they circumscribed their own 

understanding of the boundaries of national belonging with impermeable demarcations of race, 

gender, and, of course, partisanship.
71

 

 

Conservative Mastery or Fanatical Degradation 

Faced with the fanatical ambition to homogenize white menôs diversity into a fabricated 

and narrow nationality, Democrats took comfort in the ñsober second thought of the people,ò 
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who, upon due reflection, would not capitulate to the ñdelirium tremens of fanaticism.ò  

Democrats applauded not only the peopleôs talent for democratic self-governance, but also their 

innate conservatism.  The nationôs silent majority would rebuke fanatics.  Democrats only had to 

ñconfidently await the calm and dispassionate judgment of the American people.ò  ñI do not 

believe that fanaticism is to be rampant, in this enlightened day,ò ruminated a Maine Democrat, 

as ñthe second sober thought of the people will take the place of the unnatural excitement which, 

seems to pass, over the political and social circles, as a whirlwind, only to deform and make 

hateful.ò  Because of Americaôs reliably republican citizenry, Democratic principles had already 

ñweathered many a storm,ò and ñthe isms of the dayò would prove transitory.
72

 

The people could be trusted, because when left to their own pursuits, white men made 

safe the republic.  Democratsô vaunted individual was not a theoretical abstraction, but an 

historically-contingent raced and gendered being.  In sanctifying individual rights, Democrats 

were thereby safeguarding a specific gender and racial order.  The Democracy took a holistic 

view of white male autonomy.  Individuals were political sovereigns and democratic equals in 

public because they were masters at home.  The concept of mastery rooted political legitimacy in 

the governance of non-white and female household dependents.  Fanaticism could thus corrode 

the political autonomy of the white male individual by undermining household hierarchy, leading 

to his degradation at home and, consequently, in the political sphere.  Individual degradation, 

moreover, presaged the declension of the republic.  To ensure the racial and gender exclusivity 
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of the body politic, Democrats empowered white men to dominate non-white and female 

dependents, making individual mastery the conservative bulwark of the white manôs republic.
73

 

 

An ominous undercurrent of violence pulsed behind even mundane transactions in the 

1850s Senate.  In 1856 Alabamian Clement Claiborne Clay launched a tirade against John P. 

Hale of New Hampshire.  Hale would not join him in debate, Clay charged, nor would he meet 

him in a violent test of honor.  Instead, Senator Hale ñsoils the carpet upon which he treadsò and 

ñskulks behind petticoats, on the plea of non-combatancy, for protection.ò  Clay was impugning 

Haleôs manhood.  Yet more than cowardice accounted for the unmanliness that riled Clay; it was 

Haleôs political beliefs which invalidated his masculinity.  Another southern Democrat explained 

that Hale ñhas a tender conscienceò and that Republicans had been emotionally swayed by the 

novel Uncle Tomôs Cabin.  Haleôs mawkish proclivities and his antislavery politics dovetailed.  

He was an effeminate fanatic, while Clay and fellow Democrats were manly conservatives.  

Haleôs politics, particularly his concern for enslaved Americans, led to ñhis self-abasement and 

humiliation,ò his ñdebasement or degradation.ò
74

   

Haleôs unmanliness was attributable to fanatical degradation, a term that, despite its 

ubiquity in antebellum politics, possessed a precise meaning in the culture of the white manôs 
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republic.  Degradation was the forfeiture of oneôs manhood and autonomy, both in domestic life 

and in politics.  Fanatical political traits, such as undue passion, zealous reformism, or blind 

obedience to a party, leader, or cause, signaled a dearth of manly independence and republican 

virtue.  One could, for example, be ñenslaved by party necessity.ò  The man possessing ñnative 

dignity of original manhood,ò Clay had imparted earlier to students at the University of 

Alabama, is ñnot the slave of passion, or prejudice, or self-interest, or party, or public opinion.ò  

The notion of being ñenslavedò to oneôs politics indicates the stakes of degradation.  Fanatics 

discarded their manhood and their whiteness.  The political degradation of a statesman and the 

racial degradation of a white man were reciprocal.
75

 

Fanatics were degraded men.  Their politics emasculated them, whether because, in their 

overzealous ñone-ideativeness,ò they ignored ñgreat national principlesò or because they 

succumbed to ñmisplaced and sickly sentiment.ò  Rather than strengthening the Union, fanatics 

chased ña will-oô-the-wisp, an intangibility, a theory.ò  Fanatical politicians acted like 

impassioned womenðñfanaticism, with her loins girt about, and shod with sandals, will, like 

Peter the Hermit, march at the head of her ardent legions, to rescue this holy land of Nebraska 

from the grasp of the infidel slaveholder.ò
76

  An 1856 pamphlet noted that the Republican 

presidential candidate would ñbe wafted to the White House, on the prayers of the devout, the 

tears and smiles of woman, and the sympathies of the humane.ò  Unmanly fanatics seduced other 

white men to the same fate, ñwhining with all the pathos of the sentimental ladyôs sonnet to the 
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dying frog, in the hope of cheating unsuspecting people into prostituting their privileges as 

electors to their purposes.ò
77

 

After emasculating themselves, fanatics betrayed the norms of the white manôs republic 

by enslaving other white men to their moral diktats.  According to Thomas L. Clingman, ñbeing 

equally cowardly, mean, and malicious,ò the opponents of slavery ñintensely hate whatever is 

honorable and manly in the human character, and nothing would be more gratifying to them than 

to see the southern men and women whom they have so long vilified degraded to the level of the 

negroes.ò  White men nationwide faced similar peril.  A southern Democrat noted that nativism 

ñtends to degrade the naturalized citizen.ò  A northern Democrat saw a threat to both 

slaveholders and white immigrants, with Republicans and Know-Nothings each ñunit[ing] to 

place a class of persons in a condition of pupilage.ò
78

   

Fanatics targeted white menôs autonomy at its source by obtruding into the home and 

slighting household mastery.  Opponents infuriated by Vice President Dallasôs tie-breaking vote 

in favor of the Tariff of 1846 had the temerity to assault his manly form and physical home by 

ñburning him in effigy, and insulting the ladies of his family by placards upon his door.ò
79

  

Democrats believed that questions such as temperance, religion, and slaveholding fell under the 
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purview of the household head.  The Know-Nothing party, however, ñunder pretext of 

sanctimonious purity invades the private domicil, the home that is every manôs castle.ò  In 

Massachusetts, ñthe sanctity of the domestic hearth is violatedò by the Know-Nothing legislature 

with infringements upon ñfreedom of conscience.ò  Penalties against Catholics, charged a 

Pennsylvania Democrat, would discourage men from marrying them, allowing Know-Nothings 

to ñset themselves up to control the most sacred relation of society.ò  Samuel Tilden warned that 

a proposed temperance law in New York ñinvades the rightful domain of the individual judgment 

and conscience, and takes a step backward toward that barbarian age when the wages of labor, 

the prices of commodities, a manôs food and clothing, were dictated to him by a government 

calling itself paternal.ò  Democrats had no qualms with paternalism, provided its subjects were 

African Americans and women, not white men.
80

 

Democrats sought to preserve a seemingly pre-bourgeois conception of the household in 

the face of ñthis meddling philanthropy.ò  They envisioned a hierarchical, organic family unit 

under the tutelage of a white head of household.  At the same time that they sought to conserve a 

patriarchal household order, they did not countenance a white man as the object of paternalism 

and were sure to extricate him from the relations of household dependency through which his 

rights had been curtailed in the colonial and early republican eras.  The patriarchal order they 

hearkened back to was, accordingly, a modern innovation in that it aligned with the demands of 

Herrenvolk democracy.  For Democrats, at least in theory, white men should never have to 

submit to relations of dependency, which were emphatically raced and gendered.   
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As a site of economic production, as opposed to a privatized, feminized space, the 

household formed the basis of a manôs public mastery.  Fanaticism undermined this family 

structure and, consequently, white menôs political power.  Virginia conservative Muscoe R. H. 

Garnett blamed an impersonal manufacturing economy and fanatical ideologies for domestic 

chaos in the Free States.  Fanaticism, Garnett found, empowered women, ñdestroys the unity of 

married life,ò and ñdivide[s] the household into separate interests.ò  Separate public and private 

spheres, with women reigning in the domestic realm, impinged on male dominion.  Fanaticsô 

ñsocialist philanthropy,ò additionally, abolished gender hierarchy in marriage as well as parental 

authority, with the state usurping the patriarch as caretaker of children.  Northern fanaticism 

could also destabilize plantation households.  Slaveholders subsumed enslaved laborers into their 

domestic ideal.  Alabama senator Benjamin Fitzpatrick, for instance, grouped the ñnegro 

childrenò on his plantation near Wetumpka in his ñfamilyò and wrote his absent wife that ñthe 

boys all send love to youò and ñso do all the negroes.ò  Abolitionism, by attacking slavery, 

represented one more fanatical assault on domestic hierarchy.  All household heads, in the Free 

States and in the Slave States, had a common interest in resisting fanaticism in order to preserve 

their household mastery.
81
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The isms weakened domestic hierarchy and, moreover, encouraged attacks against the 

household and violent mutiny from within.  Lewis Cass fretted over the ñpseudo reformers [who] 

are entering our domestic circles, and striving to break up our family organizations.ò  In Portage 

County, Ohio, ñeighteen thousand ófreemanô assembled to listen to the Champion of Negro 

Worshipers (S.P. Chase).ò  The meeting raised money to purchase fugitive slaves, ñtwo young 

wenches that were about being returned to Slavery.ò  Even worse than encouraging runaways, 

the logical outcome of antislavery fanaticism was warfare upon the institution.  In the Virginia 

House of Delegates, a Democrat lambasted the ñhireling emissariesò of fanaticism who were 

ñcirculating incendiary documents, breathing into the ear of the slave sentiments whose aim is 

insurrection, rapine, and murder.ò  Republicans, claimed Rufus W. Peckham of New York, 

ñwould be delighted with a servile war in the South.ò  At the start of the Civil War, another 

member of the Peckham clan tried to dissuade Wheeler H. Peckham from joining the military, 

protesting that he was ñnot for warring against women & children nor against institutions that are 

guaranteed by the constitution of my country.ò
82
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Democrats vowed to protect white men as the masters of their small worlds, an aspiration 

which resonated with individuals ranging from slaveholders to immigrants.  John Y. Masonôs 

son resolved to leave his patronage position after the 1849 accession of a Whig presidential 

administration.  He told his father, ñI will resign this slaveôs position, & settle at days-neck on a 

portion of your farm say 50 or 100 acres, with one or two good negroes.ò  Rather than submit to 

the degradation of being beholden to Whigs, this patronage slave would transform himself into a 

master of chattel slaves.  Slaveholding was not the only way to demonstrate mastery, even if it 

was the most elegant antithesis to political enslavement.  A Virginian in Missouri reported on the 

stateôs population of ñGerman Emigrants.ò  Germans in Missouri ñdo very well until they get too 

fat, saucy & 40 acres of land, then they become óLords of creation,ô [and] whip their wives.ò  ñIf 

not kind husbands,ò at least ñthey always vote the right way.ò  The Pennsylvania political 

operative John W. Forney explained that immigrants merely wanted to escape ñpersecutionò and 

ñworship God as did our fathers of old, in their hour of travail, óunder their own vine and fig-

tree, with none to molest or make them afraid.ôò  Democrats assumed that Germans in Missouri, 

and the foreign-born nationwide, ñvote[d] the right wayò by supporting the party that gave them 

license to be ñLords of creationò reposing under their ñown vine and fig-tree.ò
83

 

The contest between degradation and mastery transcended law and politics.  Mastery 

entailed more than the absence of legal restraintsðit required cultural space in which each man 

could regulate his own morality.  Temperance pledges, antislavery sentimentality, and religious 

persecution outside of the state, in addition to invasive laws, all led to mental degradation.  The 

opponents of territorial popular sovereignty ñcontend that the American people shall not exercise 
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this right; that their minds shall be enslaved.ò  ñThe separation, absolute and complete, of Church 

and Stateò was liberating, as it ñunfetter[s] the conscience by removing an odious code of 

restrictions upon its exercise.ò  Know-Nothing oaths were another such restriction.  Converts to 

the order were admonished, ñyou óknow nothing,ô and let it be your stern resolution through life 

to óKnow Nothing.ôò  Hearing this, opponents judged that ñno good citizen, who has any respect 

for himself, after becoming acquainted with its objects and character,ò which included blind 

obedience, ñcan belong to that Order.ò  Stephen Douglas poked fun at Know-Nothingsô willful 

ignorance: ñthey did not know that the obligations and principles of their society were at war with 

the genius of our whole republican system.ò
84

   

The untrammeled mind, in contrast, was a mind of mastery, equipping each man to be his 

own moralist.  ñThe mind habituated to patient and correct thinkingðdeveloping thereby its 

nerve and muscle grappling the realities of life in its given orbit, and gaining the mastery, 

challenges our admiration,ò effused Judge A. A. Coleman of Alabama.  He continued: ñthe 

ardent restless spirit of our people has but little communion with the abject prostration of 

intellect which makes men crouch before his fellow submitting his reason and conscience to the 

will  of another.  All is here congenial to independence of thought.  No intellectual Procrustian 

bed, the adaptation to which requires the mind to be malleable.ò  The unyoked mind, free to 

choose the moral code with which to regulate oneself and oneôs household, anteceded mastery, 

while a ñmalleableò mind made a man ripe for degradation.
85
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Politically and mentally autonomous men exerted a conservative force in society.  New 

Yorkôs Horatio Seymour explained the connection between Democratic political philosophy and 

manhood.  The devolution of political power ñnot only secures good government for each 

locality, but it also brings home to each individual a sense of his rights and responsibilities; it 

elevates his character as a man.ò  ñThe principle of local and distributed jurisdiction,ò Seymour 

thrilled, ñnot only makes good government, but it also makes good manhood.ò  Political agency 

honed individual masculinity and made white men the antidote to fanaticism and consolidation: 

ñhe learns that the performance of his duty as a citizen is the best corrective for the evils of 

society, and is not led to place a vague, unfounded dependence upon legislative wisdom or 

inspirations.ò  Another Democratic governor challenged his stateôs legislators to rely on 

ñindividual enterpriseò for internal improvements: ñlet us, as individuals, arouse our slumbering 

energies, gird on our manhood and strength, and by individual labor and individual contribution, 

link together the different sections of our State.ò  Democratic individualism disempowered the 

state, undercut fanaticism, secured the household, and cultivated white manhood.
86

 

 

Democrats both chuckled in condescension and recoiled with horror at the prospect of 

anyone other than white men engaging in politics.  Alabama Democrat Matthew Powers Blue 

learned of such an occurrence from his brother in New York City: ñMiss Lucy Stone, Miss 

Antoinette Brown, Mrs. Bloomer and all the other notorious Infidels, Abolishonists [sic] and 

Bloomers, held a sort of preparatory meeting at Our Establishment last night, to the óGrand 

Womanôs Rights conventionô to come off at the Tabernacle to-day.ò  None other than ñW Lloyd 

Garrison (the old slick headed thief) presided over the meeting.ò  The womenôs transgression of 
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gender roles troubled Albert Blue.  ñThe husbands of a good many of them sat in the óback-

groundô and sanctioned everything that was done and said,ò while Blue ñthought that those who 

had children had better be at home attending to them.ò  Due to her involvement in matters 

political, Lucy Stone he deemed ñvery little above a common strumpet.ò  ñTo me it was a very 

disgusting sight,ò he concluded, as ñthey looked like so many fools sitting around the table 

voting.ò
87

 

These ñdisgustingò political sights followed the debasement of white men.  Democrats 

wanted to protect the white male individual, because his personal degradation prefaced the 

degradation of the white manôs republic.  The Jacksonian republic rested on a fragile correlation 

whereby white male mastery and political legitimacy stemmed from the hard exclusion of all 

others.  For Democrats, female and non-white political agency and male degradation were 

symptomatic of one another.  As Blue noted, women in politics shunted their husbands into the 

background or, worse yet, confined them to domestic tasks such as caring for children.  Keeping 

women and African Americans enmeshed in the household and out of politics was the 

precondition for white menôs individual political power and for the racial and gender exclusivity 

of the white manôs republic.   

Politics was a male preserve for Democrats.  Speaking at a womenôs academy jubilee, 

Daniel Dickinson bemoaned those ñambitious and clamorous few,ò dissatisfied with their 

socially prescribed roles, who were ñpreparing their minds and adjusting their costume for 

making more hasty and enlarged strides in pursuit of their lost rights.ò  Caleb Cushing 

interrupted remarks in Newburyport, Massachusetts to observe that ñsome ladies have honored 

me with their presence here to-night.ò  He returned the compliment by informing them that 
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ñgood taste forbids me to address them speciallyò and marveling that ñdryò legal topics 

interested them.  Democrats rhetorically forced women out of the political sphere, and they could 

so with derision.  A congressional veteran offered advice to a new senatorðhe should not be 

disappointed if ñthe lobbies may not be crowd[ed] with ladiesò when he spoke.  Women only 

visited if the heavyweights Webster and Calhoun performed, and then they attended Congress 

purely as a social occasion.  Some women agreed that their gender precluded politics.  Charlotte 

Nantz confided to Congressman William H. English that ñI am happy that the heavy 

responsibility of legislation rests not on shoulders so weak as womans.ò
88

 

Fanatics, meanwhile, seemed to welcome women into politics.  ñWhat tender women!ò 

exclaimed a Democratic newspaper, after reporting that ñwomen were present and took partò at 

an ñabolition, anti-Nebraska meeting at Bostonò led by Garrison.  Although cultural conventions 

such as the cult of domesticity limited the formal political agency of women across the partisan 

spectrum, the Democratic party was the most vociferously opposed to their participation, a 

reflection of its male supremacist identity.  For Democrats, politically involved women could 

only be fanatics beyond the pale of political legitimacy.  The daughter of abolitionist Gerrit 

Smith, for instance, shared her fatherôs radicalism, as evidenced by her ñfull Bloomer costume.ò  

The Whig and Republican parties, historians have shown, were more receptive to female 

participation, and evangelical and antislavery reformism depended upon womenôs mobilization, 

which occasionally approximated political equality.  Democrats were reacting to changed 
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circumstancesðthe gradual acceptance of womenôs political agency by the fanatical 

opposition.
89

  

 Antislavery petitions generated by women particularly perturbed Democrats, fusing as 

they did feminine political agency and abolitionist agitation.  William Lowndes Yancey fumed 

that ñour representatives were daily and constantly insulted by the most insulting petitions from 

women, and children, and preachers and men, to take from us our clearly defined constitutional 

rights.ò  Petitions were a surreptitious means to infiltrate politics, and northern Democrats were 

expected to resist antislavery appeals ñfrom men, women and children, [which] poured into 

Congress, session after session.ò  An Indianan writing to Congressman John Givan Davis 

apologized, ñI do not wish you to think me a womans rights woman.ò  A Virginian submitting a 

petition on behalf of a widow who lost her husband in John Brownôs raid similarly wanted to 

avoid association with fanatical women.  Addressing Governor Wise, she reassured him that she 

did ñnot covet the reputation of the strong minded women of the North.ò  Wise handed the 

remonstrance off to his wife.
90
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Democrats similarly reserved the republic for white men by making clear that African 

Americans did not belong in formal political spaces.  James Buchanan, serving as minister to the 

Court of St Jamesôs, described the opening of Parliament to his niece, recounting that ñwhat 

struck me most forcibly was the appearance in the Diplomatic Box of a full blooded black negro 

as the Representative of his Imperial Majesty of Hayti.ò  Fanatics received blame for opening the 

political sphere to African Americans.  A Democrat in Illinois complained about the ñrank 

abolitionistò who ran the local post officeðthe man ñcalled an indignation meeting in November 

last because I would not let a negro have the use of the school house to give a lecture against the 

motives of the democratic party and abuse its leading men.ò  A correspondent of Stephen 

Douglas, after visiting Brazil, commented in 1848 on the novelty of there being ñno distinction, 

political nor social, between the black and the whiteò and predicted that the country would 

become ñthe abode of a mongrel race.ò  He further related to Douglas that ñI have seen in the 

Imperial Senate [?] woolly headed Senator, and a fair Portuguese maiden,ò implying both 

debased politics and illicit sexuality.
91

 

Democrats repeatedly employed Frederick Douglass as a metaphor for black menôs 

political and sexual infiltration of the white body politic.  Debating Abraham Lincoln in 1858, 

Stephen Douglas claimed that the last time he spoke in Freeport, Illinois he had glimpsed a 

carriage driven by a white man, with Frederick Douglass sitting inside with the manôs wife.  

Douglas chastised ñBlack Republicansò for believing ñthat the negro ought to be on a social 
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equality with your wives and daughters, and ride in a carriage with your wife, whilst you drive 

the team.ò  The white fanatic who had invited Douglass to the rally welcomed his own 

degradation, his household mastery usurped by a black man now sexually proximal to his wife.  

Stephen placed Frederickôs carriage ñon the outside of the crowd,ò consigning him to political 

liminality.  Degraded fanatics, however, would invite Douglass and other African Americans to 

move from the margins into the political sphere proper.
92

 

The racial amalgamation portended by Frederick Douglassôs political incursion 

exemplified the adulteration of the republicôs racial and gender purity that would ensue with the 

political mixing of men and women, African Americans and whites.  Democrats screamed about 

ñwanton orgies of fanaticismò and intimated sexual impropriety when they fussed over the 

composition of fanatical meetings, which made no ñdistinction of sex, color, sect, or party.ò  

Horace Greeley was charged with having ñassisted at public meetings of blacks and whites in the 

city of New York, where both God and the Constitution have been reviledò and with supporting 

ñwomanôs rightsò and ñfree love.ò  Political cartoons portrayed the 1856 and 1860 Republican 

presidential candidates pandering to their diverse fanatical constituencies (see figs. 2 and 3).  

Along with fanatics crying for ñan equal division of Propertyò and racial equality, a white 

woman is depicted inviting John C. Fr®mont to ñour Free Love association, where the shackles 

of marriage are not tolerated & perfect freedom exist [sic] in love matters.ò  Playing on the 

candidateôs name, she tempts, ñyou will, be sure to Enjoy yourself for we are all Freemounters.ò  

This scandalous woman is standing near a black man, a fellow fanatic, who is demanding black 

racial supremacy.  Inclusive politics, Democrats cried, meant interracial sex.  Placing black and 
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white political actors together led to amalgamation, an erosion of the strict equivalency of 

whiteness and mastery in the white manôs republic.
93

 

Non-white political actors disconcerted Democrats because they had learned to approach 

the equation of mastery and degradation in zero-sum terms.  Democrats determined to preserve 

the Herrenvolk democracy bequeathed to them by Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson.  

Echoing the sentiments which inspired an earlier generation of Democrats to pursue Indian 

Removal, an Arkansas Democrat in 1855 wondered, ñwhat millions of civilized people will it 

require to fill the void which their extermination must make,ò referring to what he assumed to be 

the inevitable disappearance of western Indians.  His solution was for European immigrants to 

settle the West, thereby giving the foreign-born a stake in Herrenvolk democracy.  The tradeoff 

between the rights of Native Americans and of naturalized ones was absolute.
94

   

Democrats were consequently unable to conceptualize a middle ground between white 

menôs political monopoly and their utter degradation.  Any challenge to slavery and white 

supremacy marked one as a fanatical proponent of racial equality, of ñnegro-fanaticism,ò 

ñwoollyism,ò ñnegrophilism,ò and, consequently, of white degradation.  The ñBlack Republican 

partyò bore a fitting name, ñbecause, while it is devoted to the elevation of the negroes, it 

ignores, disregards, and contemns the rights of white men.ò  According to a Catholic immigrant 

in the Democratic party, the ñAbolition Know-nothing partyò favored ñenslaving and 

disfranchising the Irishman, the Dutchman, and all persons born in foreign countries, and freeing 

the negro and enfranchising him.ò  Abolishing black slavery meant ñwhite slavery.ò
95
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The republic rested on the shoulders of white men.  Secure as a master of himself and his 

household, the individualôs maintenance of gender and racial hierarchies at home cauterized the 

boundaries of the body politic.  Equal white men had to tolerate each otherôs moral choices in 

order to be tolerated.  When a white man trespassed against another, an opening was created for 

their dependents to seize political power.  Henry Wise suggested to northerners that ñwe let each 

otherôs property and peace and political privileges alone, and attend to the conservation of our 

own interests respectively at home.ò  Deriving political legitimacy from their household 

dominance, white men entered public life on a common footing.  ñWhen we happen to meet in 

the common Territories, to make new homes and neighborhoods there,ò Wise propounded, ñwe 

propose to go together to the polls as equals, justly respecting each otherôs rights.ò  Individuals 

produced not only political autonomy in their households, but also political equality, making 

American democracy an egalitarian fraternity of masters.
96

 

 

Robert Mercer Taliaferro Hunter laughed that Federalists had once believed that 

Jeffersonian individualism would usher in ñthe destruction of the necessary establishments of the 

Government, an era of radicalism, a sort of wild, Democratic saturnalia.ò  The republic did not 

descend to this nadir under Jefferson, nor had it under Jackson.  Nor would it under Pierce and 

Buchanan, because in the 1850s the Democracy leavened its progressivism with conservatism.  

A Tennessean designated the Democracy ñthe party of conservatism,ò and praised it for 

ñadvocating a wise progress in the science of free governmentò and for ñconserving the great 

principles which lie at the foundation of our system.ò  The party was simultaneously progressive 

and conservative, because the individual at the heart of Democratic ideology was the agent of 
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both progress and preservation.  Autonomous white men policing racial and gender borders at 

home provided a stable foundation for the orderly advancement of a white manôs republic.  The 

double burden borne by the individual was an innovation in American political thought.
97

   

The Democracy began its career as a self-proclaimed progressive advocate of white male 

democracy.  Alarmed by the precariousness of the racial equilibrium in the 1850s, Democrats 

retreated from the goal of expanding democracy to that of conserving it exclusively for white 

men.  Democrats viewed ñthe Slavery agitationò as a distraction from white menôs political 

progress at home and abroad.  William M. Corry, a staunch proponent of aiding European 

revolutionaries, took pride in being more concerned with politics in ñEurope where the white 

manôs case was up for hearing & judgmentò than with the ñnegro questionò which consumed 

even fellow Democrats.  Another northern Democrat admitted that, all else equal, improving the 

situation of African Americans was desirable.  But Democrats had to consider existing social 

conditions.  ñWe should always remember,ò he pleaded, ñthat ours is not an African, or mixed 

civilization, but that of the white manðthe civilization of the Anglo-Saxon in America.ò  

Democrats craved progress, which they defined as the expansion of democratic equality and 

individual rights.  They were, however, unable to conceptualize limitless extension.
98

   

Spreading rights broadcast would attenuate those already won, potentially reviving the 

gradation of rights to which white men had submitted themselves before Jackson sanctified their 

inherent equality.  This concern vitiated the ñhumanity, morality and religionò that would 

otherwise have been visited upon African Americans.  ñConservative men of the Unionò were 
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advised to look to ñRed republicansò in France, ñwho sought the impracticable in government, 

and lost all they had of freedom by demanding universal equality and individual personal 

sovereignty.ò  Fanatical abolitionists in the United States were a homegrown corollary of 

fanatical socialists in Europeðboth attacked private property, which in America included 

ñproperty in man,ò and both pushed abstract equality too far.  White men in America already 

enjoyed equality and sovereignty, but these political rights were endangered by ñthe black 

republicans of our day,ò who would ñdeprive all white men of national óliberty regulated by 

law,ô if they cannot bring about their radical theory of universal individual equality which is to 

elevate the slave to fraternity with his master.ò
99

    

 In the 1850s Democrats turned liberal individualism, often considered a revolutionary 

force in the modern era, into a conservative pillar of the status quo.  To repel the fanaticism 

besetting the republic, Democrats did not elect to curtail the individual they had previously 

unloosed or the democratic process through which he acted.  European and American 

conservatives had long distrusted democracy and individualism; Democrats remained loyal to 

both.  Democrats also diverged from traditional conservatives in not reifying a powerful state or 

mythologizing a primordial, essentializing nationalism to overawe the people.  They instead took 

the unprecedented step of making individual rights, democratic self-governance, and the 

minimalist state the props of social order.  In one respect, Democrats in the 1850s simply 

perpetuated their ancient faith.  ñDemocracy is based upon eternal principles, and is limited to no 

season, age, or nation,ò rhapsodized a campaign pamphlet, continuing, ñit is the conservator of 
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humanity, in its progressive steps, in its pauses, every where, and its risings and settings are only 

apparent, like those of the ever-shining sun.ò
100

 

Democrats did not have to be original; rather, they found conservatism preexisting within 

the traditions from which they drew.  It required only a change of emphasis to bend their ideas to 

conservative ends.  Democrats took the abstract individual of liberal social contract theory and 

made him a tangible, raced and gendered entity.  Yet the liberal individual had never been a 

neutral construct; he had always been a raced and gendered being, a fact compromising equality 

in any political system based on liberal consent theory.
101

  The social contract, which permitted 

political society to emerge out of the state of nature and sanctioned a government that defined the 

rights of all citizens, was a revolutionary notion in the seventeenth century.  Yet for all its radical 

potential, it was still a means for maintaining social order.  Theorists such as Hobbes and Locke 

resorted to contract, not to obliterate society into atomized individuals, but to create a consensual 

regime that stanched social unrest and restrained religious fanaticism.  Democrats in the 1850s 

also feared that fanaticism would make life in their republic ñsolitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and 

short,ò and they intensified their commitment to the limited state and liberal individualism to 

neuter fanatical reform, protect slavery and white supremacy, and solidify a social order in which 

political legitimacy rested solely with white men.
102

  In the process, they turned ñliberalismò into 
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a ñconservativeò philosophy, yielding a synthesis that continues to characterize American 

conservatism. 
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Figure 2. Democratic political cartoon showing fanatics making demands of a compliant John C. Frémont, the 1856 

Republican presidential candidate.  Source: ñThe Great Republican Reform Party, Calling on Their Candidateò 

(New York, NY: [Nathaniel Currier], [1856]), Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, 

D. C., LC-DIG-pga-04866. 

 
Figure 3. Democratic political cartoon mocking the fanatics supporting Abraham Lincoln in 1860.  Horace Greeley 

is carrying Lincoln.  Source: ñThe Republican Party Going to the Right Houseò ([New York, NY]: Currier and Ives, 

[c. 1860]), Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D. C., LC-DIG-pga-04994.














































































































































































































































































































































































































































